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Abstract 
This is the first study to identify and analyse postmodern romances as a new development 
of the romance and to relate this late twentieth-century subgenre to its tradition. Based on 
a selection of works published between 1969 and 1994, by A. S. Byatt, Lindsay Clarice, 
Michael Dorris and Louise Erdrich, John Fowles, Iris Murdoch, Susan Sontag and 
Jeanette Winterson, it seeks to demonstrate how this new orientation of the romance 
produces meaning in dialogue with generic conventions and traditional works and, in 
doing so, both criticises and rehabilitates the genre. 

A 'postmodern romance' is a double-natured or hybrid text influenced both by 
inherited romance strategies and experimental postmodern techniques, such as those 
specified in Linda Hutcheon's study of the "poetics* of postmodernism: ambiguity, 
parody, paradox, contradiction and self-reflexivity. Hutcheon's theories, as well as 
theories of the romance, of intertextuality, of feminism, of New Historicism and of 
popular culture provide the theoretical framework for my argument. 

Intertextuality is an important manifestation of literary postmodernism, and I 
isolate three kinds of intertextual relationships which 1 see as characteristic of postmodern 
romances. Taking as its starting point Julia Kristeva's view that intertextuality includes 
social, political and cultural, as well as literary, contexts, 1 argue that feminist ideologies 
appear as cultural intertexts in postmodern romances, thereby challenging the association 
between the romance genre and a patriarchal world-view. The connections between post
modern and chivalric, historical and women's popular romances are instances of generic 
intertextuality, where particularly postmodern literary strategies are fused with more con
ventional attributes of the romance. The links between the postmodern works and the 
various subgenres of romance affect both the former and the latter, making the postmod
ern texts accessible to a larger audience, but also revealing forgotten or overlooked com
plexities in earlier examples of the romance. The return to individual texts is an instance 
of specific intertextuality, where postmodern romances reinterpret and rewrite particular, 
earlier romances. Since the relationship between the texts involved is dialogic and, hence, 
unpredictable, the modern works are also reinterpreted by their intertexts. 

Postmodern romances transcend the boundaries between real and unreal, male and 
female, "high" and "low" literature, and in the process they show that this might be 
equally characteristic of traditional romances. As a result of the fusion of postmodern and 
romantic literary modes, the inherent duality of the romance genre as such is brought to 
the fore at the same time as the genre is revived. 

Keywords: romance; postmodernism; dialogue; feminism; intertextuality; destabilised 
text; cyclical time; critical return; uncertain gender-construction 
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Abstract 
This is the first study to identify and analyse postmodern romances as a new development 
of the romance and to relate this late twentieth-century subgenre to its tradition. Based on 
a selection of works published between 1969 and 1994, by A. S. By att, Lindsay Clarke, 
Michael Dorris and Louise Erdrich, John Fowles, Iris Murdoch, Susan Sontag and 
Jeanette Winterson, it seeks to demonstrate how this new orientation of the romance 
produces meaning in dialogue with generic conventions and traditional works and, in 
doing so, both criticises and rehabilitates the genre. 

A 'postmodern romance' is a double-natured or hybrid text influenced both by inher
ited romance strategies and experimental postmodern techniques, such as those specified 
in Linda Hutcheon's study of the 'poetics' of postmodernism: ambiguity, parody, para
dox, contradiction and self-reflexivity. Hutcheon's theories, as well as theories of the 
romance, of intertextuality, of feminism, of New Historicism and of popular culture 
provide the theoretical framework for my argument. 

Intertextuality is an important manifestation of literary postmodernism, and I isolate 
three kinds of intertextual relationships which I see as characteristic of postmodern ro
mances. Taking as its starting point Julia Kristeva's view that intertextuality includes so
cial, political and cultural, as well as literary, contexts, I argue that feminist ideologies 
appear as cultural intertexts in postmodern romances, thereby challenging the association 
between the romance genre and a patriarchal world-view. The connections between post
modern and chivalric, historical and women's popular romances are instances of generic 
intertextuality, where particularly postmodern literary strategies are fused with more con
ventional attributes of the romance. The links between the postmodern works and the 
various subgenres of romance affect both the former and the latter, making the postmod
ern texts accessible to a larger audience, but also revealing forgotten or overlooked com
plexities in earlier examples of the romance. The return to individual texts is an instance 
of specific intertextuality, where postmodern romances reinterpret and rewrite particular, 
earlier romances. Since the relationship between the texts involved is dialogic and, hence, 
unpredictable, the modern works are also reinterpreted by their intertexts. 

Postmodern romances transcend the boundaries between real and unreal, male and 
female, "high" and "low" literature, and in the process they show that this might be 
equally characteristic of traditional romances. As a result of the fusion of postmodern and 
romantic literary modes, the inherent duality of the romance genre as such is brought to 
the fore at the same time as the genre is revived. 

Keywords: romance; postmodernism; dialogue; feminism; intertextuality; destabilised 
text; cyclical time; critical return; uncertain gender-construction 
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INTRODUCTION 

Some say that the age of chivalry is past, 

that the spirit of romance is dead. 

Charles Kingsley, His Letters and 

Memories of his Life, 1877. 

Whatever fate may have befallen chivalry, it must certainly be beyond dispute 
that the spirit of romance has survived, and found new expression in the late 
twentieth century. But the literary romance has long been seen as a genre in 
decline, and in 1970 Gillian Beer claimed that "[a]ny history of the romance 
will in one sense be a record of decadence."1 Even though this opinion may 
once have been accurate, such is no longer the case. The closing decades of 
the twentieth century are witnessing a revival of romance in fiction, and in this 
study I propose that a new subcategory of postmodern romances is appearing, 
revitalising the romance genre as a whole through a very productive amalga
mation of the specifically postmodern with the specifically romantic, so that 
romance once again acquires the complexity and sophistication which used to 
be a feature of the genre. The rise of this new variety of romance is not a break 
with tradition: postmodern romances form a separate but dependent group in 
the romance genre, and the relationship is one of continuing dialogue. In the 
following chapters I analyse some works which I categorise as 'postmodern 
romances' and show how they relate to other kinds of romance, such as chi-
valric, historical and women's popular romance, as well as to influential works 
within the romance tradition. My focus is primarily literary, and I suggest that 
postmodern romances produce meaning in conjunction with the various in-
tertexts they employ, sometimes criticising, sometimes recovering romance 
strategies; sometimes rewriting previous texts; but always taking part in a dia
logue with the body of romances which constitutes their literary heritage. 

Compared with the intricacies of a Renaissance romance like The Faerie 
Queene, the popular romance of the twentieth century looks simplistic, and 

1 Gillian Beer, The Romance (London: Methuen, 1970) 1. 
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Gillian Beer is justified in seeing the romance as a deteriorated form in the 
sense that the characteristics of the romance which have survived are mainly 
its shallow character descriptions, its overly emphasised concentration on ac
tion and a predominance of dramatic, exotic settings. So what do the explicit 
references to the romance genre in books like Lindsay Clarke's The Chymical 
Wedding: A Romance (1989), A. S. Byatt's Possession: A Romance (1990) 
and Susan Sontag's The Volcano Lover: A Romance (1992) mean? The pleas
ures, the reassurances and the familiarity of romance make it an appealing form, 
but its politics are another matter. Why do serious writers conform to a tradi
tion which is now primarily viewed as popular, escapist and fantastic? What 
place is there for knightly quests and love stories in the late twentieth cen
tury? What has happened to originality? Is this really art or just a way of ex
ploiting the market to ensure financial success? These are all varieties of the 
questions that this study addresses: what does the romance have to offer in 
the late twentieth century and, specifically, what does the romance contribute 
to a literature which is saturated with the theoretical insights of postmod
ernism? Conversely, how do postmodern literary attitudes reappraise the con
ventional genre of romance? 

This is the first study to see postmodern romance as a subgenre in its own 
right, and to situate this new development in its generic context. When Diane 
Elam uses the term 'postmodern romance' it is to suggest that "romance 
should be considered as a postmodern genre," and that "postmodernism is 
romance."2 In contrast to Elam, I do not claim that the genre of romance is 
postmodern as such - on the contrary, I see postmodern romances as phenom
ena of the late twentieth century. I do believe, however, that they have the 
capacity to bring to the fore elements in the romance genre which presage a 
postmodern aesthetic and postmodern techniques, and in this my view ap
proaches Elam's. The romance is shot through with competing ideological and 
philosophical undercurrents, which means that the genre possesses an inher
ent duality which is brought to the surface when postmodern works return to 
its strategies. Thus, the postmodern appropriation of the romance makes it 
easier for us to rediscover qualities of the genre which have become attenu
ated with time. At the same time, postmodern literary forms have sometimes 
taken experimentation to its extreme, so when postmodern romances combine 
experimental narrative techniques with the relative stability of traditional ro
mance, this checks a development which could potentially lead to unintelli
gible obscurity. The intertextual relationship between postmodern romances 
and the tradition they make use of therefore means that both varieties of ro
mance are affected: present practices yield insights into the literature of the 
past, and genre conventions govern - at least superficially - the literature of 
the present. 

2 Diane Elam, Romancing the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1992) 12, original em
phases. 



3  

The term 'postmodern romance', as used in this study, refers to late twen
tieth century works which belong to the romance genre, at the same time as 
they share with other postmodern works such important characteristics as am
biguity, parody, paradox, contradiction, self-reflexivity and a reluctance to 
provide any coherent vision of the world.3 A postmodern romance is con
sciously double-natured, in that it introduces several different ideas without 
valuing one above the other, and is, as Bakhtin says, discussing heteroglossia 
in the novel, "a hybrid construction": 

an utterance that belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and composi
tional 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. We repeat, 
there is no formal - compositional and syntactic - boundary between 
these utterances, styles, languages, belief systems; the division of 
voices and languages takes place within the limits of a single syntactic 
whole, often within the limits of a simple sentence. It frequently hap
pens that even one and the same word will belong simultaneously to 
two languages, two belief systems that intersect in a hybrid construc
tion - and, consequently, the word has two contradictory meanings, 
two accents.4 

The double nature of postmodern romances is a result of their double loyalty 
to the romance genre and to postmodernism, and both these traditions affect 
the final shape of the work. The facility with which these influences blend 
within the work indicates that the romance is a very fitting postmodern form. 

An important problem which is shared by many writers of fiction today is 
how to make it possible to create meaning when there are neither common 
value systems nor common cultural beliefs to lean on. There is an urgent need 
for both writers and readers to find common ground, otherwise communication 
through literature runs the risk of becoming impossible and obsolete. Post
modern romances capitalise on the popularity and familiarity of the romance to 
create this common ground, which means that the works have to be recognis
able as romances. Like medieval and Renaissance romances, postmodern ones 
frequently bring in a miraculous dimension, like the historical ones they are 
acutely aware of the importance of the past, and like women's popular ro
mances they tell love stories. Intertextual references establish the connections. 
At the same time, the stability of the romance form is only superficial, and at a 
deeper level romance becomes a metaphor for the slippery nature of language 
itself. As Patricia Parker argues, Jacques Derrida's "différance" is "virtually 
the reappearance, in the language of contemporary philosophy, of a romance 
formulation, the combination of spatial difference and temporal deferral" 

3 The characteristics of postmodern literature will be discussed in chapter 1. 
4 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. 
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (1981; Austin: U of Texas P, 1985) 304-05. 
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which is integral to romance.5 This means that the textual strategies of post
modern romances - the multiple narrative voices, the open contradictions and 
the consistent resistance to totalising answers - can actually be seen as a con
tinuation of the allegorical mode of the "high" romances of the late Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance, since allegory also denies a one-to-one relationship 
between word and referent. 

My discussions of the strategies and techniques of postmodern romances 
owe a great deal to Linda Hutcheon's formulation of a 'poetics' of postmod
ernism, as it is realised in the genre she terms 'historiographie metafiction'.6 

Considering the vagueness of the term postmodernism, it is perhaps inevitable 
that an attempt to formulate a poetics has to begin by specifying very nar
rowly what kind of works the aesthetic practices relate to. I join Hutcheon in 
seeing postmodern literature as a form which parodies other literary works and 
genres in the sense that it simultaneously transgresses and adheres to conven
tional structures. I differ from Hutcheon, however, in that I do not see histo
riographie metafiction as the postmodern literary form par excellence. When 
applicable, I use Hutcheon's poetics to describe and interpret the postmodern 
romances in my sample, but I have refrained from using the works to modify or 
change the poetics. Instead, I have chosen to take a more eclectic theoretical 
approach to the works I have studied, using theories of the romance, of in-
tertextuality, of feminism, of New Historicism and of popular culture to support 
my argument. In particular, I stress the importance of intertextual relationships, 
and my considerations of the intertextual connections discernible in postmod
ern romances proceed from Julia Kristeva's view that intertexts are all the 
texts which determine the meaning of a work, including social, political and 
cultural contexts as well as art works.7 

The French Lieutenant's Woman (1969) by John Fowles is the earliest 
postmodern romance in my selection, and it displays its literary ancestry by 
being the story of an individual's quest for self-discovery, like so many medi
eval romances.8 It also introduces many of the features found in later post

5 Patricia A. Parker, Inescapable Romance: Studies in the Poetics of a Mode (Princeton 
NJ: Princeton UP, 1979) 220. 
6 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988; New 
York: Routledge, 1992). 
7 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon 
S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1980). 
8 The French Lieutenant's Woman has attracted a lot of critical attention, and has been 
described as a twentieth-century Victorian novel (Jerome Bump, "The Narrator as Pro-
toreader in The French Lieutenant's WomanVictorian Newsletter 74 (1988): 16), an 
anti-Victorian work (John V. Hagopian, "Bad Faith in The French Lieutenant's Woman" 
Contemporary Literature 23.2 (1982): 193), a Bildungsroman describing Charles Smith-
son's discovery of existentialism (Susana Onega Jaén, "Form and Meaning in The French 
Lieutenant's Woman" Revista canaria de estudios ingleses 13-14 (1987): 101) etc. I do 
not deny the validity of these other definitions, but I will show that The French Lieuten
ant's Woman continues the tradition of medieval romance in several ways, and therefore I 
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modern romances, such as the questioning attitude to the time it describes, the 
intertextual method, the ambiguous connection with feminism and the self-
reflexive mode of narration. The Passion (1987) by Jeanette Winterson is set 
on the fringes of the Napoleonic wars, and tells its stories of love and war by 
using postmodern devices such as overt commentary on the text and double 
narrative voices, thus impeding a steady progression of the plot. Winterson's 
Sexing the Cherry (1989) is a multi-voiced story which connects seventeenth-
century London with the present and exemplifies the link between postmod
ern romances and feminism both in character descriptions and in the inset fairy 
tale. Written on the Body (1992), also by Winterson, uses a disjunctive narra
tive style to illustrate the shattering power of love. 

The Chymical Wedding (1989) by Lindsay Clarke is concerned with the 
magic and mystery of alchemy, and moves between a nineteenth- and a twen
tieth-century setting, using different kinds of narration. It is less self-reflexive 
than most other postmodern romances in my sample, but it is a good example 
of the postmodern project to show the interconnections between past and 
present. A. S. Byatt's Possession (1990), on the other hand, demonstrates 
most of the connections with postmodernism and also contains almost all of 
the romantic structures which appear in postmodern romances. Byatt openly 
comments on the form of the narrative, uses multiple narrative voices, deals 
with the role of the past in the present and addresses feminist issues in her 
work without supplying a clear feminist answer to the questions raised. It is 
the romance in my selection which most extensively makes use of specific in
tertextual linking, and thus the one which most distinctly operates as a critical 
reconsideration of the romance tradition. The author's novellas in Angels and 
Insects (1992) and the short stories - the title story in particular - in The Djinn 
in the Nightingale's Eye (1994) also fall under the definition postmodern ro
mance, especially through their inclusion of magic and fairy-tale structures in 
apparently realistic stories.9 

The Crown of Columbus (1991) by Michael Dorris and Louise Erdrich is a 
re-examination of Columbus's conquest of America from the point of view of 
the native Americans, and is thus another example of the postmodern concern 
with the place and function of history today.10 Like many of the other post
modern romances I discuss, it uses historical documents to create irony and 
show how the "truth" of the past is always compromised by cultural and po-

want to emphasise its heritage from the romance genre, rather than its relationship with 
other possible literary developments. 
9 "The Glass Coffin" and "Gode's Story" in The Djinn in the Nightingale's Eye: Five 
Fairy Stories (1994; London: Vintage, 1995) also appear in Possession. 
10 The Crown of Columbus, like Jeanette Winterson's works, is an example of the attrac
tion postmodern techniques hold for writers who write from a marginal position in soci
ety. In my discussion, however, I have not pursued the implications of postcolonial or les
bian elements in the works, important though they are, but have concentrated on the 
works in their capacity of postmodern romances. 
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liticai interests, always out of reach. Susan Sontag's The Volcano Lover 
(1992) is also concerned with the nature of historical truths, and on the very 
first pages of her story of Sir William Hamilton, Lady Emma Hamilton and Lord 
Nelson, Sontag emphasises how any narrative, even a disunited one, is a prod
uct of authorial choice, and as a result only one among many subjective ac
counts. Iris Murdoch's The Green Knight (1993) is, at least on the surface, the 
most straightforwardly realistic postmodern romance in my selection, but its 
unity builds on a transposition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight to the 
late twentieth century, which makes the centre of the story profoundly unrt-
alistic. The Green Knight is an illustration of how postmodern romances rein
troduce a magical and mythical quality into narratives of the everyday.11 

Some of the works in my selection can also be characterised by Linda 
Hutcheon's term 'historiographie metafiction', but I find their identification 
with romance more rewarding and also more intriguing, since it situates the 
works in a generic context which contains both "high" and "low" styles, 
and which is characterised both by complexity and simplification. Romance, 
like postmodernism, builds on paradoxes. But even though the works I discuss 
all fuse familiar romance structures with experimental techniques, they are not 
postmodern romances in identical ways, and therefore I do not claim that any 
one of these works is entirely representative of postmodern romance. Never
theless, I do believe that each of them is representative in the sense that they 
all contribute to a new orientation of the genre. 

The titles which appear most frequently in my discussion are The French 
Lieutenant's Woman and Possession, because I see the former as the begin
ning of the evolution of a postmodern type of romance, and the latter as the 
work in my sample which explores most fully the implications of a combina
tion of romance features and postmodernism. Moreover, Possession was partly 
written as a rejoinder to The French Lieutenant's Woman, with the result that 
there are prominent intertextual links between the two works.12 This means 
that a discussion of the similarities and dissimilarities between the works re

11 In selecting which works to discuss I have attempted to find late twentieth-century fic
tion, originally written in English and displaying an affiliation with the romance genre as 
well as with postmodernism. This explains why a work like Umberto Eco's The Name of 
the Rose, trans. William Weaver (1983; London: Mandarin, 1992) is absent from my sam
ple, since it was written in Italian. My reasons for excluding David Lodge's Small World: 
An Academic Romance, (1984; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1985) are more complex, be
cause the work undoubtedly plays with the structures of the romance, and displays a 
knowledge of poststructuralist and postmodern theories. But it deviates from what I see as 
characteristic of postmodern romance in two important ways: it maintains a distance from 
the strategies of postmodern literature so that they are never really integrated in the work, 
but mainly introduced to deride the various academics who follow theoretical fashions; 
and in the second place, the parody of romance in the book is mainly intended to ridicule, 
and is not a critical return to the genre. It should be noted, however, that Frederick M. 
Holmes in "The Reader as Discoverer in David Lodge's Small World " Critique: studies 
in contemporary fiction 32.1 (1990): 47-57, sees Small World as a postmodern work. 
12 A. S. Byatt, Interview, "Self-portrait of a Victorian polymath," by Kate Kellaway Ob
server, 16 Sept. 1990: 45. 
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veals something of the process leading to the development of a postmodern 
romance form. 

'Romance' is both a narrative mode and a pattern for narratives, and it is 
difficult to distinguish sharply between the two. Where postmodern romances 
are concerned, it is sometimes more appropriate to talk about a manner of nar
ration, since these works make use of structures from many kinds of romance 
as well as of particularly postmodern literary strategies. I see the characteristics 
of chivalric, historical and women's popular romances as the romance strains 
which figure most prominently in the postmodern ones, and this has governed 
my selection of what subgenres in the romance tradition to include in my dis
cussion. Attributes of gothic romances do appear; there are elements of the 
grotesque, for instance, in Dog Woman, one of the main characters in Sexing 
the Cherry, the role of the statue Gypsy May in The Chymical Wedding is 
reminiscent of the part the giant statue plays in Walpole's The Castle of 
Otranto (1764), and the melodramatic final chapters of Possession are cer
tainly influenced by gothic romances. But the preoccupation with supernatu
ral beings and horror in the gothic stories is largely absent in postmodern ro
mances, and for the purposes of this study, the postmodern continuation of the 
concerns with magic and history in gothic romance can be as productively in
vestigated by examining the function of these elements in chivalric and his
torical romances.13 

My primary method is close reading of the postmodern texts in my sample, 
but I also compare postmodern romances with a few traditional romances. In 
my discussion of the patterns of chivalric romance I find it impossible to by
pass Edmund Spenser's The Faerie Que ene, because of its heritage from me
dieval romance and its influence on later romance writers, such as those of the 
Romantic period.14 I also refer to Jean d'Arras's Roman de Mélusine in this 
context. Sir Walter Scott's work, mainly represented by Redgauntlet, forms a 
background to my discussions of the connections between historical and 
postmodern romances. Further, I bring in Coleridge's Christabel and Ten
nyson's Maud because of their importance as specific intertexts in Possession 
and The French Lieutenant's Woman. Popular romances by Barbara Cartland, 
Jane Donnelly and Valerie Parv provide examples in my comparisons of post
modern and popular romances. Otherwise, my examination of the relations be
tween postmodern romances and their tradition is chiefly based on compari

13 Characteristics of gothic romances find a continuation in other postmodern works, 
however, such as Peter Ackroyd, Hawksmoor (1985; London: Abacus, 1989), but since 
this novel is primarily structured like a detective story, I have not included it in my sample 
of postmodern romances. 
14 Shakespeare's romances obviously constitute a major development of the genre of ro
mance, but because they are dramatic works, and, primarily, because they deserve more 
attention than I can give within the scope of this study, I have decided not to deal with 
them in my discussion. 
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sons between the postmodern works I have selected and the overall charac
teristics of the established subgenres I discuss. 

I wish to claim, firstly, that the postmodern romances in my sample and 
others like them constitute a new development of the romance genre; a sub-
genre which deserves critical attention as such. Secondly, I suggest that by 
emphasising their affiliation with the romance, postmodern romances effect 
both a revitalisation of the genre and a reinterpretation of the romance tradi
tion as well as of canonised and popular works contained in it. Alongside the 
theoretical framework formed by critical analyses of the genre of romance, 
feminist criticism, and New Historicism, the double identity of postmodern ro
mances necessitates a double theoretical background, in theories of postmod
ernism and theories of intertextuality. I use the term postmodern, rather than 
postmodernist, romance, because I do not want to overly stress the postmod
ern aesthetic as a continuation or a replacement of the philosophies and litera
tures of "high" modernism. On the other hand, I do not subscribe to the view 
that postmodern convictions have been an influence on culture and literature 
since the onset of the modern era, with the Renaissance as an arbitrary water
shed between modern and premodern times. As my discussions will show, I 
acknowledge the seeds of a postmodern attitude in literature even before the 
Renaissance, but I believe that "postmodernism" does not acquire "critical 
mass," as Elizabeth Ermarth calls it, until quite late in the twentieth century.15 

Intertextuality is an important manifestation of postmodernism in literature and 
I see intertextuality operating primarily in three ways: between artistic works 
and aspects of the culture they belong to, between works and their genre, and 
between individual works. Consequently, I have distinguished between cul
tural, generic and specific intertextuality in my discussions. This theoretical 
background is outlined in chapter 1. 

In chapter 2 I deal with the connections between postmodern romances 
and feminism, because this relationship informs much of my discussion of the 
associations between the postmodern works and the various subgenres of ro
mance. It is also one of the most notable signs of a new development in the 
romance genre, given the implicit ties between a patriarchal value-system and 
the other main form of romance in the twentieth century, the popular romance 
for women. Next I treat, in the chronological order of their development within 
the genre, chivalric and historical romances and the patterns of their continua
tion in postmodern romance. In chapter 3 I juxtapose postmodern romances 
with chivalric romances such as Spenser's The Faerie Que ene and Jean 
d'Arras's Roman de Mélusine. The digressive narrative mode of medieval and 
Renaissance romances is quite clearly continued in the postmodern variety, 

15 Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth, Sequel to History: Postmodernism and the Crisis of Repre
sentational Time (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1992) 9. Ermarth mentions the modern 
and postmodern achievements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but says that at 
that time, the "cultural critique they implied" did not yet have critical mass. 
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but, more importantly, these early romances take the magical dimension of the 
world seriously, thereby collapsing the boundaries between the real and the 
fantastic. There is a clear correspondence between this aspect of chivalric ro
mance and the postmodern project to challenge the systems we use to struc
ture and explain the world. One of these systems is narrative history, and his
torical romances - the works by Sir Walter Scott, for instance - often display a 
view of the past as progenitor of the present. This view is questioned in post
modern romance, which acknowledges the importance of the past but sees it 
as a period we can only know through documents, as a consequence of which 
the significance of the past cannot be conclusively determined. The past has a 
cyclical relationship with the present, influencing and being influenced by the 
later moment in time. These ideas are developed in chapter 4. 

In chapter 5 I examine the relationship between postmodern romances and 
individual texts. I have chosen to use Possession and The French Lieuten
ant's Woman, and their two major nineteenth-century intertexts Christabel 
and Maud as my examples, because the relationships between these works 
show very clearly how postmodern romances have the capacity to change our 
understanding of the genre of romance by reinterpreting individual works 
within it. In this context I also discuss the critical return to the strategies of the 
nineteenth-century novel in The French Lieutenant's Woman, The Chymical 
Wedding and Possession. In chapter 6, finally, my discussion traces the rela
tions between women's popular and postmodern romances. One of the rea
sons why the present reappropriation of romance is so interesting is that to
day, the genre is usually thought of as the fictional form for pulp literature. But 
we can now see a partial rehabilitation of the popular romance, since the re
cycling of its strategies in the postmodern variety has revealed its potential for 
ambiguous politics. 

The chapter on feminism and postmodern romances posits an alliance built 
on cultural intertextuality, the chapters on postmodern and chivalric, historical 
and women's popular romances take as their basis a bond founded on genre, 
and the chapter on Christabel, Maud and the Victorian novel deals mainly 
with the interrelations between individual texts. With this arrangement I want 
to show how the postmodern works I have selected engage in a dialogue with 
the tradition of romance, a process which leads to both a rediscovery and a 
revitalisation of the genre. 
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ROMANCE, POSTMODERNISM AND 

INTERTEXTUALITY 

In order to understand in what ways postmodern romances constitute a new 
development of the romance genre, it is necessary to look at the theoretical 
backgrounds against which they are defined. The first of these is obviously the 
romance, and I see this genre neither as a unified whole nor as fragmentary, but 
as a pliable form whose manifestations have important traits and attitudes in 
common, despite the fact that they look very different on a superficial level. My 
use of the term 'postmodernism' primarily refers to literature, and I make no 
claims for its relevance outside the field of postmodern romances. 'Postmodern 
literature' represents a literary practice which is characterised by a double vision 
and consequently does not attempt to produce total explanations of characters, 
events or societies. In postmodern romances, consciously introduced intertexts 
guarantee that images of people and places remain indefinite, and intertextual 
links also emphasise the dialogic relationship between these works and their 
tradition. In my discussion I distinguish between three kinds of intertextuality 
which I call 'cultural', 'generic' and 'specific', where cultural intertextuality re
fers to the connections between works of art and their historical and cultural 
contexts, generic intertextuality relates to relationships based on genre conven
tions, and specific intertextuality is concerned with associations between par
ticular works. 

Romance revived 
It is difficult to determine what the term 'romance' really denotes, particularly 
since it is used to describe both a literary form and a literary quality. Romance as 
a literary genre is indisputably fiction, and it is principally entertainment, but the 
term does not refer to a unified, easily definable body of works, embracing as it 
does works like Le Morte D'Arthur and The Faerie Queene as well as The Cas-
tie of Otranto, Ivanhoe and the Mills & Boon romance Living with Marc. In the 
early Middle Ages the word was used for works written in or translated into the 
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vernacular languages derived from Latin - the romance languages - which indi
cates that despite their preoccupation with aristocratic subjects and settings, 
romances have always been intended for a fairly comprehensive audience, in
cluding women, who mostly did not know Latin.1 

The romance is indeed one of the most enduringly popular forms in litera
ture. It existed in ancient Greece, was highly esteemed during the Middle Ages, 
was used by Spenser and Shakespeare, developed into the gothic and the his
torical romance in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and has become one 
of the staples of twentieth-century pulp literature. Over the years, authors have 
put the form to various uses, discarding some of the old characteristics and re
taining others as they provide new ones. This means that about the only safe 
thing to say by way of constructing a genre-definition is that the association 
between the romance and reality will be a problematic one, because too simpli
fied a view of reality is taken, as in the popular romances, or because the work is 
predominantly unrealistic, as in the gothic romances, or because it deals with the 
extraordinary, as in chivalric romance. This said, it is also true that there are gen
eral assumptions about what 'romance' is, and that a prominent feature of the 
genre will always be its concern with love and adventure. Its main organising 
principles are the development of love relationships and the course of quests -
in all their shapes and varieties. 

The commonly accepted definition that the romance-genre is essentially un
realistic2 is nevertheless too narrow, and romances are not the opposites of re
alistic novels. Such a view would lead to an overly limited definition of both re
alistic and romantic literature: obviously romances are to a large degree also re
alistic, otherwise readers would be unable to relate to them at all, and realistic 
works frequently contain fantastic elements. Romances may be mimetic chiefly 

1 Piero Boitano, English Medieval Narrative in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries, 
trans. Joan Krakover Hall (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1982) 36 suggests that one of the 
reasons why the Church did not condemn the romance was that since it was "extremely 
popular at all social levels," it would have been unrealistic to begin a crusade against it. An
other reason why the Church accepted the romance, according to Boitano, was that despite 
its preoccupation with extramarital love and violence, the romance upheld values that social 
and ecclesiastical authorities wanted to maintain, such as feudalism, courtesy and chivalry. 
2 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (1957; Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 
1973) 186, describes the romance as the "nearest of all literary forms to the wish-fulfilment 
dream," characterised by a "perennially childlike quality," and marked by an "extraord
inarily persistent nostalgia" and a "search for some kind of imaginative golden age in time 
or space." According to David Daiches, A Critical History of English Literature, 2nd ed., vol 
1 (1969; London: Seeker & Warburg, 1991) 51, the scene and matter of romance are quite 
remote from the incidents of ordinary life, because the romance is the literary form "in 
which loyalty to one's king is no greater force than loyalty to one's lady; where both love 
and war are ritualized by elaborate techniques of service; where the devoted knight over
comes fabulous obstacles by virtue of the strictness of his honor and the strength of his pas
sion." Similarly, Gillian Beer, The Romance (London: Methuen, 1970) 10, lists as charac
teristics of the romance "the themes of love and adventure, a certain withdrawal from their 
own societies on the part of both reader and romance hero, profuse sensuous detail, simpli
fied characters (often with a suggestion of allegorical significance), a serene intermingling 
of the unexpected and the everyday." The romance, consequently, is generally understood 
as a fundamentally unrealistic genre, albeit not exclusively so. 
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on a mythic level, as Gillian Beer maintains,3 but this perception in itself contains 
the understanding that 'romance', in its capacity both of genre and of quality, 
"does not form a tradition in simple opposition to that of realism," as Diane 
Elam says.4 

When it comes to mimetic representation, however, romances are generally 
very free in relation to the historical reality of the times when they were pro
duced. The section of Nathaniel Hawthorne's preface to The House of the 
Seven Gables that A. S. Byatt quotes as a motto for Possession implies that this 
liberating character of romance is what makes it a desirable form: 

When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed 
that he wishes to claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and mate
rial, which he would not have felt himself entitled to assume, had he pro
fessed to be writing a Novel. The latter form of composition is presumed 
to aim at a very minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the 
probable and ordinary course of man's experience. The former - while 
as a work of art, it must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins 
unpardonably so far as it may swerve aside from the truth of the human 
heart - has fairly a right to present that truth under circumstances, to a 
great extent, of the writer's own choosing or creation .... The point of 
view in which this tale comes under the Romantic definition lies in the 
attempt to connect a bygone time with the very present that is flitting 
away from us.5 

Obviously, an important connection between Hawthorne and, for example, A S. 
Byatt, Lindsay Clarke, John Fowles and Susan Sontag is their attempts to link 
the present with the past, but as Hawthorne also makes clear, the romance as 
such is much more aware of its nature as fiction than traditional realistic litera
ture. Because of this and because of postmodern anxieties as to what consti
tutes 'the real' and whether we will ever be able to know it with any certainty, 
the romance with its uncertain attitude to mimesis becomes a suitable postmod
ern form. In Diane Elam's words, the romance "by virtue of its complex relation 
to both history and novelistic realism, will have been the genre to address the 
problematic of postmodernity in narrative fiction."6 The choice of the romance 
may consequently be taken to indicate an author's attitude to literary represen
tation. 

In literary history, romance has been considered a 'low' form as opposed to 
the higher forms of tragedy or epic. 'Low' literary forms are typically uniform 
and conventional, and since romances have existed for such a long time, the 
conventions guiding them have become crystallised and easy to apply. It is pri-

3 Beer 3, 9. 
4 Diane Elam, Romancing the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1992) 6, original emphasis. 
5 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Preface, The House of the Seven Gables, by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(1851; London: Everyman, 1995) 3. 
6 Elam 1. 
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marily superficial aspects like plot movement and character-types which are de
termined by these conventions, however, and the apparent uniformity conceals 
a great deal of complexity. Still, mass market romances constitute a substantial 
part of the literature included under the label 'romance' today, and this circum
stance has sometimes led to wholesale dismissals of the entire genre as formulaic, 
inferior and politically unsound. Since pulp romances have been the objects of 
much scorn,7 the need to come up with an acceptable interpretation of 
'romance' in literature arises at least partly from a fear that the traits of the mass 
market variety of the genre will provide the only definition. Its troubled rela
tionship with realism has always rendered the romance vulnerable to attack, and 
during some periods romances virtually disappear from the field of literature. But 
these disappearances are shortlived, and are generally followed by revivals, like 
the Romantic writers' rediscovery of the form which followed the disparage
ment of the romance prevalent in the Enlightenment era.8 Postmodern romances 
exemplify the most recent of these revivals. 

One of the most powerful attacks on romance was launched in Cervantes's 
Don Quixote, 1605. Don Quixote parodies the cult of the romance, and the pro
tagonist represents "the idealization of self, the refusal to doubt inner experi
ence, the tendency to base any interpretation of the world upon personal will, 
imagination and desire, not upon an empirical and social consensus of experi
ence."9 But as Northrop Frye notes, there is a latent identity between individual 
and social quests in the romance, and in a Renaissance romance like The Faerie 
Queene excessive self-love is condemned as lust and greed, and personal quests 
always have social consequences.10 For Spenser, the concentration on the indi
vidual is not a defence of individualism, but an attempt to "solve social prob
lems through the reformation of an individual," which involves making indi
viduals accept and support the official view.11 Even so, some of the traits ex

7 That the popular romance has been a despised genre accounts for the defensive attitude of 
scholars who nevertheless choose to deal with it: Bridget Fowler begins her book by saying 
"[r]omantic fiction is so stigmatised at present that it has received very little academic at
tention. However, if archaeologists can discover valuable materials for reconstructing entire 
societies from the contents of prehistoric middens, even the most formulaic romance may 
reveal important clues to both human needs and the existing social relations within which 
they are expressed." Bridget Fowler, The Alienated Reader: Women and Romantic Litera
ture in the Twentieth Century (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991) 1. 
8 According to Gillian Beer, 50, the romance declined in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries, when it was considered a barbarous form, "a part of the infancy of the 
world now replaced by more civilized genres." Neo-classical forms answered better to the 
temper of the age. Writers who rediscovered the romance in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries are for instance S. T. Coleridge in works like "The Rime of the An
cient Mariner" or Christabel, and John Keats in poems such as "The Eve of St. Agnes" 
and "La Belle Dame Sans Merci: A Ballad." 
9 Beer 42. 
10 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance (1976; Cam
bridge MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 58. 
11 James W. Broaddus, Spenser's Allegory of Love: Social Vision in Books III, IV, and V of 
The Faerie Queene (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1995) 19. 
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posed in the Don Quixote figure can be found in the Romantic hero, and are 
uncannily like the insistence on subjectivity and the lack of external certainties 
in postmodern works. But an important difference between the celebration of 
self represented by Don Quixote and in the Romantic period on the one hand, 
and the emphasis on individual truths in postmodern romances on the other, is 
that in postmodern romances the self is both fractured and contingent, and one 
subjective account of the world is usually placed in contrast to another. 

For a sixteenth-century writer like Spenser the errors, contradictions and 
postponements of romance are resolved, or at least diminished, by recourse to 
the ultimate truths of the Protestant God, the monarch and a divinely ordained 
social hierarchy. This seems to attest to Northrop Frye's claim that romance is 
inherently dialectical and polarising, positing a final answer as the resolution of 
the dialectic process.12 The fact that the quest is a major controlling principle of 
romance corroborates this view, as it appears to presuppose the possibility of 
attaining an ultimate goal. But the results of quests, whether for objects, for love, 
truth or identity, are unstable enough to be open to re-evaluation, and I would 
therefore suggest that the romance is, or at least has the potential to be, dialogi-
cal instead. Postmodern writers acknowledge no ultimate truth, which means 
that the dialectical organisation of previous examples of the romance is modu
lated into a dialogical one, where several world-views struggle against each 
other but differences and contradictory views remain unresolved. Moreover, I 
believe that this distinction between postmodern and traditional romances is not 
as fundamental as it might appear, because the dialogical quality is inherent in 
the romance tradition, and brought to the surface when works are read out of 
their historical and cultural context. The Faerie Queene exhibits a social vision 
which is quite stable when defined against the logocentrism and social order of 
Elizabethan culture, but since Spenser considers them as givens, these deter
mining factors are to a great extent outside the work.13 Within the work, the in
tersected quests, parallel stories and open contrasts invite dialogue and permit 
different kinds of readings. This becomes particularly clear in Books II-VI of The 
Faerie Queene, but even in Book I where the cultural intertext of Protestantism 
is of crucial importance, Spenser's display of all kinds of "false seeming" desta
bilises the allegory, so that its messages of what constitutes "holinesse" are 
both deferred and obscured, and, when refracted through twentieth-century 
agnosticism, perhaps even lost. Distancing a work from its cultural context is 

12 Frye, Anatomy 187. 
13 I use "logocentrism" here in the sense given to it by S. K. Heninger, Jr., The Subtext of 
Form in the English Renaissance: Proportion Poetical (University Park: Penn State UP, 
1994) 22, as describing the foundations of a culture which recognises "the originary 
authority of Christ as logosIn such a culture Christ becomes the transcendental signifier, 
signifying God as the transcendental signified, as made clear by Åke Bergvall, "The Theol
ogy of the Sign: St. Augustine and Spenser's Legend of Holiness," Studies in English Lit
erature 1500-1900, 33. 1 (1993): 29. 
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consequently not an attempt to discover universal truths, but a way of uncov
ering different possible meanings which are simultaneously present in it.14 

The term "parodied hybridization," used by Michael Bakhtin to describe 
the mixture of chivalric romance and picaresque novel in Don Quixote is well-
suited to define the relation of postmodern romance to its predecessors in the 
genre: the narratives are hybrids, because they choose which of the diverse rules 
of the romance they want to obey at the same time as they transgress these same 
rules.15 As a result, they become idiosyncratic blends of tradition and originality. 
What seems to be most attractive about the genre of romance is its paradoxical 
combination of conventionality and elasticity: it provides structures and codes, 
but it is also inclusive and flexible. Hence, it answers the need for both authors 
and readers to create common ground, since postmodern romances do not work 
out of a conventionless clash between different discursive traditions, but adapt 
to the generic rules of romance while they question the constraints of the genre. 
This flexibility renders the romance open to regeneration, which is precisely the 
effect when postmodern writers make use of the form. As Elam suggests: 

each text must in some way redefine what it means by "romance," must 
in the process of this redefinition create a meaning for the genre of ro
mance to which it addresses itself, at the same time as it loses older, per
haps more established meanings. If a genre is most often understood as 
the contextual structure for the production of literary forms or mean
ings, the condition of postmodernism draws attention to the fact that 
texts work upon as well as within genres.16 

When the concerns of postmodernism and the romance coincide, the genre is 
redefined and expanded. This redefinition is carried out within the genre of ro
mance, not in opposition to it, and frequently manifests itself as a recovery and a 
restoration of denigrated genre characteristics. As I will show, postmodern ro
mances "work upon" their genre both by changing it and by re-construing 
previous examples of it. 

An approach to literary postmodernism 
If the term 'romance' is difficult to define, it is almost impossible to be specific 
about what the concept 'postmodernism' designates. As it refers to literature, it 

14 It is my belief that decontextualised - or perhaps recontextualised - readings are not 
only permissible, but inevitable if canonised works are to maintain their validity in an ever-
changing world. This is not to say that knowledge of the original context is unnecessary, but 
if more than one cultural context is brought to bear on the work, different meanings in 
dialogue with each other can be discovered. 

15 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. 
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (1981; Austin: U of Texas P, 1985) 165. 
16 Elam 7. 
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has been used about artistic practices that the critic using the term either likes or 
dislikes, about works produced in the latter half of the twentieth century or all 
through the history of literature, about literature which shows a radical break 
with modernism or literature which continues and expands modernist features. 
After listing eleven defining criteria - "definientia" - of postmodernism, Ihab 
Hassan concludes: "I should be much surprised if they amounted to a definition 
of postmodernism, which remains, at best, an equivocal concept, disjunctive 
category, doubly modified by the impetus of the phenomenon itself as by the 
shifting perceptions of its critics."17 There is no consensus as to whether 
'postmodernism' refers to a period in time, certain aesthetic qualities or a politi
cally desirable or undesirable development in society. The theoretical dispute 
and the larger philosophical consequences of 'postmodernism' are beyond the 
scope of this study, however, and I use the term 'postmodern' about a literary 
style which was not in very wide use before the late twentieth century. 

One major difficulty in offering theories of literature today is the shift from 
thinking about the literary text as a stable entity to viewing it as discourse, fluc
tuating with time, situation and reader. What is the point of formulating a theory, 
a poetics, of literature which includes the idea that texts and their meanings 
vary? Linda Hutcheon addresses the issue by stressing the process of produc
tion in postmodern works.18 The self-reflexivity of the narratives draws atten
tion to the existence of an author, a producer, something which many writers 
have tried to hide in order to give their works a semblance of universality and 
uncontested truth. By emphasising the author as subject, the postmodern writer 
does not assume the role of an authority, but exposes the provisional nature of 
the work. In consequence, the receiver's role is made more important, because 
the reader becomes co-producer rather than consumer. 

The subjective position of the author underscores the familiar postmodern 
attitude that there are no fundamental truths that we can rely on since knowl
edge is always situated, is always produced in particular situations by specific 
minds, and therefore not translatable to other, different circumstances. Accord
ing to Jean-François Lyotard, a simplified definition of the postmodern is 
"incredulity towards metanarratives,"19 that is, the sets of "prescriptions deter
mining which statements are accepted as 'knowledge' statements."20 Far from 
making postmodern discourses a literature of the here and now, this suspicious 
attitude provides the reason for a reassessment of the past and the narratives 
which describe it: "Both history and fiction are discourses," Hutcheon says, 

17 Ihab Hassan, "Pluralism in Postmodern Perspective," Exploring Postmodernism, ed. 
Matei Calinescu and Douwe Fokkema (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1990) 23. 
18 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York: 
Routledge, 1988) 77. 
19 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff 
Bennington and Brian Massumi (1979; Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1993) xxiv. 
20 Lyotard 4. 
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and "both constitute systems of signification by which we make sense of the 
past," but "the meaning and shape are not in the events, but in the systems 
which make those past 'events' into present historical 'facts'."21 These signi
fying systems are challenged in postmodern fiction both through critical re-
workings of the past and through new emphases placed on periphery and mul
tiplicity, in order to question our conceptions of what constitutes historical 
knowledge. 

Against this background Hutcheon is convincing when she argues that the 
mark of postmodernism in art is its status of being both and neither, and that its 
most important feature is contradiction. Postmodernism, she claims, is a phe
nomenon which "uses and abuses, installs and then subverts, the very concepts 
it challenges."22 It is characterised by its assertion of 'difference' and its refusal 
to build new hierarchies or totalising systems, because it involves a questioning 
of the possibility of consensus expressing itself through a rejection of those nar
ratives and systems which try to explain the world in universal terms. Even 
though 'difference' and 'unity' can be seen as binary oppositions in postmod
ern works, it is difficult to build a hierarchical system which privileges 
'difference'. Everything can be different from something else, which means that 
there is no hierarchy, hidden or overt, to be discovered. Thus the emphasis is on 
contradiction, as opposed to dialectic, and irreconcilable views of the world ex
ist side by side. 

The fact that postmodern works are not organised through binary opposi
tion makes postmodern discourses intrinsically paradoxical, because when writ
ers refuse to establish hierarchies, conventional or reversed, and instead present 
multiple points of view, ambiguity will inevitably be the result. The incorpora
tion of differences rules out any passing of value judgements and prevents the 
introduction of master codes. Together with the fact that all kinds of hierarchical 
arrangements are presented as human constructs, this makes postmodern works 
appear to be apolitical, in one sense of the word, and they have therefore been 
attacked from both the Left and from neo-conservati ve quarters.23 But such at
tacks only accuse postmodern discourses of not doing what they never set out 
to do: if postmodernism refuses to acknowledge any totalising view of history 

21 Hutcheon 89, original emphases. 
22 Hutcheon 3. It should be noted that 'contradiction' is not always seen as typical of 
postmodern thought. Terry Eagleton, The Illusions of Postmodernism (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1996) 25-26, argues that for postmodernists, "[t]o try to think both sides of a contradiction 
simultaneously is hardly their most favoured mode, not least because the concept of contra
diction finds little place in their lexicon. On the contrary, for all its talk of difference, plu
rality, heterogeneity, postmodern theory often operates with quite rigid binary oppositions, 
with 'difference', 'plurality' and allied terms lined up bravely on one side of the theoretical 
fence as unequivocally positive, and whatever their antitheses might be (unity, identity, to
tality, universality) ranged balefully on the other." 
23 Hutcheon 201. 
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or society it follows that it can have "no tool with which to return to any ideal 
totality."24 

The logic of these theoretical insights is that postmodern works are funda
mentally acentric. Heterogeneity in the narrative, for example through inclusion 
of other fictional or historical texts, through parallel or contrasting plots, or 
through devices like multiple or overtly commenting narrators, counteracts the 
establishment of a centre in the work, and often makes it difficult to determine 
who is the central character. In The French Lieutenant's Woman, John 
Fowles's narrator refers to Sarah Woodruff as the protagonist, yet the reader 
never gets to know her thoughts and feelings, and most of the action is seen 
through the eyes of Charles Smithson. In Possession, A. S. By att's method of 
moving between a nineteenth- and a twentieth-century narrative and her use of 
several narrators also avoid the presentation of a single protagonist. Similar de
vices are used by Lindsay Clarke, Michael Donis and Louise Erdrich, Susan 
Sontag and Jeanette Winterson. These techniques exclude the creation of a cen
tre and destabilise any political tendency in the narrative. Nevertheless, post
modern discourses do not shrink from dealing with political issues, but they 
problematise them instead of supplying the answers, and the ultimate responsi
bility for interpretation, ordering and sense-making lies with the reader. 

According to Patricia Waugh, postmodernism "can be seen and understood 
as the latest version of a long-standing attempt to address social and political 
issues through an aestheticised view of the world, though it may be more thor
oughly aestheticising than any previous body of thought."25 Waugh conse
quently acknowledges the political engagement of postmodernism, but her ac
centuation of its aesthetic nature corresponds to Brian McHale's view that 
postmodernism is a construction which primarily exists "discursively, in the dis
courses we produce about it and using it."26 Is 'postmodernism' then to be 
taken as an umbrella term for certain artistic practices or does it refer to a par
ticular period in time? Even though her own definition of postmodern theory is 
less limited, Patricia Waugh points out that when the term postmodernism first 
appeared in literary criticism it was used about discourses which were related to 
modernism but had moved beyond it - post-modernist understood as more-
than-modernist. Other critics, however, remove most of the temporal reference 
from the term; Bill Readings and Bennet Schaber, for instance, claim that 
"postmodernism comes before modernism rather than after it, in the sense that it 
is the other that the modern forecloses at its inception, in order for modernity to 

24 Hutcheon 215. 
25 Patricia Waugh, Practising Postmodernism/Reading Modernism (1992; London: Arnold, 
1993) 4-6. 
26 Brian McHale, Constructing postmodernism (London: Routledge, 1992) 1, original em
phases. 
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begin."27 The attitudes exemplified in postmodern works can certainly be found 
in literature long before modernism, which accounts for the circumstance that 
the term sometimes appears to be devoid of any temporal quality. In addition, 
postmodern theory and practice often do the same things, which may explain 
why theorists sometimes go out of their way to find examples of postmodern 
works - the postmodern text which signals its postmodernity seems to be re
garded as too transparent to be worth discussing.28 Part of the problem is a dif
ference in outlook: are critics "defining a postmodernism, a break from the aes
thetic formations of the early twentieth century, or a postmodernity, a break 
from the entire culture of modernity and modernization in place since at least the 
Enlightenment"?29 Diane Elam seems to base her definitions on the latter view 
when she says that "romance and postmodernism come together in a claim that 
dislocates the problem of postmodernity from any simple historical period" and 
goes on to argue that because of its troubled relation to both history and real
ism, the romance genre has in a sense been postmodern all along. Instead of fol
lowing modernism, in the romance the possibility of postmodernism was there 
before it, as "a counter-discourse on history and the real which modernism must 
repress in order to establish itself as the statement of the real."30 Elam's view 
certainly supports the idea that romance as a form is particularly suited for or
ganising postmodern discourses, but it is more a definition of the characteristics 
of romance than of postmodernism. 

As I understand it, the word 'postmodernism' does signal a relationship with 
modernism, but it is by no means an unproblematic one. It is not a reaction in the 
same way as modernism was a reaction to Victorian literature, and the impor
tance of writers like Virginia Woolf or James Joyce is not denied. Devices like 
time-shift, stream-of-consciousness technique and interior monologue are still 
used, and Woolf is an important model when it comes to the feminist features of 
postmodernism. At the same time, some postmodern practices seem geared to de
fiantly challenging the structures of modernist discourses, and primarily their 
élitist attitudes. In postmodern romance, the choice of a popular organising form 
and the adherence to traditions from before modernism are such challenges. A 
subtle attack is made on the repudiation of the Victorian novel by modernist 
writers when The French Lieutenant's Woman, The Chymical Wedding and 
Possession, all set in the Victorian period, show that the age and its values can 
be reassessed in other ways than those chosen by modernism. 'The good story', 
so valued by the Victorian audience, need not be rejected, but can be told with a 

27 Bill Readings and Bennet Schaber, "Introduction: The Question Mark in the Midst of 
Modernity," Postmodernism Across the Ages: Essays for a Postmodernity That Wasn 't Born 
Yesterday, ed. Bill Readings and Bennet Schaber (Syracuse NY: Syracuse UP, 1993) 10. 
28 Postmodern theorists and practitioners are often the same people, as the examples of 
Umberto Eco and John Barth show. 
29 David Simpson, The Academic Postmodern and the Rule of Literature: A Report on 
Half-Knowledge (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1995) 15, original emphases. 
30 Elam 3. 
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difference. Through their use of a style not too alien to the age they describe, 
these writers establish a parodie relationship with Victorians and modernists 
both. 

It was with modernism that the idea of segregated audiences became persis
tent, and even though modernist practices live on in the French New Novel, the 
New New Novel and American surfiction, which are sometimes seen as post
modern forms, these are, according to Linda Hutcheon, rather examples of mod
ernist extremism.31 There is a limit to how far you can go in experimentalism and 
still preserve a readership, and postmodern romances, at least, are not produced 
for a select audience. This refusal to be élitist approaches a political statement 
about the place of art in society, corroborated by the attempts of postmodern 
romance writers to discover ways of writing that will attract a heterogeneous 
audience. On the other hand, mass culture as a totalising force is also an issue 
scrutinised by postmodernism, so it is paradoxical that postmodern discourses 
should become bridges between élitist and popular art. That they nevertheless 
function in this way goes far to explain postmodernism's inherent stylistic and 
thematic contradictions, because at their heart lies the idea that postmodernism 
belongs to neither high nor mass market culture but acknowledges and is in
debted to both. 

Postmodern literature works from the inside of literary genres, in recognition 
of the fact that there can be no breaking of a rule without the installation of it. 
In modernist works, the reader's knowledge of a rule-system is taken for 
granted and writers start by breaking it, which is one of the features that make 
modernism élitist. In postmodernism the lack of a firm, common basis for commu
nication is constantly foregrounded, which precludes élitism of the modernist 
kind. At the same time this makes postmodern discourses somewhat didactic: if 
they have to install the systems and conventions they want to break, they also 
have to take the reader through the stages of both learning the rules and ques
tioning them. Intertextual linking is one of the techniques used to achieve this. 

Theories of intertextuality 
It is a commonplace that literature is not created in a vacuum, but that social 
conditions, beliefs, attitudes, cultural practices and literary traditions shape both 
the production and the consumption of a work. This means that a text cannot 
function as a closed system, but should be seen as entangled in a large network 
of texts, constantly interacting with other texts. Julia Kristeva terms this rela
tionship between texts intertextuality, and argues that all the previously expe
rienced texts which writer and reader bring to the work when creating or read-

31 Hutcheon 52. Alain Robbe-Grillet, Jean Ricardou, Raymond Federman and Ronald 
Sukenick are mentioned as representatives of extreme modernism. 
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ing it help to determine the meaning of a work.32 These texts are not only liter
ary, but in a broad sense of the word include social and political context, both of 
the time when the work was written and the time when it is read, as well as oral 
sources and visual images that in combination with written material create 
popular stereotypes. All these already-experienced texts are termed intertexts, 
and function in a work as textual strategies or metaphors which enhance the 
theme of the dominant work - that is, the work at hand. As Kristeva makes clear, 
an intertext does not need to be intentionally introduced by the author, but fre
quently it is. Such intertexts draw attention to important ideas or offer contras
tive views, and once readers are alerted to the existence of an intertext - in quo
tations or references for example - they will try to incorporate it into the main 
text. This urge to make sense of what we read works in the same way as when 
we strive to understand a metaphor that we have not previously come across, 
and without the reader's desire for complete comprehension, intertextual play 
cannot exist. In my discussions below, I use the term 'intertextuality' primarily 
about consciously established relationships between texts, even though the 
word 'text' is sometimes given a broader meaning, as cultural or generic con
text.33 

An intertext has the potential to be both there and not there, both incorpo
rated in and independent of the primary work. Given this contradictory behav
iour of intertexts, it is hardly surprising that intertextual devices should be very 
important features of the inherently contradictory postmodern romances. The 
support of intertexts makes the narratives richer and allows the text to function 
on several different levels, and allusions to other works sometimes provide the 
reader with clues which aid interpretation. But the works involved in an in
tertextual relationship retain their autonomy, so that the assistance of an in
tertext is by no means indispensable for the understanding of plot and themes in 
the primary work. Nor is the relationship one-directional in the sense that a more 
recent work rewrites an earlier one. At least in the case of postmodern romances, 
I suggest that intertextuality is best defined as a dialogue between texts, where 
the posterior work perhaps has the preferential right of interpretation - but 
maintains it only very precariously. 

According to theories of intertextuality, references to connected texts are 
not merely echoes of influential predecessors, but a method of inviting compari
son, which involves looking for both similarities and differences. Discussing po

32 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon 
S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez (Oxford: Basil Black-
well, 1980). 
33 It is of course impossible to say what a writer may or may not have been conscious of 
doing, but I believe that when Byatt makes explicit references to Coleridge's Christabel in 
Possession or Fowles quotes Tennyson's Maud in The French Lieutenant's Woman, it is 
reasonable to come to the conclusion that the works alluded to are deliberately introduced 
into the main narratives and will function as intertexts in them. 
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ems which share their titles with older poems, and where intertextual links are 
consequently established, Michael Riffaterre argues that 

[b]y referring to another text the dual title points to where the signifi
cance of its own poem is explained. The other text enlightens the reader 
through comparison: a structural similarity is perceived between the 
poem and its textual referent despite their possible differences at the de
scriptive and narrative levels.34 

Thus Riffaterre seems to regard intertexts principally as explanatory devices, 
and of course one of their main functions is to intensify and elucidate themes 
already present in the primary text. I believe, however, that the relationships es
tablished between texts have more wide-ranging effects, because since in
tertexts perform dialogues with the works where they are used, they are more 
than tools with which to extract the meaning of a text. Further, Riffaterre's 
definition of intertextuality embraces the view that the dominant work controls 
its intertexts; that it guides the reader to the intertexts employed, and determines 
the function of the imported works. This is true to a certain extent, but my view 
that intertextuality is a dialogic relationship inevitably carries with it the idea 
that it is also intrinsically unstable. 

If Riffaterre's position emphasises the status of an intertext as an alien pres
ence in the dominant text, Bakhtin discusses intertextuality - long before the 
invention of the term - as a process where previous texts are integrated into 
new ones. When "instances of powerful influence exercised by another's dis
course on a given author ... are laid bare" he claims: 

the half-concealed life lived by another's discourse is revealed within 
the new context of the given author. When such an influence is deep 
and productive, there is no external imitation, no simple act of reproduc
tion, but rather a further creative development of another's (more pre
cisely, half-other) discourse in a new context and under new condi
tions.35 

This "creative development" suggests that there is an element of appropriation 
involved, that an intertext is redefined when it enters into a new context and in 
a broad sense is no more the property of its original author than a word is the 
property of its first user. Julia Kristeva explicates: "each word (text) is an inter
section of word (texts) where at least one other word (text) can be read."36 As a 
political comment on the idea that authors "own" their texts, this dimension is 
certainly present in postmodern romances. On the other hand, the circumstance 
that the original location of the intertext is evoked as second context destabi-

34 Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry (1978; Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1984) 99. 
35 Bakhtin 347. 
36 Kristeva 66. 
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lises the dominant text, showing that it is neither intact nor complete in itself, but 
produces meaning in dialogue with the already-written. The control a text exer
cises over its intertexts is consequently less absolute than, for instance, Rif-
faterre claims, and this aspect of intertextuality operates in postmodern ro
mances as a reinforcement of the idea that meanings are always contingent. 

Intertextuality is a logical response to the lack of certainties characteristic of 
the late twentieth century: when it is no longer possible to presuppose a set of 
common references or a more or less universally accepted world-view, the keys 
for interpreting symbols and metaphors have to be supplied by the work itself, 
and one way of doing this is through allusions to other texts. The strategy is not 
new, of course, but is typically found in classical works and more importantly in 
the case of postmodern romances, medieval and Renaissance romances. As in 
these historical models, recourse to an intertext is an important means of pro
ducing symbolic meaning in postmodern romances. Thus Iris Murdoch's The 
Green Knight uses Sir Gawain and the Green Knight to indicate that there is a 
symbolic element in her story and that the medieval romance provides the tools 
for an understanding of this dimension. In this case, therefore, the intertext both 
enhances the symbolic level of meaning in the primary work and assists in the 
interpretation of it. 

Intertextual links may be instanced in the reworking of a theme or use of the 
same symbols, or they may invite comparisons on the levels of convention, 
structure and even biography, as in A. S. Byatt's use of the fairy tale or the 
Browning-like dramatic monologues allegedly by the character Ash in Posses
sion. The use of intertextual strategies is somewhat problematic, however, be
cause the writer cannot always expect readers to be familiar with the intertexts 
referred to, and allusion must be recognised in order to be successful. To compli
cate the matter further, intertexts are not always physically locatable, since they 
can be cultural phenomena or genre-based criteria as well as actual texts. In Rif-
faterre's words such implicit intertextuality "is highly vulnerable to the erosion 
of time and cultural change, or to the reader's unfamiliarity with the corpus of 
the elite that bred a particular poetic generation."37 As a result, intertextuality of 
this kind runs a great risk of not being discovered, which warrants the question 
whether intertexts are really included in a work or whether their presence is just 
a product of the reader's imagination. Riffaterre tries to separate intertexts that 
are indicated by the dominant text from intertexts which exist only for the 
reader, such as personal experiences, but the distinction is hard to make.38 It is 
true that if recourse to an intertext is really necessary, the primary work will 
probably make readers feel that there is something lacking in the text, but even 

37 Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry 136. 
38 Michael Riffaterre, "Compelling Reader Responses," Reading Reading: Essays on the 
Theory and Practice of Reading, ed. Andrew Bennett (Tampere: Tampere English Studies, 
1993) 85. The same argument is put forward in Michael Riffaterre, "Intertextuality vs. Hy-
pertextuality," New Literary History 25 (1994): 781. 
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when a particular intertext is clearly signalled, for instance through what Rif-
faterre calls connectives,39 there is no guarantee that the reader has read the 
previous text, or, for that matter, recognises the reference to it. 

But how does intertextuality differ from other kinds of associations be
tween texts? If a writer is influenced by previous writing, or uses an older text 
as a source, does that constitute an intertextual connection? Certainly, but the 
terminology is misleading. 'Influence' is generally understood as one-
directional, whereas intertextuality affects both the dominant and the incorpo
rated text. Influence, moreover, can be pure imitation without making a point, 
whereas a consciously installed intertext will add something to the primary 
text.40 Parody, on the other hand, is a kind of intertextual connection between 
texts, and so are quotation, allusion and parallel. Allan Pasco uses the inclusive 
definition that intertextuality is "any textual exploitation of another text," but 
immediately qualifies this statement and goes on to distinguish between three 
kinds of intertextuality which he labels imitation, opposition and allusion.41 

Imitation, he argues, is mainly used when a writer tries to repeat the success of 
another, and the connection does not really provide the work at hand with any 
additional layers of meaning. Opposition - in the form of irony or satire, for in
stance - does not quite function intertextually in his view, because it resists in
tegration into the main work. Allusion is for Pasco the intertextual relationship 
par excellence, because through allusion different texts are integrated into 
something new, which resembles the Bakhtinian idea that a text undergoes a 
"creative development" when it is recycled.42 The types of intertextuality I dis
cuss can mainly be contained under the heading allusion, but I would like to 
modify Pasco's definitions. Pastiche, for instance, could be characterised as imi
tation, but in a postmodern romance like Possession the purpose of the pas
tiches of Victorian poetry is not to benefit from the achievements of Victorian 
poets, but to establish a dialogue between the literature of the past and literature 
today: to "explore the continuities and discontinuities between the forms of 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century art and thought," as it were.43 Nor do I want 
to rule out an intertextual relationship created by opposition, because there are 
certainly elements of opposition in postmodern parody, even though its main 
intention is not to ridicule. This kind of parody signals "ironic difference at the 

39 Michael Riffaterre, "Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive," Intertextuality: 
Theories and practices, ed. Michael Worton and Judith Still (Manchester: Manchester UP, 
1990) 58. Connectives are "words and phrases indicating, on the one hand, a difficulty - an 
obscure or incomplete utterance in the text - that only an intertext can remedy; and on the 
other hand, pointing the way to where the solution must be sought." 
40 This distinction is valid also for the view of intertextuality as an interpretative technique. 
Even when the intertext is primarily used to explain the dominant work, it is necessarily af
fected by the connection between the works, and an intertextual relationship which influ
ences both the texts involved is established. 
41 Allan Pasco, Allusion: A Literary Graft (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1994) 5. 
42 Bakhtin 347. 
43 A. S. Byatt, Passions of the Mind: Selected Writings (1991; London: Vintage, 1993) 6. 
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heart of similarity," and operates as "an authorized transgression of convention 
within a work,"44 which presupposes both opposition and integration at the 
same time. 

There seems to be little difference between 'allusion' and 'intertextual con
nective', and indeed, the terms are often used about the same thing. I have cho
sen to use the term intertextuality rather than allusion, however, to stress the in
terrelationship between texts, that is, that both the primary text and the intertext 
are affected by the connection. Embedded in the term 'allusion' is also the idea 
that a previously produced text somehow holds precedence, even within the 
work where it is alluded to. Intertextual connections, on the other hand, work 
both ways, especially today when the literary canon is unstable and readers may 
as often be sent back to older texts as know them beforehand. As T. S. Eliot 
says, "no artist of any art, has his [sic] complete meaning alone," because "what 
happens when a new work of art is created is something that happens simulta
neously to all the works of art which preceded it," and as a consequence, the 
past is "altered by the present as much as the present is directed by the past."45 

This means that Persse McGarrigles's project in David Lodge's Small World -
to show "the influence of T. S. Eliot on Shakespeare" - makes a certain kind of 
sense. As McGarrigle says, "we can't avoid reading Shakespeare through the 
lens of T. S. Eliot's poetry."46 In the same way, readers of Byatt's Possession 
will probably find that their readings of Coleridge's Christabel or Tennyson's 
Maud are coloured by the modern work; that henceforth, Possession will be an 
intertext in Maud and Christabel. 

Postmodern romances, consequently, can operate as re-interpretations of 
older texts, but to equate this with critique is to ignore the role of ambiguity in 
these modern works. The very word mtertextuality announces that the relation
ships between texts are two- or multi-directional, and that texts engage in dia
logue with each other. Postmodern romances take part in such dialogues, but 
they do not control the results, since one of their major characteristics is that 
they avoid providing the reader with answers. Dialogues between texts are 
opened, and certain aspects are highlighted, but it is ultimately the reader's task 
to work out what this is all supposed to mean. 

Nevertheless, it is useful to distinguish between different types of intertexts, 
in order to establish their presence in the dominant work and to investigate 
what effects they might have. I suggest that at least three distinct groups of in
tertexts can be identified, and I have opted for the terms cultural, generic (genre-
based) and specific intertextuality. 

44 Hutcheon x. 
45 T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (1920; London: Methuen, 
1960) 49-50. 
46 David Lodge, Small World: An Academic Romance (1984; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 
1985) 51-52. 
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Cultural intertextuality 
History and society are always intertexts in a work of literature, because the 
work in question obviously has a relationship with the world it describes and 
the world in which it was produced. Social and cultural practices are 'texts' de
fined according to an "extra-novelistic textual set," that "take on value within 
the novelistic textual set" where they are included.47 Postmodern romances, for 
instance, reappraise history, or rather history-as-fiction, as when Susan Sontag 
reinterprets the love story of Lord Nelson and Emma Hamilton in The Volcano 
Lover, when Louise Erdrich and Michael Dorris re-evaluate Columbus's con
quest of America in The Crown of Columbus or when Jeanette Winterson gives 
a vision-from-below of the Napoelonic wars in The Passion. These works make 
use of historical narratives which have influenced our culture, but there are also 
cultural practices which function intertextually: one of the most apparent is re
ligion. In Spenser's The Faerie Queene - itself an important intertext in post
modern romances - the moral and ethical teachings of the Church, as well as 
questions about religious customs, inform the work throughout. The reader is 
expected to be familiar with these issues, and so hints and references are enough 
to ensure that the Bible or the Church is brought in as intertext. When Duessa is 
described as 

A goodly Lady clad in scarlot red, 
Purfled with gold and pearle of rich assay, 
And like a Persian mitre on her hed 
She wore, with crownes and owches garnished48 

the contemporary reader would probably have recognised the allusion to the 
Scarlet Whore of Babylon, described in Rev. 17:4: 

And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet colour, and decked 
with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her 
hand full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication. 

Duessa is identified as evil on the basis of an intertextual link. Similarly, Una's 
position is identified as the right one with the aid of cultural intertextuality: a 
striking example is Redcrosse's experience with Despaire. Despaire argues for a 
long time and in a very convincing way that it is time for Redcrosse to put 
down the burden of life and kill himself, and the arguments to the contrary are 
few and feeble. But Una is able to break Despaire's hold over Redcrosse be
cause she brings in the Christian idea of mercy. Despaire is allowed more than 
ten stanzas to develop his argument, and yet, in the space of less than one 

47 Kristeva 37. Conversely, the literary works where cultural intertexts appear take on value 
within the "extra-novelistic set." 
48 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. Thomas P. Roche, Jr. (1978; Harmonds worth: 
Penguin, 1987) 1.2.13:2-5. 
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stanza, Una's reasoning conquers him. The outcome thwarts both the rules of 
debate and the conventions of plot, because it is only the intertextual connec
tion with Church dogma which makes Una's argument strong enough to defeat 
Despaire. Thus, the interpretative tool to apply to Book I of The Faerie Queene, 
as well as the unity of the Book itself, is provided by something which is not 
explicitly there. 

Cultural intertextuality as a method clearly has a long record in the history 
of the romance, but there is probably no influence in culture today which holds 
the same sway as the Church did in Spenser's time. I believe, however, that the 
feminist movement is sufficiently well-known to function as a cultural intertext. 
Like Christianity, it is an ideology which has a common core, but whose mani
festations differ considerably. This makes it more, not less, suited as an intertext 
in postmodern romance, because it allows postmodern ambiguity to function: 
the common core of feminism can be supported at the same time as certain femi
nist views are criticised. Because the connection between postmodern romances 
and feminism is intertextual, feminism need not be conclusively defined, and can 
enter the works in the form of implicit dialogue. 

But feminism is not the only cultural intertext to appear in postmodern ro
mances. Both Possession and The French Lieutenant's Woman contain ex
cerpts from literary, psychoanalytic and social theory, and obviously these, too, 
function as cultural intertexts, since they indicate what theoretical positions the 
primary works should be measured against. Generally these quotations appear 
to be complete in themselves, but they also have the potential to open up dia
logues between the dominant work and the original context of the quotation. 
This is the effect when By att quotes an extract from one of Sigmund Freud's 
works just when Maud Bailey has started to realise that her growing love for 
Roland Micheli constitutes a threat: 

It is only when a person is completely in love that the main quota of li
bido is transferred on to the object and the object to some extent takes 
the place of the ego. (Possession 430) 

The quotation neatly summarises and emphasises the problematic of the love af
fairs in Possession - the fear of being taken over by the power of love - and it 
also suggests Freud's theories about sexuality as a background. In a similar 
fashion, quotations from Karl Marx's Capital bring in Marxism as an intertext in 
The French Lieutenant's Woman: 

The extraordinary productiveness of modern industry . . . allows part of 
the unproductive employment of a larger and larger part of the working 
class, and the consequent reproduction, on a constantly extending 
scale, of the ancient domestic slaves under the name of a servant class, 
including men-servants, women-servants, lackeys, etc. (FLW 38) 
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Extracts similar to this one, both as it stands and through the political theory it 
invokes, foreground the narrative's overall theme of emancipation, and in this 
particular case "it is designed to bear on the reader's assessment of Sam's 
[Charles Smithson's servant] economic and social status."49 The intertext gives 
a political context to the social inequality which activates the secondary plot, 
that of Sam Farrow's disaffection with and subsequent betrayal of his master. 

Cultural intertextuality can thus operate both as rather imprecise references 
to currents in society and as explicit allusions to particular ideologies. The latter 
is perhaps as much an instance of specific as of cultural intertextuality. 

Generic intertextuality 
A basic technique that a reader will use when approaching a text is to ascertain 
which genre the text in question belongs to. Even though genres are by no 
means stable, they do share certain sets of criteria, and the text's adherence to or 
departure from these criteria will provide important information and help the 
reader decode the work. Discussing how texts dialogue not only with history, 
but also with each other, Simon Gaunt says: 

The implicit intertext for any text is therefore other texts of the same 
genre, since the writer signals a specific relationship to these other texts 
by adopting the form and engaging with the ideology of the genre, 
even if this is done parodically or with a view to transforming the genre 
in some way.50 

In the case of postmodern romance, the genre is obviously the romance, but 
since this is a genre which breaks down into a number of quite distinguishable 
subgenres, it is more profitable to map the intertextual connections between 
postmodern and chivalric romances, postmodern and historical romances or 
postmodern and popular romances separately. Even so, the fact that all these 
subcategories can be contained under the heading romance indicates that they 
belong to a common tradition, and that the overall characteristics of this tradi
tion will be important when determining the meaning of the works. 

Genre-fiction usually builds up meaning by using the conventional struc
tures of its genre, but another way to create meaning is by deviating from the 
expected form of the narrative. Many modernists, who had Victorian standards 
to react against, used this technique. But to break with conventions without in
stalling them assumes the existence of a more or less universal tradition, and in 

49 David W. Landrum, "Rewriting Marx: Emancipation and Restoration in The French 
Lieutenant's Woman " Twentieth Century Literature 42.1 (1996): 105. The article contains 
an interesting discussion of how "the meta-narrative of Marxism" is both affirmed and 
subverted in Fowles's story. 
50 Simon Gaunt, Gender and Genre in Medieval French Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 1995) 8. 
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an age when there is no Literature or Culture or Standard but a multitude of cul
tural and literary practices this is not a viable method. Moreover, to presuppose 
a reader's familiarity with a tradition which the work only attacks, never makes 
use of, approaches élitism of a kind contested by postmodern writers. In contrast 
to the modernists, then, writers of postmodern romances create meaning by con
forming to a literary tradition. The conventions are supplied by the work itself, 
in the first instance by subtitles, romantic-sounding titles or titles referring to 
other works in the romance tradition, and not until this has been done can the 
author begin to question, subvert or change. This technique makes it possible 
for the author to use the reader's expectations as evoked by the promise set out 
in the form or genre as part of the meaning-making of the work. 

Discussing poetry, Michael Riffaterre describes genre as a grammar and ti
tles as pointers which inform the reader of what rules the text will follow.51 In 
the case of postmodern romances, the subtitle A romance is one such pointer, 
and once the reader has been made aware of the rules - the grammar of the 
genre - the author can begin to break them. Intertextual links therefore also 
serve as demarcation devices, because the whole body of works contained in 
the romance genre is intertextually brought in. Thus, the ways in which the 
postmodern works fulfil or depart from the reader's expectations show to what 
extent they transcend and transform the conventions of their genre. Such a de
parture from the expected is for instance when postmodern romances replace 
the traditional happy ending of popular romance - marriage - with an open 
ending, where the future relationship of the loving couple remains uncertain. 
Without the link between popular and postmodern romances this would not be 
a deviation from the expected, but since the intertextual connection exists, sig
nalled for example through the love story as organising principle, the fact that 
the latter do not adhere to the code is brought to the fore. The conventions of 
popular romances help to produce meaning in postmodern ones, but at the same 
time, their perceived stability provides a measure for the characteristics of post
modern romances, indicating what these works are not. 

It is important to remember that generic paradigms shift, however. Genres 
evolve according to the historical moment and changes in the world are re
flected in changes in literary conventions. If it is to survive, a genre will have to 
adapt to the society in which it is produced. Thus, any work which in one way 
or the other announces its affiliation with a genre will also in some sense rede
fine the codes controlling that particular genre. Popular romances today, for ex
ample, sometimes explore the theme of "the second chance," substituting the 
frustrated housewife for the innocent girl in the role of heroine. Other works re
place the inexperienced young girl with sexually active, financially successful 
women.52 As far as postmodern romances are concerned, the redefinition of ge

51 Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry 154-160. 
52 An example of a "second chance" romance is for instance Joanna Trollope's The Rec
tor's Wife (1991; London: Black Swan, 1995), and romances such as Jilly Cooper's Riders 
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neric constraints often operates as a re-reading of the tradition. Stock elements 
of popular romance are subverted, with the effect of foregrounding the struc
tures which govern conventional works. As a result, these postmodern texts 
force readers to take a closer look at what messages might be contained in genre 
conventions and what ideological positions they might embody. This act of re
reading is even more evident when postmodern romances form intertextual rela
tionships with individual texts. 

Specific intertextuality 
To denote the kind of intertextual relationship which occurs between two (or 
more) individual texts, between two products, I would like to use the term spe
cific intertextuality. This often takes the form of allusion or quotation, and it is 
generally important that the work referred to can be located. An intertext of this 
kind must have a life of its own and its own individuality, because if it chiefly 
exists as it is used in a later work, it loses its capacity to expand the dominant 
text. But the primary text and the intertext also challenge each other's indi
viduality by changing the contexts in which the texts belong. Because of this, 
postmodern romances can function as ^interpretations of previous examples of 
the romance genre: the connection between a postmodern and, say, a medieval 
romance, will highlight aspects of the older work which are certainly there in the 
text, but which may have been overlooked or suppressed.53 

It is not so simple as to say that the dominant text rewrites an anterior text, 
however, because an important effect of specific intertextuality is that it ques
tions the authority of the text at hand by introducing yet another voice into the 
narrative. This seems to be a desirable effect in works which foreground the in
evitable subjectivity of narration as persistently as postmodern romances do, be
cause it is a way of destabilising the hierarchy and avoiding the establishment of 
a centre within the text. It can even be seen as a political statement, challenging 
the idea that texts can be possessed by anyone, including their authors. 

An intertext is not always a written text, however. One way of determining 
the generic affiliation of a work is through what could be termed interdiscipli
nary intertextuality: cover art in particular. But since there then exists an in
tertextual relationship between the picture on the cover and the content of the 
book, the cover picture itself can be brought in as an interpretative tool. This 
becomes particularly important when the picture is a work of art in its own right, 
like the reproduction of Edward Burne-Jones's The Beguiling of Merlin on the 
cover of the original hardback edition of Possession. The picture points to a re

(1985; London: Corgi, 1986) and Jackie Collins's Hollywood Wives (1983; London: Pan, 
1984) describe romantic heroines who are far more sexually experienced than used to be 
the case in popular romances. 
53 This is not to say that postmodern romances discover elements in the romance genre that 
scholarly research has been unable to detect, but they do emphasise traits not immediately 
visible in the older texts. 
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lationship between Byatt's romance and the Pre-Raphaelites, who broke with 
the artistic tradition of their time by going back to and reinterpreting an earlier 
tradition, just as postmodern romances do.54 The topic of the painting is also 
significant, echoed in Blanche Glover's artistic attempts in Possession. Another 
illustration of intertextual connections between different art forms is Susan Son-
tag's use of the opera Tosca in The Volcano Lover, and both these examples are 
reminders of the fact that the printed form is not what typifies an intertext. 

An obvious type of specific intertextuality which I will not discuss here is 
the bond between texts by the same author. This is often a way of producing 
meaning by accretion: writers use similar strategies and themes in their works, 
and eventually the reader becomes familiar with these and learns to recognise 
them when they occur in new works by the same author. A. S. Byatt's short 
story "Sugar," for example, anticipates both the digressive style and the subject 
of history and truth in Possession, the subject matter of Possession is foreshad
owed in the story "Precipice-Encurled" which treats an episode from Robert 
Browning's life, and Oliver Canning in Byatt's first novel The Shadow of the 
Sun sheds light on the male characters in Possession in general and Fergus 
Wolff in particular.55 

* 

Clearly the concerns of postmodernism and of the romance often coincide, and 
the popular nature of the works, their focus on the individual and their liberal 
attitude to realistic representation are only some of the areas where romances 
constitute an artistic framework for the exploration of postmodern ideas. But 
even though postmodern romances revitalise the genre of romance they are ob
viously also influenced by the generic relationship. Subtitles or genre-markers 
evoke the whole body of historical and contemporary romances as intertexts, 
suggesting that the works are interrelated, and that the postmodern variety cre
ates meaning by using the conventions that govern chivalric, historical, and 
popular romances. At the same time postmodern romances reveal hitherto disre
garded traits in their models by challenging those very conventions. Further, the 
intertextual method prepares the ground for statements about originality in art, 

54 There is another, conscious or unconscious connection between the Pre-Raphaelite circle 
and Byatt's Possession: Dante Gabriel Rossetti buried his poems with his wife Elizabeth 
Siddal, and the truth about the affair between Randolph Ash and Christabel LaMotte is fi
nally discovered when Ash's grave is dug up and a box of love letters found. Rossetti also 
appears in The French Lieutenant1 s Woman. 
55 A. S. By att, The Shadow of the Sun (1964; London: Vintage, 1991) and "Sugar" and 
"Precipice-Encurled" which both appear in the collection Sugar and Other Stories (1987; 
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988). 
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allows the work to operate on several levels at once, contributes to meaning-
making, and serves as distancing effect. 

Writers of postmodern romances use intertextual methods to provide their 
works with extra layers of meaning and to foreground aspects and themes 
which have already been explored in literature. The repetition this involves is 
not mechanical, however, but constitutes a critical return to previous texts. It is 
also a precarious activity, because even though the primary text retains its 
dominance over the intertexts it installs, and often re-reads or rewrites them, in-
tertexts also affect the dominant text. In the end this means that intertextual re
lationships are dialogic, and consequently open-ended. By comparing postmod
ern romances with the culture in which they are produced, the tradition they 
belong to and individual works within this tradition, I intend to show some of 
the effects of this dialogue. 
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2  

POSTMODERN ROMANCES WITH 

FEMINISMS1 

In 1621, Lady Mary Wroth published the first part of her prose romance The 
Countess Of Montgomery's Urania.2 At a time when women's roles in literature 
were still mainly as figures in works written by men, Wroth managed to portray 
women who act and speak for themselves, to describe long-lasting and fulfilling 
female friendships and to inscribe women as readers of her text.3 In Urania, says 
Naomi J. Miller, Wroth "explores the nature not of a female 'subculture' but a 
female culture, to create the sound not simply of women's voices in a man's 
world, but a world of women's voices."4 Both her undertaking of writing and 
publishing a secular text and her attempts to feminise the genre of romance 
challenged the patriarchal society Wroth belonged to, and as a further provoca
tion, Wroth also satirised members of the court in her text. Only six months after 
its publication, Urania was withdrawn from sale. 

As the example of Urania shows, the connection between the romance and 
a feminist attitude has a long history, but in contrast to the situation in Wroth's 
seventeenth century, feminist ideologies are now profoundly influential both as 
political forces and as theoretical schools. The questioning attitudes of post
modernism are in many ways indebted to these presences in society. It is more 

1 An early version of this chapter, "Byatt and Fowles: Postmodern Romances with Femi
nism," appears in The Interpretation of Culture and the Culture of Interpretation: Pro
ceedings from the first graduate conference at the Department of Literature in Uppsala 
April 20-21 1996, ed. Eva Hemmungs-Wirtén and Erik Peurell (Uppsala: Section for Soci
ology of Literature at the Department of Literature, Uppsala University, 1997) 27-43. 
2 I am grateful to Dr. Robin Farabaugh for discussing Wroth's work with me and suggest
ing its relevance for my project. 
3 For a brief history of Lady Mary Wroth, see Naomi J. Miller and Gary Waller, 
"Introduction: Reading as Re-Vision," Reading Mary Wroth: Representing Alternatives in 
Early Modern England, ed. Naomi J. Miller and Gary Waller (Knoxville: U of Tennessee P, 
1991) 1-7. For women as implied readers in Urania, see Mary Ellen Lamb, "Women Read
ers in Mary Wroth* s Urania" Reading Mary Wroth 210-27. 
4 Naomi J. Miller, "Engendering Discourse: Women's Voices in Wroth's Urania and 
Shakespeare's Plays," Reading Mary Wroth 158. 
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appropriate to talk about feminisms in the plural today, however, than to refer to 
some kind of unified feminist ideology. The face of feminism has changed con
siderably between 1969, the publication year of The French Lieutenant's 
Woman, and the late 1980s and early 1990s when The Chymical Wedding, Sex-
ing the Cherry, The Passion, Written on the Body, Possession, The Crown of 
Columbus and The Volcano Lover were published, and a clear vision of what 
feminism is never emerges in these postmodern romances. Instead, when these 
works unite feminist issues, postmodern indeterminacy and the literary form of 
romance, the most important effect is that this allows them to do two things at 
the same time: since the textual ambiguities of postmodernism make it possible 
to include contradictory views without necessarily valuing one above the other, 
they can both affirm and criticise feminist ideas. 

Postmodern romances continue Wroth's project of incorporating feminist 
ideas in the genre of romance by addressing important feminist themes, but they 
do not advocate feminism as a political alternative in a totalising manner. De
spite their reluctance to take an unambiguous political stand, however, there is 
no doubt that postmodern romances accept as a fact that women have been, 
and often still are, subjected to men. Yet where gender-issues are concerned, the 
question is not so much what it is like to be a woman, but what it is like to be an 
individual. The focus of attention is consequently not the male-female power 
struggle, which is very much in line with Catherine Belsey's formulation of the 
poststructuralist idea that "to reverse the values of a binary opposition is to 
leave the terms of the opposition in place."5 Postmodern romances appear to 
work from the position that if the opposition between male and female values is 
still valid, and recognised as an opposition, the hierarchy can be reversed again 
and again, but reconciliation remains as far away as ever. Thus the feminist per
spectives included in these works do not result in a reversal of the male-
dominated hierarchy, but rather serve to incorporate several different views of 
women, men and the relationships between them. Postmodern romances do not 
privilege one group or one set of ideals, but affirm multiplicity. 

Although feminist ideologies are very much present in postmodern ro
mances, the connection between postmodernism and feminism is not unprob-
lematic. It is sometimes even considered undesirable, since there is a fear among 
feminists that postmodern or poststructuralist thinking about the subject is liable 
to undermine the political agenda of feminism. If 'women' as a unified category 
does not exist, what happens to the women's movement? 6 The fear is not un
founded, but my intention is to see how an ideology which is in itself a site of 
contention can still be used in works of fiction, rather than discuss the relation 

5 Catherine Belsey, Desire: Love Stories in Western Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994) 6. 
6 See, for instance, Christine Di Stefano, "Dilemmas of Difference: Feminism, Modernity, 
and Postmodernism," Feminism/Postmodernism, ed. Linda J. Nicholson (New York: Rout-
ledge, 1990) 63-82; Susan Bordo, "Feminism, Postmodernism, and Gender-Scepticism," 
Nicholson 133-56. 
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between postmodern and feminist theories or the threats to political action this 
might constitute. Nor do I claim that postmodern romances contain any solu
tions to the problem of political agency. On the contrary, postmodern ambiguity 
is inherent even in the choice of narrative structure in these works, since post
modern romances yoke feminist ideas together with the romance, a genre whose 
dominant twentieth-century form, the popular romance for women, seems to be 
inimical to feminist ideology.7 Postmodern romances problematise feminism; they 
do not attempt to solve its problems. 

Central to my discussion is the idea that feminism emerges as a cultural in-
tertext in postmodern romances. Because feminist ideologies have been so in
fluential in our Western society, they can now be alluded to without being 
clearly defined, and can function as a background for postmodern questioning. 
Postmodern romances conduct a dialogue with feminism, as it were, criticising 
and scrutinising its various forms at the same time as they accept the importance 
of the movement. That this is more than the semblance of a dialogue is ensured 
by the textual ambiguities in the works. 

The two areas where this dialogue with feminism can be most clearly seen 
are in the treatment of male and female ventriloquism and in the descriptions of 
women's conditions. After a brief discussion of the feminist background I turn 
to these areas in order to show how postmodern romances, Possession and The 
French Lieutenant's Woman in particular, manage both to affirm feminist values 
and to criticise them. 

A multitude of feminisms 
There is no longer a "woman question," but many women's questions. At its 
most basic level, however, the word 'feminism', as I see it, refers to the demand 
that "women be free to define themselves - instead of having their identity de
fined for them, time and again, by their culture and their men."8 When the term 
'feminism' is used in a more general sense in my discussion, this is how it should 
be interpreted. 

Even though no feminist view can aspire to totality, this does not necessar
ily mean that there are not matters which concern all women, such as the fact 
that political representation is male-dominated or that women still need to be 

7 The women's popular romance has been seen as the kind of literature which most clearly 
perpetuates patriarchal ideals. See, for instance, Belsey 21-41; John G. Cawelti, Adventure, 
Mystery and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture (Chicago: The U of 
Chicago P, 1976) 42; Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women (1991; 
London: Vintage, 1992) 3-4. That these popular romances sometimes display a double vi
sion and are not unambiguously conservative will be discussed in chapter 6. 
8 Faludi 18. 
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afraid of men physically. In some cases, gender-identity9 comes before every
thing else that constitutes identity for women, but the need to include other as
pects, such as profession, nationality, age and class in the discussion has led to 
the existence of a number of different feminisms, which makes it difficult to deal 
with feminist issues in fiction. Even ostensibly value-free explanations of femi
nism can be contested on the grounds that they presuppose the existence of a 
male norm to which women aspire: women want to be "equal" with men, they 
want "the same opportunities" as men. Repudiating such definitions, some 
feminists argue that far from wanting the same power as men, women want a dif
ferent kind of power, a new system, which is not tainted by centuries of cultural 
values grounded in patriarchy.10 This 'Radical feminism' or 'theoretical separa
tism' is characterised by a rejection of what is seen as patriarchal theory and 
advocates a 'woman-centred' philosophy which would then be uncontami-
nated by historical misogyny.11 Other feminists bring up questions of race, class, 
sexual preference, education or age, and maintain that these issues have to be 
dealt with before or at the same time as the "woman question." Thus Audre 
Lorde claims that pretending that racial differences between women are unim
portant is dangerous: "Ignoring the differences of race between women and the 
implications of those differences presents the most serious threat to the mobiliza
tion of women's joint power."12 Liz Stanley argues that "[w]hat is needed -
and indeed must be insisted upon by those of us who are black, lesbian, aged, 
disabled, working class - is that all difference must be attended to equally ."13 

Linda Hutcheon uses the word 'feminisms' in the plural, as "a verbal sign of dif
ference and plurality," which makes it "the best term to use to designate, not a 
consensus, but a multiplicity of points of view which nevertheless do possess at 
least some common denominators when it comes to the notion of the politics of 
representation."14 These "common denominators" are, however, sometimes 

9 I use the term 'gender' to denote those social constructions that, even though they vary 
over time and from society to society, determine women's and men's identities, roles and 
self-perceptions. 
10 The seamlessness of the term 'patriarchy' is obviously also illusory, and there are 
'patriarchies' as well as there are 'feminisms'. When I use the term, it is to indicate a posi
tion which, consciously or unconsciously, perceives social authority in its various forms as 
men's prerogative. 
11 Moira Gatens, "The Dangers of a Woman-Centred Philosophy," The Polity Reader in 
Gender Studies (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) 95, criticises 'Radical feminism' on the 
grounds that it seems to presuppose the existence of an essential femininity, and conse
quently fails to admit that women, as well as men, are influenced by history and culture. As 
products of their environment women, too, are unable to produce a pure, unpolluted philo
sophical system. Gatens sees Mary Daly and Dale Spender as representatives of the feminist 
view that favours a 'woman-centred' theory. 
12 Audre Lorde, "Age, Race, Class and Sex: Women Redefining Difference," The Woman 
Question, 2nd ed., ed. Mary Evans (London: SAGE, 1994) 37. 
13 Liz Stanley, "Recovering Women in History from Feminist Deconstructionism," Evans 
The Woman Question 76, original emphases. 
14 Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (1989; London: Routledge, 1993) 141, 
original emphasis. 
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pushed to the background, in the attempts to bring out all the other aspects 
which form parts of women's identities. 

When it comes to interpreting the feminist ideas in postmodern romances, I 
would suggest that one of the most helpful theories is that put forward by Luce 
Irigaray in Speculum of the Other Woman. Women are certainly different from 
men, but they are also different from each other and from themselves. Far from 
advocating some kind of feminine essentialism, Irigaray problematises the ques
tion of womanhood, and in doing so, liberates women from both patriarchal and 
feminist constraints: 

Now woman is neither closed nor open. Indefinite, unfinished/in-finite, 
form is never complete in her. She is not infinite, but nor is she one unit: 
a letter, a figure, a number in a series, a proper name, single object (of a) 
sensible word, the simple ideality of an intelligible whole, the entity of a 
foundation, etc. This incompleteness of her form, of her morphology, al
lows her to become something else at any moment, which is not to say 
that she is (n)ever unambiguously anything. Never completed in any 
metaphor. Never this, then that, this and that. . .. But becoming the ex
pansion that she is not, never will be at any moment, as a definable uni
verse.15 

In many ways, postmodern romances respond to what has been described as " a 
new drift within feminism, a new scepticism about the use of gender as an ana
lytical category."16 From a political point of view, such gender-scepticism is not 
without its dangers, because when feminism is a political movement, it needs a 
centre, so as not to be incapacitated by lack of purpose or direction. At least in 
theory, as Kate Soper points out, "the logic of difference tends to subvert the 
concept of a feminine political community of 'women'," 17 a concept that the 
gender-sceptic subverts by calling the notion of a gendered identity into ques
tion. Both the emphasis on 'difference' and the questioning attitude to gender 
as a basis for categorisation potentially undermine political agency, and there is 
no guarantee, therefore, that postmodern valorising of 'difference' in the sense 
of diversity should be acceptable to feminists. On the contrary, it can be taken 
as further evidence of the apolitical character of postmodernism, and Susan 
Strickland argues that "a postmodernist acknowledgement of 'difference' is in 
fact a way of evading it and the threat it poses to dominant ways of seeing the 

15 Luce Irigaray, "Volume without Contours," The Irigaray Reader, ed. Margaret Whitford 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) 55, original emphases. It should be noted that Irigaray does not 
deny the existence of a binary opposition male/female in her work. On the contrary, "she 
warns against displacing the male/female binary before the female side has acceded to iden
tity and subjectivity," as Margaret Whitford points out. Margaret Whitford, Introduction, 
The Irigaray Reader 13. 
16 Bordo 135. 
17 Kate Soper, "Feminism, Humanism and Postmodernism," Evans The Woman Question 
15. 
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world."18 Drawing parallels with such phenomena as "tourism" and "shops in 
ethnological museums," Strickland describes postmodern acceptance of differ
ence as blind to the fact that different views of the world are offered partly as a 
critique of our understanding of it, and should result in a process of revision. 
But such revision is frequently present in postmodern romances: the 
"innovative paradigms" in Jeanette Winterson's work, for instance, "mobilize 
and animate a feminist political strategy of resistance, forcing and enforcing new 
mappings of the social and cultural order through feminist revision, reconsidera
tion, and reconceptualisation."19 To refrain from offering answers is not the 
same thing as to say that no answers are available, and postmodern highlighting 
of differences is to some extent a way of saying that our own images of the 
world do need to be redefined. It would seem as if Strickland demands that this 
redefinition be carried out within the framework of the stories, but at least in the 
case of postmodern romances, the responsibility of drawing conclusions is 
placed on the reader. The multiplicity of perspectives and the presentation of 
differences in the works may well start a process of revision but does not com
plete it. 

Despite its concern with feminist issues, then, postmodern literature is not 
politically committed, and the relationship between postmodernism and feminism 
remains problematic. For this reason, Linda Hutcheon does "not want to equate 
the feminist with the postmodern," because "to co-opt the feminist project into 
the unresolved and contradictory postmodern one would be to simplify and 
undo the important political agenda of feminism."20 Diane Elam, on the other 
hand, claims that "feminism has more to lose than to gain from thinking itself as 
another modernist grand narrative, this time of the liberation of female identity, 
of a unified female subject. Postmodernism may well be the name feminism can 
give to its escape from identity politics."21 At the very least, it should be recog
nised that the link between postmodern attitudes and feminism is not accidental, 
and Molly Hite refers to influential theorists of postmodernism, such as Jean-
François Lyotard and Craig Owens, to corroborate the claim that postmodernism 
and feminism have a great deal in common: 

Theorists of postmodernism on both sides of the Atlantic similarly affirm 
that their movement shares a political agenda with feminism, inasmuch 
as to destabilize narrative relations between dominant and subordinate, 
container and contained, is also to destabilize the social and cultural re
lations of dominance and containment by which the conventionally 

18 Susan Strickland, "Feminism, Postmodernism and Difference/' Knowing the Difference: 
Feminist perspectives in epistemologi?, ed. Kathleen Lennon and Margaret Whitford 
(London: Routledge, 1994) 267. 
19 Laura Doan, "Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Postmodern," The Lesbian Postmodern, 
ed. Laura Doan (New York: Columbia UP, 1994) 154. 
20 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988; New York: 
Routledge, 1992) xi-xii. 
21 Diane Elam, Romancing the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1992) 19. 
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masculine subsumes and envelopes the conventionally feminine. Be
cause feminism has a stake in the undoing of hierarchy and contain
ment, it appears that writing commonly described in terms of its subver
sive newness, as avant-garde or postmodern, can also be described in 
terms of its subversive political implications, as "feminine" or feminist 
writing.22 

Some aspects of feminist theory are even fundamental to postmodern question
ing. The early work of Kate Millett, Ellen Moers, Elaine Showalter and others 
made it clear that women's comparative silence in literature is a result of patriar
chal oppression and that new ways of reading may show how women, in spite 
of opposition from the male-dominated establishment, have found their own 
voices. Mary Wroth is only one of the many women writers who have been re
discovered as a result of feminist scholarship. When feminists started to question 
the value judgements passed by the literary establishment they prepared the 
way for a literature reluctant to produce total explanations, since they showed 
that the ones we have believed in are false or incomplete. This means that post
modern literature's uneasy relationship with historical truth owes a great deal to 
feminist scholars like Millett, Showalter, Dale Spender and Mary Ellman who 
tried to reintroduce women into history, and revealed that history as we know it 
is a construct. 

As I interpret it, the expression 'feminist text' refers to a work primarily con
cerned with ideology, and as Gay le Greene says about feminist fiction, it is "not 
the same as 'women's fiction' or fiction by women: not all women writers are 
'women's writers,' and not all women's writers are feminist writers, since to 
write about 'women's issues' is not necessarily to address them from a feminist 
perspective."23 A 'feminist romance' should, according to this definition, offer 
alternatives to the male-dominated view of the world found in most popular ro
mances, and be explicitly ideological. Anne Cranny-Francis, in her study of 
feminist genre fiction, finds few feminist revisions of the romance genre, how
ever, because when it comes to the "process of subject formation," the romance 
"fetishises it purely in terms of gender" and thus, "a woman's achievement of 
individuality is represented as a specific negotiation of the patriarchal gender 
discourse, that is, as femininity."24 Consequently the romance does not easily 
lend itself to feminist rewriting.25 Postmodern romances are feminist romances 

22 Molly Hite, The Other Side of the Story: Structures and Strategies of Contemporary 
Feminist Narrative (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1989) 16-17. 
23 Gayle Greene, Changing the Story: Feminist Fiction and the Tradition (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1991) 2. 
24 Anne Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction: Feminist Uses of Generic Fiction (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1990) 190. 
25 Margaret Atwood, Lady Oracle (London: André Deutsch, 1977) subverts the conventions 
of popular romances, however. The protagonist of Lady Oracle is a romance writer who can 
no longer control the formulaic storyline and unconsciously starts writing in a way which 
reveals the underlying patriarchal ideology of popular romance, showing sympathy for the 
'bad woman' and making the hero a killer. 
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no more than they are popular romances, but in their attempts to describe hero
ines who are neither representatives of their sex in the conventional, patriarchal 
manner nor feminist role models, they may achieve the representation of women 
as individuals that Cranny-Francis asks for. 

All labels are potentially dangerous, however, and books by women de
scribing reality as they see it are all too often called feminist texts, whereas a 
term like 'masculinist text' is used much more seldom. A possible effect when 
books concerned with the situation for women are bundled together under a 
label like 'feminist fiction' is that it becomes easy to hold the view that such 
books are meant only for a specific audience and specific political purposes, and 
not really significant as literature. Alongside the strong connection between 
postmodern and feminist thought there is therefore a fear that feminism may be
come a straitjacket no less constricting than patriarchy, and women writing to
day do not find it entirely to their advantage to be defined as 'women's' or 
'feminist' writers. A. S. Byatt, for instance, finds herself "very ambivalent about 
being taught on courses about 'women's discourse',"26 and says: "Of course I 
am a feminist. But I don't want to be required to write to a feminist programme, 
and I feel uneasy when this seems to be asked of me."27 With her description of 
how feminist scholars appropriate Christabel LaMotte's stories and poems in 
Possession, Byatt illustrates the way in which a writer's work is affected when 
adopted by a particular group: being classified as the work of a 'feminist' writer, 
for example, might actually diminish the literary value of women's writing. 

Postmodern romances are thus not easily categorised and resist attempts to 
label them as feminist, Marxist or post-colonial, and for this reason they may be 
accused of being advocates for patriarchy, fascism or imperialism, on the princi
ple of "if you are not for us, you are against us."28 The fact that contradiction is 
always an element in postmodern literature makes it difficult to use political 
criticism when interpreting such works, and also makes the works in question 
unsuitable as political tools. Their reluctance to take a clear stand certainly 
makes postmodern romances susceptible to suspicions of political innocence, 
and also means that they sometimes invite conflicting responses from critics. 
Thus, a Commonweal review describes Byatt's Possession as "reactionary in its 
contempt for feminism,"29 probably because not only is its political position un
clear, but feminists themselves are not exempt from satire. Richard Todd, on the 
other hand, describes Byatt as a writer who "frequently feminizes icons of pa-

26 A. S. Byatt, "Reading, writing, studying: Some questions about changing conditions for 
writers and readers," Critical Quarterly 35.4 (1993): 5-6. 
27 Contemporary Authors: A Bio-Bibliographical Guide to Current Writers in Fiction, Gen
eral Nonfiction, Poetry, Journalism, Drama, Motion Pictures, Television, and Other Fields, 
ed. James G. Lesniak, New Revision Series vol. 33 (Detroit: Gale Research, 1991) 71. 
28 For the debate on the political or apolitical character of postmodern art, see Hutcheon 
Poetics 201-21. 
29 Fanny Howe, "Love Between the Pages," rev. of Possession, by A. S. Byatt, Common
weal 118, 25 Jan. 1991: 70. 
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triarchal tradition," 30 and Byatt certainly sees herself as a feminist, albeit "an 
older and more individualistic" one.31 The French Lieutenant's Woman under
cuts its own feminist perspective, which gives Magali Cornier Michael cause for 
attack: 

The way in which the novel ultimately projects Sarah runs counter to 
the theme of feminism. Because Sarah's point of view remains absent 
from the text, Sarah remains objectified and never becomes a subject in 
her own right. Everything known about Sarah is mediated through the 
male perspectives of Charles, the narrator, and ultimately Fowles himself 
as orchestrator.32 

Taking the opposite position, Deborah Byrd describes The French Lieutenant's 
Woman as "an almost ideal feminist fictional work" because it contains an 
"accurate and psychologically authentic account of the victimization of a num
ber of poor and middle-class women," presents "a positive role model in the 
character of Sarah Woodruff' and provides a portrayal of Sarah's "successful 
struggle to liberate herself from the circumstances which restrict her growth as 
an autonomous human being."33 The feminism in postmodern romances is am
biguous because the books are not primarily concerned with ideology. Feminist 
elements exist in the texts, but are not superimposed upon them, thus allowing 
only one interpretation of characters and events. As Richard Todd says about 
A. S. Byatt, feminism in postmodern romances "operates as an augmentation of 
a total discourse, rather than as a simplistic replacement of what has been tradi
tionally privileged by what has been traditionally marginalized."34 This means 
that the feminist themes are not always discovered, because if the reader does 
not recognise, or chooses to ignore, the intertextual links with feminism, the po
litical aspect of postmodern romances disappears. 

But if feminism appears mainly as a cultural background in postmodern ro
mances, is it possible to claim that it is included in the works at all? A. S. Byatt's 
Possession is the story of how the discovery of a cache of letters sends two 
modern scholars, Roland Micheli and Maud Bailey, out on a quest for the truth 
about the relationship between two Victorian poets, Randolph Ash and Chris
tabel LaMotte. Very early in Possession Fergus Wolff, another literary scholar, 

30 Richard Todd, "The Retrieval of Unheard Voices in British Postmodernist Fiction: A. S. 
Byatt and Marina Warner," Liminal Postmodernisms: The Postmodern, the (Post-)Colonial, 
and the (Post-)Feminist, ed. Theo D'haen and Hans Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1994) 
99. 
31 A. S. Byatt, "Reading, writing, studying" 5. 
32 Magali Cornier Michael, "'Who is Sarah?' A Critique of The French Lieutenant's 
Woman's Feminism" Critique: studies in contemporary fiction, 28.4 (1987): 228. 
33 Deborah Byrd, "The Evolution and Emancipation of Sarah Woodruff: The French Lieu
tenant's Woman as a Feminist Novel," International Journal of Women's Studies 29 
(1984): 306. 
34 Todd 99, original emphasis. Todd's remark refers to Marina Warner as well as to A. S. 
Byatt. 
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tells Roland Micheli about LaMotte's Melusina-poem that the "feminists are 
crazy about" and refers him to Maud Bailey and Leonora Stern, women he has 
met at a conference about sexuality and textuality {Possession 33-34). These 
early signals alert readers to a link between the book and feminism, but do not 
reveal the nature of the relationship, that is, the book cannot be defined as either 
feminist or anti-feminist on the basis of these signals. The effect is instead that 
the reader's own ideas about what feminism is will be included in the subse
quent reading and interpretation of the work, and so an intertextual relationship 
between feminism and a postmodern romance is established. 

The introduction of feminist ideas in The French Lieutenant's Woman by 
John Fowles is also vague. Like a popular romance it describes a troubled love 
affair, the story of Sarah Woodruff and Charles Smithson, and like so many me
dieval romances it traces the protagonists' quests for self-discovery. That this 
self-discovery will include emancipation is indicated by the epigraph from 
Marx's Zur Judenfrage: "Every emancipation is a restoration of the human 
world and of human relationships to man himself [sic]." Emancipation is, how
ever, a word which now often connotes feminism. The French Lieutenant's 
Woman opens on "one incisively sharp and blustery morning in the late March 
of 1867," {FLW 7) and the significance of the date is explained later: "March 
30th, 1867, is the point from which we can date the beginning of feminine 
emancipation in England," the narrator states {FLW 101).35 Clearly, feminism 
functions as an intertext in the book, and recourse to an intertext is needed, be
cause Fowles presents Sarah Woodruff as an unusual woman character who 
cannot be fully described or defined. Sarah, contrary to many literary conven
tions, is introduced as a difficulty and an enigma, and since the description of 
her is incomplete, readers must look elsewhere, perhaps even outside the text, 
for information that will make it possible for them to understand her. The narra
tor also compares Sarah to modern women: "Modern women like Sarah exist, 
and I have never understood them" {FLW 85). Whether unconsciously or ironi
cally condescending, the narrator's comment strengthens the link with feminism 
both through the patronising attitude conveyed and by describing Sarah as a 
proto-New Woman. 

Lindsay Clarke's The Chymical Wedding is similar to Possession in that it 
describes how people today set out to find the truth about people a hundred 
years ago. In the twentieth century, the ageing poet Edward Nesbit, his psychic 
assistant and lover Laura and a younger poet, Alex Darken, try to discover what 
the nineteenth-century Louisa Agnew and her father knew about alchemy. In 
the process they discover the love between Louisa and the Rector, Edwin Frere. 
The statue Gypsy May plays a central role in this curious love story, and is a 
symbolic sign of a connection between the book and feminism. The statue is an 

35 On March 30, 1867 "John Stuart Mill had seized an opportunity in one of the early de
bates on the Reform Bill to argue that now was the time to give women equal rights at the 
ballot-box" {FLW 101). 
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image of the Earth Goddess, despite its position on the church wall, and in a 
rather repellent way it is a celebration of female power: 

the image squatted, high on the church wall, naked with drooping dugs, 
and both hands holding open the organ of her sex, as though she were 
about to drop a child in labour, or as though she might engorge a man. 
(CW 46) 

This early description indicates that some aspect of the male-female power 
struggle will be addressed in the book, which suggests a link with feminism. 
More importantly, feminists have often used the Earth Goddess as a symbol of a 
meaningful role in society that women have lost, and since the Gypsy May 
statue emerges as a figure of feminine power, the connection between The 
Chymical Wedding and feminism is emphasised. 

Themain part of Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Cherry is set in Restora
tion London, even though the final section is set in the present. Its principal 
character, the giantess Dog-Woman, engages in literal battles against Puritanism 
while her foundling son Jordan travels around the world with the botanist John 
Tradescant, trying to discover his beloved Fortunata, youngest of the Twelve 
Dancing Princesses. Dog-Woman occupies a place very similar to that of Gypsy 
May in The Chymical Wedding, but it is the male character Jordan who spells 
out the link with feminism most clearly. Dressing in women's clothes, Jordan 
travels in the "foreign country" of the women's world, and is shocked to en
counter what he terms "a conspiracy of women" (SC 31-32). To teach him 
about men, a woman he meets writes him a rule book containing such rules as 
"[m]en are always seeking soft women but find their lives in ruins without 
strong women," and "[y]our greatest strength is that every man believes he 
knows the sum and possibility of every woman" (SC 32-33). It is all very 
tongue-in-cheek, but supports the underlying theme of feminine power intro
duced through the figure of Dog-Woman. The result is a connection between 
Sexing the Cherry and feminism made equivocal by irony, which invites the 
reader's own version of feminism as intertext. 

The fact that feminism has been one of the most influential forces in soci
ety in the last few decades ensures that it can now be referred to, hinted at, 
taken for granted and used as a background without being explained. By de
scribing feminists or feminist ideas, authors like Byatt, Fowles, Clarke and Win-
terson alert the reader to a connection with feminist ideologies. To make sense 
of the text, readers will try to incorporate their ideas of what feminism is into the 
text, comparing these ideas with what they read in the postmodern romances. 
They will also bring their own expectations to the text. The effect is a dialogue 
between the reader's interpretation of feminism and the presentation and criti
cism of feminisms offered in the postmodern romance. Given this emphasis on 
dialogue, it is not surprising that one of the feminist themes explored in post
modern romances is the issue of ventriloquism. 
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Ventriloquism - male and female 
Mary Wroth, as an early romance writer, "foregrounds the gender-specific na
ture of speech in her narrative,"36 showing that there is a difference between 
words spoken by women and words spoken on behalf of women. In Urania, 
she subverts not only the conventions of the romance, but also those of the Pe
trarchan sonnet sequence, making a woman, Paraphilia, the speaker in a series of 
sonnets to the man, Amphilantus. She also challenges the educated reading 
public of her time by remodelling classical texts, thus appropriating material 
which in her society was usually reserved for male readers.37 In The Countess 
Of Montgomery's Urania, the first, and perhaps most important, sign that 
women's speech needs to be heard is the character Urania herself. Urania first 
appeared as a silent shepherdess in Sir Philip Sidney's The Countess of Pem
broke's Arcadia,38 but in Wroth's version, Urania speaks for and about herself 
from the first page.39 The first story in Wroth's Urania describes the unhappy 
Perissus's meeting with Urania, introducing a "knight in distress" who is given 
help and counsel by Urania. The significance of this role reversal is emphasised 
by Perissus's first reaction to Urania: "I see you are a woman; and therefore not 
much to be marked."40 Perissus asks Urania to leave him, or at least not speak to 
him, but Urania refuses: "Neither of these will I doe" (U 4). Instead she listens to 
his story and advises him, so that Perissus, before he leaves, is forced to change 
his opinion about her: "I must obey that reason which abounds in you; and to 
you, shall the glory of this attempt belong: now I will againe put on those 
habites which of late I abandoned, you having gaind the victorie over my 
vowe" (U 13). By insisting on her right to speak, Urania saves Perissus's life 
and honour. 

A ventriloquist, in contrast, is a manipulator, someone who appropriates an
other's body and speaks for or through it, and so to ventriloquise is to pretend 
to be the voice of someone else. It may be laudable to give voice to others, but it 
is also presumptuous, because it silences the one in whose stead the ventrilo
quist speaks. While speaking, the ventriloquist takes on another personality, or 

36 Naomi J. Miller, "Engendering Discourse" 169. 
37 For a discussion of Mary Wroth's use of classical material, see Robin Farabaugh, 
"Ariadne, Venus and the Labyrinth: Classical Sources and the Thread of Instruction in 
Mary Wroth's Works," Journal of English and Germanic Philology 96. 2 (1997): 204-21. 
38 Sir Philip Sidney, The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia, ed. Victor Skretkowicz (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1987) 3-5. Urania is talked about, praised, introduced as an object of desire for 
the shepherds Claius and Strephon, but she is absent and consequently silent throughout the 
story. 
39 See Naomi J. Miller, " 'Not much to be marked': Narrative of the Woman's Part in 
Lady Mary Wroth's UraniaStudies in English Literature 1500-1900 29.1 (1989): 121-
37 for a discussion of how Wroth feminises and revises the conventions of the romance in 
Urania. 
40 Mary Wroth, The First Part of The Countess Of Montgomery's Urania, ed. Josephine A. 
Roberts (Binghamton: Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, 1995) 4. Here
after cited in the text as U. 
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rather assumes authority over it, which may include taking over the thoughts, 
ideas, material and insights of the other. It is an authoritarian position even 
when it is assumed with the best of intentions. 

Several postmodern romances describe cases of ventriloquism where men 
speak for women and the women are silenced as a result. These descriptions can 
be read as attacks on patriarchy, and consequently affirmations of feminist poli
tics, but feminist projects are also criticised, and feminists' attempts at ventrilo
quism fare no better than the patriarchal ones. As a result, the theme of ventrilo
quism in romances like Possession and The French Lieutenant*s Woman oper
ates as both criticism of and support for a feminist idea. 

The Volcano Lover is the story of Sir William Hamilton, his first wife Cath
erine, his second wife Emma and Emma's lover Lord Nelson, set against the 
backdrop of Vesuvius and the revolution in Naples. Describing the relationship 
between William Hamilton's second cousin William Beckford and Catherine 
Hamilton, Susan Sontag gives an example of how men have spoken for women, 
in the firm belief that they have known best. 

From England, William wrote that he had started and nearly finished a 
new book. It was an account of his travels and all his fantasies and 
imaginary encounters with the spirits of place. But he hastened to as
sure her, lest she worry, that although it will be entirely suffused with 
her visionary accents, she will not be mentioned. He will assume full re
sponsibility for all the ideas they have engendered together, shielding 
her from the world's malice and envy. No one will be able to criticize or 
implicate her. Her role in his life will forever remain a secret, a sacred 
mystery. He will represent them both to the world. (VL 101) 

The central point of the passage - that William Beckford will make use of Cath
erine Hamilton's ideas, but will not give her credit for them - is emphasised if 
feminism is brought in as intertext. Even though William's intention is to protect 
Catherine, it is hardly surprising that her reaction is to feel "annihilated." 

It is easy to speak for those we love if we believe it is in their best interests, 
but this does not make it permissible. In Written on the Body Jeanette Winter-
son describes the unnamed and ungendered narrator's love for Louise, wife of 
an oncologist. When it is discovered that Louise has leukemia, the narrator 
leaves her, believing that Louise's husband is the only one who can save her 
life. Gail Right, a woman pub-keeper the narrator meets in Yorkshire, says: "You 
shouldn't have run out on her. . . . You didn't give her a chance to say what 
she wanted. You left" (WB 159). It is not the narrator's task to decide what is 
best for Louise, to speak for her. As Gail Right points out, the narrator has tried 
to invent Louise, but "[s]he wasn't yours for the making" (WB 189). 

Feminists have also been guilty of well-intentioned ventriloquism, and some
times come dangerously close to the act of "inventing" the women they de
scribe. Some feminist literary critics, for instance, have tried to identify the 'real 
woman', the literary mother, in the works of women writers, but this may in fact 
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lead to attempts at reducing the histories and intentions of women so that they 
fit the feminist agenda. Toril Moi, discussing the work of Gilbert and Gubar, sees 
the problem that arises when feminists try to recreate the history of individual 
women, because "it is not an unproblematic project to try to speak for the other 
woman, since this is precisely what the ventriloquism of patriarchy has always 
done."41 Feminist ventriloquism can be quite as reductive as the patriarchal va
riety. 

Literature is of course always an act of ventriloquism, because authors rep
resent and speak for the characters they have created. The problem is that a 
woman writer is also frequently seen as a representative of her sex in what she 
writes - much more frequently than is a male author. Questioning this view, 
Byatt's Possession is in part written from a male perspective, and the same is 
true of Susan Sontag's The Volcano Lover and Jeanette Winterson's The Pas
sion and Sexing the Cherry. By "speaking for men," Byatt, Sontag and Winter-
son imply that to regard them as "women writers" is to take too narrow a view 
of their writing, but the strategy could also be taken to indicate that it is now 
time for women to appropriate men's voices. On the other hand, such a proposi
tion would make the whole idea of ventriloquism acceptable, while condoning 
the fact that male authors have made themselves spokesmen for women. In this 
light it is a challenge from within when Lindsay Clarke describes, in one of the 
central episodes of The Chymical Wedding, how Louisa Agnew "speaks" for 
her father by writing an introductory book to his poem about alchemy. Louisa's 
book is burnt, because her father cannot accept her success, but perhaps also 
because he cannot allow her to speak for him. 

Randolph Ash, in Possession, is called "The Great Ventriloquist," and he 
certainly believes that it is possible to speak for other people, in other voices: 

The Historian and the Man of Science alike may be said to traffic with 
the dead. Cuvier has imparted flesh and motion and appetites to the 
defunct Megatherium, whilst the living ears of MM Michelet and 
Renan, of Mr Carlyle and the Brothers Grimm, have heard the blood
less cries of the vanished and given them voices. I myself with the aid 
of the imagination, have worked a little in that line, have ventrilo
quised\ have lent my voice to, and mixt my life with, those past voices 
and lives whose resuscitation in our own lives as warnings, as exam
ples, as the life of the past persisting in us, is the business of every 
thinking man and woman. {Possession 104)42 

For Ash, ventriloquism is an act of resurrection, and his attempts to give voice to 
the dead are very successful, but the question that is gradually formulated as the 
story progresses is whether he is sometimes also the voice of the living, of some

41 Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (1985; London: Routledge, 
1994) 68. 
42 The italics in this, and subsequent quotations from Possession given entirely in italics, are 
original and intended to imitate handwriting. 
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one he has silenced. Ask to Embla, the cycle of love poems which made Ash fa
mous, is to a great extent dependent on Christabel LaMotte in theme, style, atti
tude and material, something which becomes apparent to Roland Micheli and 
Maud Bailey when they track the relationship of these Victorian poets. Has Ash 
- and by extension, male writers - taken over women's material and spoken for 
them, not as these women would have spoken for themselves but as he as a male 
writer believes or wishes they would have spoken? The practice is not unheard 
of: Samuel Richardson, William Wordsworth and Thomas Hardy made use of 
women's writing, and it might even have been "routine for literary men to per
ceive women's work as available for their own use."43 The circumstance that 
Ash is conscious of his inclination to speak for LaMotte is only partly redeem
ing: 

I speak to you as I might speak to all those who most possess my 
thoughts - to Shakespeare, to Thomas Browne, to John Donne, to 
John Keats - and find myself unpardonably lending you, who are 
alive, my voice, as I habitually lend it to those dead men - Which is 
much as to say - here is an author of Monologues - trying clumsily to 
construct a Dialogue - and encroaching on both halves of it. 
(Possession 111) 

Even though Ash is aware of his ventriloquising act, this does not take away its 
consequences, and Christabel LaMotte writes: 

I wonder - if I had kept to my closed castle, behind my motte-and-
bailey defences - should I have been a great poet - as you are? I 
wonder - was my spirit rebuked by yours - as Caesar's was by Antony 
- or was I enlarged by your generosity as you intended? (Possession 
502) 

Randolph Ash's wife Ellen expresses a similar experience. She desired to be " a 
Poet and a Poem," but becomes neither. Remembering her ambitions and her 
lack of faith in her own talent, she writes in her journal that she does not think 
her husband would have prevented her from writing. On the contrary, he 
"would laugh me out of such morbid questioning, would tell me it is never too 
late, would cram his huge imagination into the snail-shell space of my tiny new 
accession of energy, and tell me what is to be done" (Possession 122). In effect, 
Ash would have been the one speaking in his wife's poetry also. 

Michael Dorris's and Louise Erdrich's The Crown of Columbus describes 
how Roger Williams and Vivian Twostar, estranged lovers when the book be
gins, are caught up in the academic version of the quincentennial commemora
tion of Columbus's "discovery" of America. Roger Williams is identified as a 
ventriloquist of the same kind as Randolph Ash: "My former boyfriend had 

43 Dale Spender, "Women and Literary History," The Feminist Reader, ed. Catherine Bel-
sey and Jane Moore (London: Macmillan, 1989) 30. 
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been hard at work for years on an unrhymed monologue about Columbus - a 
reconstructed voice as in Browning's 'My Last Duchess' " (CC 16). Like so 
many before him, Roger intends to speak for Columbus, whom he sees as a 
rather heroic figure. Looking for material for an article she is to write, Vivian, 
however, stumbles on a reference which indicates that Columbus's original di
ary might still exist. Together, she and Roger pursue the lead and discover the 
diary, which contains information of crucial importance to the Native Americans. 
The ventriloquism of all the people who have misrepresented Columbus 
throughout the centuries has had consequences not only for the image of the 
man himself but, more importantly, for the people he conquered. From a political 
point of view, there is a clear connection between the silencing of colonised 
people and the silencing of women under patriarchy. Nevertheless, the first ven-
triloqusing act in The Crown of Columbus is conducted by Vivian Twostar 
when she speaks for Roger, telling him how he does not want to be a father (CC 
46-50). 

Paradoxically, ventriloquism silences others by presuming to give them 
voice. This connects the concept of ventriloquism to that of authority, and a 
prominent theme in postmodern romances is how dangerous it is to pose as an 
authority on someone else. When Eh* Grogan in The French Lieutenant's 
Woman tells and interprets Sarah Woodruffs story to Charles, he too becomes a 
ventriloquist, because he is speaking for Sarah (FLW Chapter 27). The episode 
shows precisely how precarious it can be to be the voice of someone else, be
cause Grogan's story is based on Sarah's fictionalised account of herself as a 
victim of her love for the French lieutenant, and even if the doctor's interpreta
tions are very perceptive according to what he believes to be the truth, they are 
also wrong, since they are based on a lie. 

That Grogan's explanation of Sarah can be read as an example of the ven
triloquism of patriarchy is emphasised by his natural chauvinism: "You must not 
think she is like us men, able to reason clearly, examine her motives, understand 
why she behaves as she does. One must see her as a being in a mist. All we can 
do is wait and hope that the mists rise" (FLW 137). Feminism as intertext em
phasises the irony when Fowles describes Grogan and his guest Charles Smith-
son as "two lords of creation," underscoring their chauvinistic perceptions of 
themselves, and the chapter ends with a reminder of their inability to speak for 
Sarah: 

Charles the naturally selected (the adverb carries both its senses) was 
pure intellect, walking awake, free as a god, one with the unslumbering 
stars and understanding all. 

All except Sarah, that is. (FLW 142) 

In the final words of the chapter, the presumed authority of Grogan and Charles 
is completely undercut. 
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In Possession, Professor Mortimer Cropper's book on Randolph Ash is 
shown to be based on insufficient material, and since Cropper speaks as an 
authority, as a ventriloquist, Byatt makes the same point as Fowles does: when 
you speak for others, you cannot be sure that what you say is the truth. "On a 
bright June morning in 1859 the Filey bathing-women might have noticed a 
solitary figure striding firmly along the lone and level sands towards the Brigg," 
Cropper writes,(Possession 246, my emphasis) and continues: "During his stay 
in the blustery North, then, Randolph spent his mornings collecting specimens 
which his indulgent landlady housed in various pie-dishes" (Possession 248). 
In the next chapter (fourteen), however, Maud and Roland begin to suspect 
that Christabel LaMotte was together with Ash during this period, which is con
firmed in chapter fifteen. Cropper writes as someone who was there, and the fi
nal revelation that in its description of important periods in Ash's life, Cropper's 
biography is wrong on a very crucial point, is a powerful attack on this type of 
writing. 

In the light of the new material uncovered, everything written about Ash 
and LaMotte will have to be re-examined: 

'But these letters have made us all look - in some ways - a little silly, in 
our summing-up of lives on the evidence we had. None of Ash's post-
1859 poems is uncontaminated by this affair - we shall need to reassess 
everything -' (Possession 485) 

That this reassessment will not be the final one is suggested in the "Postscript 
1868" to Possession, where it is revealed that Ash probably knew about the 
daughter he had with LaMotte. But the information in the postscript is only of
fered to the reader, not to the characters in the book, who go on believing that 
Ash died without knowing about the child. The uneasy consequence that there 
might always be more material to uncover is an echo of the feminist project to 
rediscover women whose histories and works have been suppressed by patriar
chal history-writing. How can anyone presume to tell the truth about someone 
else? Is biographical research at all possible? Yet, while questioning the accessi
bility of historical truth, Byatt shows throughout the story, with typical post
modern ambiguity, that biographical research matters and makes a difference. 

The lives of the women in Possession revolve around Christabel LaMotte: 
for Blanche Glover she is a friend, a lover; for Ellen Ash she is the "other 
woman," and she is the focus of Leonora Stern's and Maud Bailey's profes
sional attention. All these women also represent different aspects of feminism, 
and their individual characteristics and needs lead them to construct differing 
versions of LaMotte. Thus, Leonora Stern and Maud Bailey see LaMotte as an 
early feminist, who deserves to be rescued from the unimportant place in literary 
history she has been assigned by the male establishment. Their interpretations 
work very well as long as LaMotte herself is silent, but one of the quests in Pos
session is for Christabel LaMotte's own voice. When she speaks for herself, in 
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letters, poems and stories, the established ideas about her - both feminist and 
traditional - have to be changed: 

'And LaMotte,' said Leonora, 'has always been cited as a lesbian-
feminist poet. Which she was, but not exclusively, it appears.' 
'And MelusinaS said Maud, 'appears very different rf the early land
scapes are seen as partly Yorkshire. I've been rereading. No use of the 
word "ash" may be presumed to be innocent.' (Possession 485) 

Leonora Stern and Maud Bailey may have had the best of intentions, but they 
have in fact ventriloquised. They have used LaMotte as a puppet, voicing their 
opinions, not hers, and what these scholars have to realise is that they have con
structed versions of LaMotte which will fit their research projects. The episode 
emphasises the sceptical attitude to what we regard as historical truth, shared by 
postmodern romances and feminist theorists, but it also shows that this scepti
cism needs to be extended to all totalising visions of the past, including feminist 
ones. 

It is when ideological questions are at hand that the imposed authority of 
the ventriloquist really matters. One way of questioning this authority is repre
sented by the narrator in The French Lieutenant's Woman, who insists on his 
created characters' right to their own (fictional) lives, thereby undercutting the 
"convention universally accepted at the time of my story: that the novelist 
stands next to God" (FLW 85). Instead of controlling his characters, Fowles 
maintains their right to control themselves: 

Certainly I intended at this stage (Chap. Thirteen - unfolding of 
Sarah's true state of mind) to tell all - or all that matters. But I find my
self suddenly like a man in the sharp spring night, watching from the 
lawn beneath that dim upper window in Marlborough House: I know in 
the context of my book's reality that Sarah would never have brushed 
away her tears and leant down and delivered a chapter of revelation. 
(FLW 85) 

Questioning the authority of the author further, Fowles goes on to say that "to 
be free myself, I must give him [Charles], and Tina, and Sarah, even the abomina
ble Mrs Poulteney, their freedoms as well." Even though novelists are still gods, 
because they are creators, they are "no longer the gods of the Victorian image, 
omniscient and decreeing; but in the new theological image, with freedom our 
first principle, not authority" ( FLW 86). The narrator therefore chooses to view 
Sarah Woodruff persistently from the outside, presenting her as a being he is 
unable to understand. This deprives Sarah of her own voice, however, because 
the reader never has access to her thoughts and feelings as she herself perceives 
them, only as they appear to other people. On the other hand, it can be seen as a 
sign of respect: Fowles, or the narrator, knows he cannot give a true picture of 
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Sarah, and so avoids trying. He decides not to act as a ventriloquist, but ironi
cally this silences Sarah in another way. 

A common way of challenging the ventriloquist's authoritarian attitude is to 
present many different opinions and pictures of characters, since in this way not 
even the author claims authority. Instead, the reader is presented with a choice. 
This is what Susan Sontag does when she submits four different views of Emma 
Hamilton, including the subject's own, in the final section of The Volcano 
Lover. This is what Jeanette Winterson does when she alternates between two 
narrators in The Passion and Sexing the Cherry. This is also what A. S. Byatt 
does when she introduces several - and sometimes conflicting - descriptions of 
her characters; a practice most clearly seen in the different interpretations of 
Christabel LaMotte offered by the various narrators in Possession. Since one of 
the themes in the book is the possibility and impossibility of biographical re
search, such different views of characters are emphasised rather than glossed 
over. 

Neither political nor more traditional readings of the theme of ventriloquism 
in postmodern romances can account for and acknowledge the contradictions 
in the texts, because they will be blind to one side. Feminism as intertext intensi
fies themes already present in the text, but never achieves the status of final ex
planation, since feminist attitudes are also questioned. Postmodern romances ac
cept and incorporate contradictions - they make them visible - and so, what 
writers like Byatt, Sontag and Fowles achieve is not a solution of the problem, 
but rather a further complication of the issue of ventriloquism. The same is true 
of the descriptions of women's conditions, where female and feminist characters 
are scrutinised and criticised, as well as commended. 

Conditions of women 
Postmodern romances deal with the circumstance that "the woman question" 
has now become "women's questions" by being very specific in their examples 
and very elusive in their answers. They certainly address feminist issues, but 
they do not offer any "correct interpretation" of feminism to the reader when 
they describe the circumstances eighteenth- and nineteenth-century women 
lived under, the conditions for women artists, the attempts by women to form 
separatist communities, the jargon developed by dogmatic feminists or women's 
struggle for equality with men. This corresponds to the development in feminist 
thought which claims that "none of us can speak for 'woman' because no such 
person exists except within a specific set of (already gendered) relations - to 
'man' and to many concrete and different women."44 When postmodern ro
mances portray women as individuals, not as representatives of their sex, this 
consequently implies a critique of the concept of unity in feminism, which to 

44 Jane Flax, "Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory," Nicholson 56. 
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such a great extent informed the 1970s feminists. This focus on the particular is 
also a reaction, I suggest, to the academisation of feminism which has removed it 
from women's lives: at the same time as feminism struggles with its identity and 
tries to find ways of retaining or replacing the idea of unity, society keeps find
ing new ways of oppressing women. By describing actual women's situations, 
postmodern romances reintroduce "women" to feminism instead of attempting 
a new overall definition of what feminism is. 

A. S. By att describes as well as criticises several different feminists, and 
whereas readers probably find one of the feminist positions indicated more com
fortable than the others, Byatt, like other writers of postmodern romance, does 
not clearly condemn or affirm any of them. In Possession Blanche Glover and 
Leonora Stern see separatism as a solution to women's problems. Beatrice Nest, 
on the other hand, experiences inequality in that men are given opportunities 
denied her, with the implication that as a feminist, she should have fought for 
equal rights. Christabel LaMotte and Maud Bailey try to be autonomous, de
pending neither on female communities nor on the male world, but the problem 
of this position is that it frequently leads to loneliness, resulting in just another 
kind of separatism. Because women are not presented as a species where one 
member of the group can represent and explain all others, the descriptions of 
feminists in postmodern romances contribute to problematising the issue. 

Emma Hamilton in The Volcano Lover is clearly the product of a patriarchal 
world, but since she lives at the end of the eighteenth century it is only in 
keeping with historical fact that Sontag shows her constantly defined in relation 
to the men in her life. Emma is Sir William's wife, Lord Nelson's mistress, Rom
ney's model. Her value is determined through her relationships with men, and as 
a consequence she is worth nothing when her husband and her lover are both 
dead. Wishing for a "topsy-turvy" world, Emma's mother re-activates feminism 
as cultural intertext: 

I am glad she [Emma] knew men, for what would a woman be without a 
man, especially a woman like her who hopes to better herself, to go up 
in the world. It can't be done no other way. And yet I wish sometimes 
the world were topsy-turvy. I mean that a woman did not have to 
please a man if she is such a bold clever girl as my darling. (VL 392) 

Women like Emma are desirable in the same way as objects, and Emma Hamilton 
becomes another item in her husband's collection of art. Accordingly, her ple
beian background can be forgiven as long as she is beautiful, but when her 
beauty is gone, society shuts her out. Through her description of Emma's situa
tion, therefore, Sontag not only criticises an age when women's opportunities to 
change their positions in society depended on their success with men, but also 
attacks the circumstance that women's beauty is so central to this success. That 
it is not only in the eighteenth century that women are regarded as possessions 
becomes clear in Winterson's Written on the Body, set in the late twentieth cen-
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tury. Like Emma Hamilton, Louise is an object in her husband Elgin's collection 
- it is no coincidence that Louise's husband is named for the Elgin marbles: "He 
knew I was beautiful, that I was a prize. He wanted something showy but not 
vulgar. He wanted to go up to the world and say, 'Look what I've got'" (WB 
34). 

In the nineteenth century women began to realise more fully their limited 
opportunities and question the validity of the constraints laid upon them, and 
the frustration of nineteenth-century women is described in Sarah in The 
French Lieutenant's Woman. But Fowles undercuts the interpretation of the 
book as feminist text by constantly seeing Sarah Woodruff from the outside, 
which means that the reader can never be quite sure whether the narrator's rep
resentation of Sarah is really correct. Thus identification with Sarah is precluded. 
Even though Fowles categorises Sarah as 'a New Woman', he also describes 
her as a woman who never really escapes the male universe. Sarah progresses 
through fictions and myths of herself where she, like Sontag's Emma Hamilton, 
is defined in relation to men: she is the French lieutenant's whore, the temptress 
who seduces Charles, amanuensis - help-mate - to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 
sometimes also functioning as his model, an object. Sarah tries out all the roles 
available to her, to the point of providing herself with a false background in or
der to become someone - even if it is only an outcast. But because they are fic
tions, none of these roles is acceptable to her in the end. Her rejection of her 
roles can of course be seen as a feminist protest, but the image of Sarah con
stantly has to change in accordance with which of the three endings the reader 
chooses. If the first, the Victorian ending, is preferred, even though it is dismissed 
by the narrator, Sarah is indeed the fallen woman, and Charles goes back to Er-
nestina without pursuing his relationship with Sarah further. The two final end
ings show another Sarah, a single mother, a new woman in control of her own 
life, who has changed her name to Sarah Roughwood in order to forge an iden
tity which is solely her own and who finds fulfilment in her work. In the first of 
these endings she accepts a future life with Charles, but in the second he rejects 
her. In both cases Charles is the prime mover, however, and that he should de
cide Sarah's future seems incompatible with the resourcefulness she has shown 
up till then. Sarah's whole nature is subversive, both through her non-
acceptance of any hierarchy inherent in social class or gender and through her 
manipulation of her environment, but since her own voice is mainly absent she 
remains ambiguous. Is she the scheming manipulator Charles sees her as at the 
end of the book? "From the first she had manipulated him. She would do so to 
the end" (FLW 397). Or is she a strong woman who takes control of her own 
life? "Perhaps I believed I owed it to myself to appear mistress of my destiny" 
(FLW 152). Both these interpretations are possible within the work, and as a re
sult Sarah cannot become a feminist role model. 

In Possession, the descriptions of Blanche Glover and Christabel LaMotte 
highlight the conditions for women artists in the mid-nineteenth century. 
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Blanche is a painter, and in the letter she writes before her suicide she says that 
she leaves behind her "work, which I firmly believe has value, though it is not at 
present wanted by many" {Possession 308). Nineteenth-century taste could 
not appreciate her paintings, and Blanche reflects: 

I have wanted to be understood by those not yet born. By whom else, 
after all? The fate of my other works I leave equally in the hands of MISS 
LAMOTTE who has an artistic conscience. I should like them to stay to
gether, if possible, until a taste may be created and a spirit of judgement 
may prevail where their true worth may be assessed. {Possession 308, 
original emphasis.) 

It is noteworthy that the paintings Blanche Glover names are "Christabel before 
Sir Leoline" and "Merlin and Vivien," both of them in Christabel LaMotte's 
possession, and both of them depicting episodes from romances: Coleridge's 
Christabel and Sir Thomas Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur.45 Blanche, as well as 
Christabel with her fairy tales, has chosen a genre often described as 
"womanly," and not worthy of serious attention. But it is also a genre con
nected with the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, painters who wanted to break 
with an artistic tradition they found rigid and repressive. Like the Pre-
Raphaelites, Christabel LaMotte and Blanche Glover try to create something 
new, something that will be appreciated perhaps only by "those not yet born." 
The early work of the Pre-Raphaelite painters was scorned by the establishment, 
because these artists did not imitate and conform to the established patterns for 
serious art of their time, just as LaMotte and Glover refuse to do.46 

Louisa Anne Agnew in Lindsay Clarke's The Chymical Wedding also tries 
to address a world which is not ready for her ideas, and as a result has to see her 
work go up in flames. Louisa writes a treatise, intended as a prologue to her fa
ther's great exposition in verse of the philosophical implications of alchemy, or 
"the Hermetic Art." But when her work is completed, her father has begun to 
doubt his own abilities and refuses to read her manuscript: 

What order was there in the universe if she, a mere slip of a girl, could 
accomplish a task of this magnitude in a few short weeks while he la
boured in vain for years? No order. No justice. Only endless reproach 
for his own unworthiness - as these bleak thoughts reproached him 
now. {CW 418-19) 

45 Vivien is the fairy who imprisons Merlin and steals his power. In Sir Thomas Malory, Le 
Morte D'Arthur, vol. 1, ed. Janet Cowen (1969; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1986) 117-18, 
Vivien appears under the name Nimue. 
46 In this context it is worth noting that Fowles also uses the Pre-Raphaelites as emblems of 
a new order: it is in the household of Dante Gabriel Rossetti that Sarah Woodruff in The 
French Lieutenant's Woman finds refuge. 
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Henry Agnew's complaint about the lack of order in the universe is patriarchy's 
response to Emma Hamilton's mother's yearning for a "topsy-turvy world." 
Both positions presuppose a "natural" order which places men in the centre, 
and Agnew's refusal to accept his daughter's work is at least partly due to the 
fact that he cannot accept that "a mere slip of a girl" should succeed where he 
seems to be failing. Nevertheless, he sends Louisa's manuscript off to a pub
lisher, but when the printed and bound book appears and he finally reads it he 
feels forced to tell his daughter that "he greatly fears the world must never have 
it" (CW 488). Louisa has done her work too well, and even though she has 
completely understood "the Hermetic mystery," she does not understand the 
world, which will only "corrupt and defile what she has offered it" (CW 488). 
Henry Agnew's opinion is not untainted by his own feelings of inferiority, and 
he later confesses that if he has tried to deny the value of Louisa's work, it is 
because he "cannot bear the light it casts upon the irredeemable failure" of his 
own (CW 492). Even though Clarke's description of the fate of Louisa's book 
is very nuanced, it also contains an illustration of how a patriarchal society - in 
Louisa's case, literally - has suppressed women's work. 

Unlike Agnew's book which is burnt, down to the last copy, the work of 
Christabel LaMotte in Possession survives. But since LaMotte's poems and 
stories deal with what has been viewed as women's subjects - the child, the 
love story, being a woman, being a mother - her choice of themes and forms 
condemns her in the eyes of some people. George Bailey, the owner of the 
house in which LaMotte's correspondence with Ash is found, does not see her 
as a real writer: "She didn't do anything. Just lived up there in the east wing 
and poured out all this stuff about fairies" (Possession 79). Obviously Bailey 
has not bothered to read LaMotte, or has been unable to see that her "fairy 
tales" are very different from the traditions they build on. LaMotte can be seen 
as a romance writer in that she uses old forms like myths and fairy tales, but she 
changes them, negotiating the borders of her genre, and her long poem The 
Fairy Melusine is a highly symbolic story of metamorphosis, where a beautiful 
woman is transformed into a snakelike monster when her husband cannot resist 
watching her in her bath. Ellen Ash reads it and writes in her journal: "Perhaps 
the most surprising touch is that the snake or fish is beautiful" (Possession 121). 
The double identity made visible through Melusina's metamorphosis is not nec
essarily a bad thing. About LaMotte's poetry Ellen Ash reflects that "its virtues 
are so far removed in some ways at least from those expected of the weaker 
sex," and that "her description [of Melusina's transformation] might be a little 
strong for some stomachs, especially maidenly English ones, who will be look
ing for fairy winsomeness" (Possession 120-121, original emphasis). Ellen Ash, 
at least, realises that LaMotte's writing, because she is bending the rules of her 
genre, challenges the readers who will expect her to conform to the restrictions 
of it. George Bailey's reaction, on the other hand, indicates how abiding by the 
rules is also a type of challenge, this time of the literary establishment of 
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LaMotte's day, which will not expect to find any important ideas or insights 
contained in romances or children's literature. LaMotte is a nineteenth-century 
Mary Wroth, who changes and feminises her chosen genres, using them for new 
purposes. 

Postmodern literature and feminism share a distrust of conventional history-
writing, and an important feminist project has been to reveal that because his
tory has largely been written from a male point of view, information about 
women's lives and work has been excluded or suppressed. Dale Spender finds 
"one hundred good women novelists of the eighteenth century" who have 
"all 'disappeared' " from the textbooks.47 This underrating of women writers 
by the establishment, but also the appropriation of them by feminists, is ques
tioned in the description of Christabel LaMotte's literary reputation in Posses
sion. When LaMotte's work is rediscovered by feminist scholars, the male-
dominated academy still maintains its condescending attitude to her as a writer: 
LaMotte cannot be considered an important writer per se. What importance she 
might have is tied to her function as a representative of women's literature, and 
the American professor Mortimer Cropper expresses the academic establish
ment's disregard for LaMotte's writing when he says: 

'LaMotte? Oh, yes. Melusina. There was a feminist sit-in, in the Fall of 
'79, demanding that the poem be taught in my nineteenth-century po
etry course, instead of the Idylls of the King, or Ragnarök. As I remem
ber, it was conceded. But then Women's Studies took it on, so I was 
released and we were able to restore Ragnarök. (Possession 305) 

Not having to teach Melusina constitutes a release for Professor Cropper, and 
the only reason for considering teaching LaMotte was that doing so would 
pacify the feminists. At the same time, including LaMotte in Women's Studies 
does not really restore her importance as a writer. Instead, it places her firmly in 
the fold of women writers. Both the patriarchal deprecation of LaMotte's writ
ing and the feminist upgrading of it are thus shown to be determined by sex, a 
circumstance which seriously undermines both positions. That biological sex 
still plays a part where women's writing is concerned became embarrassingly 
clear when A. S. Byatt was described as "Putney mother of three," in some 
newspapers and the Birmingham Post article about Possession ran the headline: 
"Mother's novel wins prize." As Byatt herself commented, "[w]hen did you 
last see 'Father's novel?"'48 

Books about female Utopias were a feature of women's literature between 
1880 and 1910, and in the second half of the nineteenth century some women 
tried to share houses together or live in communities outside the family. These 

47 Spender 24, original emphasis. 
48 A. S. Byatt, Interview, "Academic reflections in a Victorian climate," by Valerie Grove, 
Sunday Times 21 Oct. 1990: 3. 
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women "lived out the possibility of social and economic independence," and 
were united by "their revolt against the constraints of bourgeois family life and 
by their attraction to London as the place where they might escape those con
straints and find intellectual, political, and professional engagement."49 The 
loosely organised network described here by Deborah Epstein Nord included 
the women Beatrice Potter Webb, Margaret Harkness, Amy Levy, Eleanor Marx 
and Olive Schreiner, among others. Two of these women - Levy and Marx -
committed suicide; Schreiner and Harkness left England, and Beatrice Webb be
came engaged. Too many difficulties surrounded the attempts by women to live 
independent lives, because there "was as yet no adequately comfortable social 
or economic niche for the single woman who did not exist and did not want to 
exist within an institutional framework."50 The similar experiment carried out by 
Blanche Glover and Christabel LaMotte in Possession takes place in the 1850s, 
and ends with Glover's suicide. In her suicide letter, Blanche Glover writes that 
one of the reasons for her wish to take her own life is the failure of this attempt 
to forge an exclusively female existence for herself and LaMotte: 

I have tried, initially with MISS LAMOTTE, and also alone in this little 
house, to live according to certain beliefs about the possibility, for 
independent single women, of living useful and fully human lives, in 
each other's company, and without recourse to help from the outside 
world, or men. We believed it was possible to live frugally, charitably, 
philosophically, artistically, and in harmony with each other and Na
ture. Regrettably, it was not. (Possession 307) 

Blanche attributes the failure of their experiment partly to the fact that "the 
world was too fiercely inimical" to it, and partly to the fact that she and 
LaMotte "were insufficiently resourceful and strong-minded." A third reason, 
not offered by Blanche Glover, but implicit in the description of the two 
women's relationship, is that female separatism as an ideal is a dead end. 

Blanche's suicide letter is signed: "Blanche Glover, spinster" (Possession 
309). She does not sign herself 'artist' or 'painter' because, for Blanche, gender 
is foremost in what constitutes her identity. Any connection with the male 
world is threatening for her, and she fiercely protects the little world she has 
made against the intruder Ash, purloining his letters to LaMotte, describing him 
as a "Prowler" and a "Wolf' {Possession 46-47). The separatist position 
Blanche exemplifies has been severely criticised, since "essentialist formulations 
of womanhood, even when made by feminists, 'tie' the individual to her identity 
as a woman and thus cannot represent a solution to sexism."51 Byatt's descrip-

49 Deborah Epstein Nord, "'Neither Pairs nor Odd': Female Community in Late Nine-
teenth-Century London," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 15.4 (1990): 
733-34. 
50 Nord 753. 
51 Linda Alcoff, "Cultural Feminism versus Post-Structuralism: The Identity Crisis in Femi
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tion of Blanche does, to some extent, support this critical view. But it is hardly 
strange that Blanche Glover should perceive Ash as a threat, because there are 
no patterns for women's communities which include earthly, heterosexual love. 
Men can find precedents for their clubs and societies in the fellowships of me
dieval knights, fellowships which included men who were frequently married 
and had numerous love affairs, but where the comradeship between men was 
idealised. Convents, in contrast, are the historical models for women's communi
ties. 

In her journal Blanche writes about Christabel: "I believe she is writing 
fewer poems. Certainly she does not show me them, of an evening, as we were 
used to do. All this correspondence [with Ash] is detrimental to her true gifts. 
She is in no real need of epistolary adulation. She knows her own worth" 
{Possession 46). Christabel's response is that "she was learning so much, so 
very much, and when it was all learned she should have new matter to write 
about and many new things to say" (Possession Al). Contrary to Blanche 
Glover's beliefs, LaMotte's poetry improves through her connection with Ran
dolph Ash, as does his. For Christabel, accordingly, the female world Blanche 
wants to preserve is too constricted. 

In the twentieth-century sections of Possession, Leonora Stern is the char
acter who represents separatism, or at least some kind of essentialist feminism. 
The description of her is in part a satire of a dogmatic feminist, bossy, bisexual 
and militant. Maud Bailey describes her as "[s]ingle-minded and zealous" 
{Possession 221), and her writing is full of feminist jargon; when, for example, 
she describes the fairy Melusina's fountain, it "does not 'spring' but 'bubbles 
and seeps' up into the 'still and secret' pool:" 

This may all be read as a symbol of female language, which is partly 
suppressed, partly self-communing, dumb before the intrusive male and 
not able to speak out. The male fountain spurts and springs. Melusine's 
fountain has a female wetness, trickling out from its pool rather than 
rising confidently, thus mirroring those female secretions which are not 
inscribed in our daily use of language {langue, tongue) - the sputum, 
mucus, milk and bodily fluids of women who are silent for dryness. 
{Possession 245) 

Stern uses the language of the already initiated, excluding from her audience 
those who are not already converted, and Roland Micheli's reaction to her 
book is: "I don't want to see through her eyes. It isn't a matter of her gender 
and my gender. Ijust don't" {Possession 254). This satire of feminist criticism is 
perhaps the reason why Possession has been viewed, as in the Commonweal 
review referred to above, as being "reactionary" in its representation of femi
nism. The ironical description of Leonora Stern certainly contains a questioning 
of the exclusiveness of feminist language, including the realisation that feminist 

nist Theory," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 13.3 (1988): 415. 
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literary criticism can be just as one-sided and programmatic as that of the patri
archal schools. 

In her writing, Leonora Stern celebrates the female body in a way that the 
Victorian Blanche Glover could hardly have done, even in her private journal. 
Consequently the sexual dimension of Blanche's and Christabel's relationship 
is never explored. There are hints of lesbianism, but no more. When Ash discov
ers Christabel is a virgin he reflects: "Such delicate skills, such informed desire, 
and yet a virgin. There were possibilities, of which the most obvious was to him 
slightly repugnant, and then, when he thought about it with determination, in
teresting, too" CPossession 285). In connection with Sarah in The French Lieu
tenant's Woman, lesbianism is also intimated. The servant-girl Millie comes to 
Sarah's bed several times, and the narrator comments: 

There must have been something sexual in their feelings? Perhaps; but 
they never went beyond the bounds that two sisters would. No doubt 
here and there in another milieu, in the most brutish of the urban poor, in 
the most emancipated of the aristocracy, a truly orgiastic lesbianism ex
isted then; but we may ascribe this very common Victorian phenomenon 
of women sleeping together far more to the desolating arrogance of 
contemporary man than to a more suspect motive. (.FLW 139) 

The phrase "a more suspect motive" signals Fowles's critical view of the age he 
describes and does not constitute a denunciation of a possible lesbian relation
ship between Sarah and Millie. There is nothing more than intimation. 

In Possession, it is easy to interpret Blanche Glover's suicide only as an in
dication of how impossible her dream of female separatism is, but this is not the 
whole truth, because Blanche's suicide is both failure and victory. Certainly her 
hopes of an independent, all-female existence have been shattered, but she has 
not lost Christabel to the men's world. After Blanche's death, Christabel severs 
all her connections with Randolph Ash and joins a group of women spiritualists. 
Her attempts at reconciling love and self-possession, and stepping out of her 
place in society have failed, and Christabel goes back to the essentially feminine 
she left for Ash. As a member of the spiritualist group the Vestal Lights she be
comes a virgin again, as it were, and thus Blanche has won at the same time as 
she has lost. And A. S. Byatt has been able to both criticise and affirm the idea 
of female separatism. 

The scholar Beatrice Nest in Possession is a different kind of feminist from 
Leonora Stern or Blanche Glover, and for Dr Nest equality with men is more 
central than the building of a specific female identity. Since she is the victim of 
the male establishment's interpretation of the differences between men and 
women, marked by her experiences of a male-dominated environment, the in-
tertextual background of political feminism is quite automatically drawn in. Bea
trice wanted to write her doctoral dissertation on Randolph Ash, but was dis
suaded by her professor, who suggested "she compare the wifely qualities of 
Ellen Ash with those of Jane Carlyle, Lady Tennyson and Mrs Humphry Ward," 
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as this would be a more suitable topic for a woman {Possession 115). After get
ting her PhD, Beatrice Nest works on an edition of Ellen Ash's journal, and 
when Maud Bailey asks to see the journal Dr Nest reveals a little of what her 
situation as a woman scholar has been like: 

4They said it would be better to - to do this task [editing Ellen Ash's 
journal] which presented itself so to speak and seemed appropriate to 
my - my sex - my capacities as they were thought to be, whatever they 
were. A good feminist in those days, Dr Bailey, would have insisted on 
being allowed to work on the Ask and Embla poems.' (Possession 220, 
original emphases.) 

Maud reacts to Beatrice's use of the expression "being allowed," and Beatrice 
goes on to explain "how it was then:" 

'We were dependent and excluded persons. In my early days - indeed 
until the late 1960s - women were not permitted to enter the main Sen
ior Common Room at Prince Albert College. We had our own which 
was small and slightly pretty. Everything was decided in the pub - eve
rything of import - where we were not invited and did not wish to go. I 
hate smoke and the smell of beer. But should not therefore be excluded 
from discussing departmental policy.' (Possession 220-21) 

To be included in the scholarly community of her time, Beatrice Nest would 
have had to give up her femininity, because to get anywhere in the university 
system she would have had to accept the rule of male conditions and, in effect, 
become a man. A parallel to Beatrice Nest's story is A. S. Byatt's personal ac
count of the situation for a woman academic in the early sixties, in the introduc
tion to The Shadow of the Sun: 

We had fought, much harder than the men, who outnumbered us eleven 
to one, to be allowed to study at Cambridge, and we were fatally torn, 
when thinking about our futures, by hopes of marriage, and hopes of 
something, some work, beyond getting to university at all. Men could 
have both, work and love, but it seemed that women couldn't. No 
woman of my generation would have expected any putative husband 
to consider her work prospects when making his own decisions. I my
self went on to do academic research and had my grant taken away 
when I married. Men in my position had their grants increased, to pro
vide for their households.52 

The logical political goal for Beatrice Nest should have been to strive to eradi
cate the perceived differences between men and women, and to fight for equal 
rights. She is certainly a victim of oppression, but also a product of her time. As 

52 A. S. Byatt, Introduction, The Shadow of the Sun, by A. S. Byatt (London: Vintage, 
1991) ix. 
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is borne out by her use of the phrase "being allowed to work," she is not even 
aware of how she has been formed by her early years in a male-dominated envi
ronment. Byatt describes Beatrice's situation, and it is hard not to see the injus
tices in it, but since Beatrice does nothing to change her situation she is unat
tractive as a feminist role model. If there are any conclusions to be drawn from 
the description of Beatrice Nest, Byatt leaves these to the reader.53 

Beatrice Nest's situation would probably have been better if she had fought 
for change together with other women. But the idea that women should be 
more likely to form networks, or be more supportive than men, is remarkably ab
sent in postmodern romances (except in some of Jeanette Winterson's works). 
One reason for this is that postmodern romances are concerned with individual 
women who are impossible to define in any general way. They have their bio
logical sex in common, but this does not make them a unified group. 'The cas
tle', with its connotations of separateness and self-rule is a symbol often used in 
connection with Maud and Christabel, as attested by their names - motte and 
bailey. For the last period of her life Christabel lives at Seal Court, like a "witch 
in a turret," {Possession 500) and Maud's scholarly work is about "liminality. 
Thresholds. Bastions. Fortresses" (Possession 506). Even though their need for 
autonomy should not be equated with a disregard for relationships, neither 
Maud Bailey nor Sarah Woodruff in The French Lieutenant's Woman nor 
Louisa Agnew in The Chymical Wedding has any close women friends, and 
Christabel LaMotte loses her friend Blanche Glover when she begins her rela
tionship with Ash. These women try to be autonomous - in relation to other 
women also. Unlike Blanche Glover and Leonora Stern, they refuse to be de
fined in terms of gender, like the female revolutionary who gets the last word in 
The Volcano Lover: "I did not, in my newspaper, ever raise the issue of the 
rights of women. I was independent. I had not sacrificed my mind to some trivial 
idea of my sex. Indeed I did not think of myself as a woman first of all" (VL 
417). The world of women - both the safe, cosy home-life Blanche Glover 
wants and the militant feminism Leonora Stern represents - is too constricted for 
women like Sarah, Louisa, Maud and Christabel. They want more, including 
heterosexual love relationships, but they do not want to go to the other ex
treme, exchanging female separatism for subordination to patriarchal values. 

53 The description of Vivian Twostar in Michael Dorris's and Louise Erdrich's The Crown 
of Columbus shows that women's conditions are in many ways equally problematic today, 
despite the achievements of political feminism. It is a parallel to Byatt* s description of Bea
trice Nest in that it shows that the results of the women's movement are still mainly superfi
cial, and sometimes only serve to hide the suppression of women's rights. As a Coeur 
d'Alene-Navajo-Irish-Hispanic-Sioux woman, Vivian Twostar is "a natural double bull's-
eye for every college committee that lacked either a woman or a minority" (CC 14). Insti
tutional changes are necessary, of course, to safeguard women's and minority people's 
rights to representation, but the irony of Vivian Twostar's situation is that her committee 
work prevents her from writing publishable articles, and securing a tenured post for herself. 
As a Native American woman, it seems she has to choose between political and professional 
success. 
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Introducing the section on sexual difference in The Woman Question, Mary 
Evans says that "being male and female in the postmodernist West becomes 
only part of an individual identity, and the very categories male and female per
meable and diverse."54 By insisting on their autonomy, women characters in 
postmodern romances claim a position outside any gender-defined identity, and 
become individuals, not symbols of their sex. Against the role systems formed by 
patriarchy or feminism, they hold out autonomy, individuality and fluidity. As 
qualities go, these are perhaps contradictory and indefinite enough to qualify as 
postmodern answers. 

* 

As this discussion shows, postmodern romances incorporate feminist elements in 
the romance, as does Lady Mary Wroth before them. Feminism is active as a cul
tural intertext in the works, but since they are not organised through a binary 
paradigm - male versus female - it becomes difficult to interpret them in political 
terms. Nevertheless, feminist ideologies permeate the books, making them politi
cally aware, although not politically committed. Despite their ambiguous politi
cal position, postmodern romances manage to address feminist issues by incor
porating the common-core feminism which exists in society today as a back
ground, thereby producing meaning in dialogue with feminist ideology. 

In the sections on ventriloquism and conditions for women I have shown 
how feminism is continually installed as intertext, but never presented as the 
solution. The uneasy logic of feminist critique of traditional history-writing as 
patriarchal and basically untrue, is that a new view of history where women's 
subordination is foregrounded might be equally untrue, and simply another con
struct. By presenting both women and men as individuals, and as products of 
their time, postmodern romances avoid submitting any total explanations of so
ciety or men's and women's place in it, and by insisting on the complexity of 
the characters they present, they can accommodate more than one view. This 
destabilises the political position of the works, but makes them open to varying 
readings, including divergent feminist ones. Descriptions, stories and characters 
are offered to the readers, but no conclusions. The method frequently leads to 
contradictions, which have to remain unresolved if differences and difficulties 
are to be recognised and acknowledged. From a political point of view the prac
tice can of course be condemned as paralysing, but I suggest that the textual 
strategies in postmodern romances should rather be seen as genuine attempts to 
bring to the fore the complexity of the problems political feminism has to face. 

54 Mary Evans, "The Concept and Impact of Sexual 'Difference'," Evans The Woman 
Question 31. 
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By placing political choices and responsibilities on the reader, postmodern 
romances thus do not supply the rationale for political action. Instead, the works 
enter into a discussion with feminism, because, since the relationship between 
feminism and postmodern romances is intertextual, it is also dialogic. Readers, 
with their own experiences of what feminism is, will bring their ideas to the 
reading of the books, and a dialogue can begin between the different versions 
of feminism offered in the books and the readers' views of the matter. This dia
logue is possible precisely because postmodern romances refuse to provide any 
correct and final answer to how the world should be viewed or feminist ideas 
should be interpreted - like all true dialogues, it does not contain the answers 
but remains open-ended. The dialogue continues, since the cultural intertext of 
feminism is activated also when postmodern romances pursue their intertextual 
relationships with the different manifestations of the romance genre. 
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3  

FAERIE-LAND REVÏSIONED 

Postmodern and chivalric romances have been produced in very different times 
and for very different audiences, and yet they are both structurally and themati-
cally similar in many ways. There is obviously a strong relationship between the 
forms, but the question is what a primarily medieval form of literature may have 
to offer in the late twentieth century. Conversely, how do postmodern romances 
affect our understanding of the medieval and Renaissance ones? The chivalric 
stories describe aristocratic worlds and characters, and deal with quests for love, 
adventure and identity, invoking the social and moral codes of the times when 
they were written, codes which are often quite unappealing today. This makes 
medieval and Renaissance romances look like rather unlikely forerunners of 
postmodern art. I want to suggest, however, that they are very appropriate his
torical models for postmodern romances, whose shifting perspectives, uncertain 
protagonists and refusals to install centres correspond to the digressive narrative 
mode of the earlier type. More importantly, similarities are found not only on a 
structural level, since fundamentally, what these romance forms have in common 
is that they transgress the borders between male and female, real and fantastic, 
rational and irrational. This collapsing of boundaries is, I suggest, the most im
portant practice of chivalric romance which finds a continuation in postmodern 
literature. 

A. S. Byatt's Possession, John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman, 
Lindsay Clarke's The Chymical Wedding, Susan Sontag's The Volcano Lover, 
Iris Murdoch's The Green Knight1 and Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Cherry 
revise chivalric romance in the sense that they adapt the form to a twentieth-
century context, but they also re-vision the tradition, in the sense that they un
cover important effects of the textual strategies of the earlier form or rewrite ex
amples of it. These works bring to the fore some of the complexities of chivalric 
romances, such as their ambivalent attitude to women characters and the impor-

1 Iris Murdoch, The Green Knight (1993; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1994). 
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tance of myth and magic as roads to self-understanding and knowledge.2 This 
means that they do not return to the patterns of chivalric romance in any inno
cent way, but establish a critical relationship with the form. In postmodern ro
mances, therefore, the use of the conventions of chivalric romance operates not 
as nostalgia for the past, but as a re-reading of the earlier romance-type, a rein-
terpretation which contains both a critique and a recognition of the merits of the 
chivalric models. 

I use the term 'chivalric romance' as a shorthand for the kinds of romance 
produced or written down by writers like Chrétien de Troyes, Geoffrey Chaucer, 
Sir Thomas Malory, Ludovico Ariosto and Edmund Spenser between the 
twelfth century and the Elizabethan age, the publication of Cervantes's Don 
Quixote in 1605 demarcating the end of the period.3 This does not mean that I 
see these three hundred years as having a unified view of romance - Spenser 
obviously revises the romance for the Elizabethan age just as much as postmod
ern romances revise it for the late twentieth century - but despite the fact that 
the romance is a very vigorous and dynamic genre during this period, it does not 
change past recognition. Some narrative conventions run through the whole 
history of the romance, even though they are used in different ways. 

My intention in this chapter is to explore to what extent postmodern ro
mances carry on the tradition of chivalric romance and to what extent they 
change and develop it, and to achieve this I look at some elements of the former 
in conjunction with similar characteristics of the latter. I first discuss the struc
tural similarities between the two types and suggest some reasons why the for
mal conventions of chivalric romances should be suited for organising postmod
ern narratives and how postmodern romances, in turn, reread the function of 
narrative structures in medieval and Renaissance romances. Next, my discussion 
centres on the treatment of gender, outlining the background in medieval ro
mance and locating the attention to uncertain gender-constructions in post
modern romances in a tradition which includes the woman knight Britomart in 
The Faerie Queene as well as the protagonist of Robert Browning's "Childe 
Roland to the Dark Tower Came." My primary example of the problematic issue 

2 These traits are often lost, for example, in sword-and-sorcery fantasy, a twentieth-century 
development of chivalric romance which mainly uses the superficial characteristics of the 
genre. Examples of the kind are Terry Brooks's The Sword of Shannara: An epic fantasy 
(1977; London: Futura, 1988), David Eddings's The Diamond Throne: The Elenium Book 
One (1989; London: Grafton, 1990) and Robert Jordan's The Eye of the World: Book One 
of The Wheel of Time (1990; London: Orbit, 1994). 
3 The Faerie Queene is much more allegorical and has a stronger ideological purpose than 
most of the medieval romances, but it inhabits the same type of romance world and is con
nected to the chivalric romance of the Middle Ages on the levels of plot organisation. When 
I discuss the overall features of chivalric romance I therefore include The Faerie Queene 
under this label. After Don Quixote, romance appeared in a very different light, and the sev
enteenth century saw an increase of prose writing in such forms as reporting and pamphlet
eering. There were also attempts to rid allegory of its duplicity - John Bunyan's Pilgrim's 
Progress, for example, where the relationship between word and idea is much stronger and 
much more straightforward than in The Faerie Queene. 
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of unstable gender identity is, however, the heroine of the medieval romance 
Roman de Mélusine as she appears in A. S. By att's Possession. Finally, I discuss 
the revisions of fairy tales in postmodern romances, such as the rewriting of the 
end of "The Twelve Dancing Princesses" in Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the 
Cherry and the play with fairy-tale structures in Possession. Since the literary 
fairy tale in England was incorporated in the medieval romances, and did not 
form a genre of its own until the nineteenth century, it seems logical to treat the 
fairy tale as part of the romance tradition in this context.4 

A technical tour of romance 
Postmodern romances make overt comments on their own form and fictionality 
by emphasising the subjective position of the narrator, through metafictional 
observations, intertextual strategies and inclusion of fantastic elements. These 
devices are, however, equally characteristic of chivalric romance. The strategies 
are ostensibly used for other purposes in postmodern romances, but since they 
are undoubtedly continuations of elements typical of chivalric romance, this 
forces a reconsideration of the function of similar techniques in the medieval 
and Renaissance models. 

According to Patricia Parker, both Ludovico Ariosto's Orlando Furioso 
and Edmund Spenser's The Faerie Queene can be read as commentaries on the 
form of romance: The Faerie Queene as "virtually a tour of romances," and Or
lando Furioso because of the "self-consciously fictive mode" employed, which 
emphasises the structures used.5 A. S. Byatt's Possession is also "a tour of ro
mances," from love story to medieval quest and adventure romance, and the 
hero Roland Micheli is caught within them all: 

He was in a Romance, a vulgar and a high romance simultaneously, a 
Romance was one of the systems that controlled him, as the expecta
tions of Romance control almost everyone in the Western world, for 
better or worse, at some point or another. 

He supposed the Romance must give way to social realism, even if 
the aesthetic temper of the time was against it. 

In any case, since Blackadder and Leonora and Cropper had come, 
it had changed from Quest, a good romantic form, into Chase and Race, 
two other equally valid ones. {Possession 425) 

It is notable that Byatt describes Roland as controlled by the systems of ro
mance, because the medieval and Renaissance romance is to a certain extent an 
authoritarian form, where the reader has to rely wholly on a very subjective nar

4 Jack Zipes, Introduction, Victorian Fairy Tales: The Revolt of the Fairies and Elves, ed. 
Jack Zipes (1987; New York: Routledge, 1989) xiii. 
5 Patricia A. Parker, Inescapable Romance: Studies in the Poetics of a Mode (Princeton NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1979) 51. 
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rator who creates the rules and natural laws of the world described. Since the 
romance does not represent a realistic world, the enjoyment of the text depends 
on how far readers are willing to accept the narrator's creation - the writer's 
authority, as it were: 

We have to depend entirely on the narrator of the romance: he [sic] re
makes the rules of what is possible, what impossible. Our enjoyment de
pends on our willing surrender to his power. We are transported. The 
absurdities of romance are felt when we refuse to inhabit the world of
fered us and disengage ourselves, bringing to bear our own opinions.6 

In other words, the improbability of romance plots and characters asks for a 
"willing suspension of disbelief' which is different not in kind, but in degree 
from what is required in reading any kind of fiction. At first glance this require
ment seems to preclude distance and reflection on the part of the reader, but a 
closer look at a romance like The Faerie Queene reveals that it is primarily on 
the surface level of plot movement that the reader has to accept the narrator's 
authority. Just as in postmodern romances, the narrator's presence in the text 
also reduces narrative authority, enforcing the understanding that this authority 
is inescapably accompanied by subjectivity. 

The Proems which introduce the different Books of The Faerie Queene 
break up the narrative and remind readers of the fact that the story is the 
author's construction, and thus only a partial vision of "truth." The circum
stance that the work is a product is further emphasised by the conventional 
false modesty Spenser shows when he describes himself as attempting "a far 
vnfitter taske," which he is "all too meane" to perform, and when he invokes 
the muse of epic poetry to help "my weake wit, and sharpen my dull tong."7 

Authorial intrusions in the text of the poem proper have a similar effect, as when 
Spenser declares that it is he who has chosen to present Elizabeth I as a descen
dant of Britomart, the main character of Book III of The Faerie Queene: 

Well worthy stock, from which the branches sprong, 
That in late yeares so faire a blossome bare, 
As thee, ô Queene, the matter of my song, 
Whose lignage from this Lady I deriue along. (FQ 111.4.3:6-9, my em
phasis.) 

It is consequently Spenser's derivation of his Queen's lineage the reader gets, 
and as the quotation also shows, Elizabeth I is the designated reader of the 

6 Gillian Beer, The Romance (London: Methuen, 1970) 8. 
7 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. Thomas P. Roche, Jr. (1978; Harmonds worth: 
Penguin, 1987) Proem to Book 1.1:3, 1:7, 2:9. Subsequent references to the text of The 
Faerie Queene will be given parenthetically, the title abbreviated FQ, the number of the 
Book given in Roman numerals, the number of Canto, stanza and line in Arabic numerals as 
follows: 1.1.1:1. 
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work which means that it is in Spenser's best interests to depict her - and her 
alleged ancestors - as favourably as possible. At the very least, this means that 
his objectivity is compromised, and thus also his authority. 

Postmodern romances use similar stylistic devices to consciously weaken 
the authority of both author and narrative, and as a consequence the modern 
texts operate as reinterpretations of their predecessors, showing that a consis
tent foregrounding of the fictional status of the works may also be a way of un
dermining authority in early romances like The Faerie Queene. When the differ
ent narrators in Jeanette Winterson's The Passion repeat the phrase "I'm telling 
you stories. Trust me," very early in the book, this has the paradoxical effect of 
calling the trustworthiness of these narrators into question {Passion 5, 13). The 
narrator in Winterson's Written on the Body even challenges the reader: "I can 
tell by now that you are wondering whether I can be trusted as a narrator" (WB 
24). Similarly, when John Fowles invites the reader to examine the veracity of 
his description of the Cobb in Chapter 1 of The French Lieutenant's Woman, 
this stresses the author's subjectivity as well as his role as producer: 

I exaggerate? Perhaps, but I can be put to the test, for the Cobb has 
changed very little since the year of which I write; though the town of 
Lyme has, and the test is not fair if you look back towards land. {FLW 
7 ) 8  

As these cases show, one effect of making the author/narrator visible in the 
work is to question the authority of the text by accentuating the fact that this 
authority is contingent on the reader's willingness to accept the author's vision 
as the "true" one. Postmodern romances may underscore their fictionality more 
clearly, and ask readers to "disengage" themselves more thoroughly, but when 
the two forms are juxtaposed it becomes clear that medieval and Renaissance 
romances also inscribe challenges to textual authority. Whether these chal
lenges are the result of narrative conventions or of conscious attempts to un
dermine the supremacy of the text, they belong to the same narrative tradition. 

A common way of imposing authority on a text is by ordering events into 
what appear to be logical sequences. Chivalric romance, in contrast, is a digres
sive form which privileges multiple story lines and avoids establishing central 
plots by introducing several protagonists. Defending the circuitous organisation 
of his work, Spenser writes in "A Letter of the Authors" introducing The 
Faerie Queene, that a 

8 Sometimes popular romances flaunt their fictionality in an equally paradoxical way. Mary 
Stewart's Stormy Petrel, for instance, opens with the following declaration: "I must begin 
with a coincidence which I would not dare to recount if this were a work of fiction. Coinci
dences happen daily in 'real life' which would be condemned in a mere story, so writers 
tend to avoid them." Since Stewart's story is indisputably "a work of fiction," the narra
tor's words only draw attention to its fictional status. Mary Stewart, Stormy Petrel (1991; 
London: Coronet, 1992) 7. 
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[historiographer discourseth of affayres orderly as they were donne, 
accounting as well the times as the actions, but a Poet thrusteth into the 
middest, even where it most concerneth him, and there recoursing to the 
thinges forepaste, and divining of thinges to come, maketh a pleasing 
Analysis of all.9 

Even though Spenser fails to see that the historiographer's orderly discourse is 
inevitably tainted by the history-writer's ideological position, this declaration 
explains why "many other adventures are intermedled, but rather as Accidents, 
then intendments" 10 in Spenser's work, and justifies the meandering nature of 
The Faerie Queene. A model example of digressive romance is found in Book 
m of The Faerie Queene, which contains many different heroes and heroines 
and several interwoven stories, but never loses its overall purpose of presenting 
varieties of love, pure and impure. The different parts are held together on a 
thematic level, making "a pleasing Analysis of all," and a modern variety of this 
kind of digressive arrangement are the mirroring stories of Melusina, Christabel 
LaMotte and Maud Bailey in Possession. 

Spenser's defence of the labyrinthine structure of his work extends to po
etic composition as such, and to other medieval and Renaissance romances in 
particular. Even though the knights-errant in these works are constantly side
tracked, and there are numerous shifts to new settings and sets of characters, di
gressions do not result in aimless obscurity. The different stories are not self-
contained, but refer to previous adventures or announce new ones. They also 
offer different aspects of the same theme. Adhering to this stylistic principle, 
Chrétien de Troyes, for instance, who saw the purpose of his poetic composition 
as being to "give meaning and coherence to amorphous matter," strives to 
achieve unity through analyses of characters' motives and feelings, not by es
tablishing a narrative centre which would allow the story to develop along a 
straight line of causes and effects.11 

Discussing the interweaving of separate themes as a characteristic of the 
"Lancelot-Grail" Cycle, Eugène Vinaver asks: 

How could a structure consisting of a large number of themes without a 
common beginning, middle, and end, in other words a narrative devoid 
of unity in our sense of the term, be as impregnable as a composition re
volving round a single centre and constructed like a well-made play? 
Had we not learnt from Aristotle that such a thing could never happen? 
That unless the golden rule about the beginning, the middle, and the 
end was observed, no work of art could have any proper solidity? 
Surely, if the rule were ignored altogether, any part of the work could 
be removed without damaging the whole. How, then, could one ac

9 Edmund Spenser, A Letter of the Authors, The Faerie Queene, by Edmund Spenser, ed. 
Thomas P. Roche, Jr. (1978; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1987) 16-17. 
10 Spenser, A Letter 18. 
11 Eugène Vinaver, The Rise of Romance (1971; Cambridge: Brewer, 1984) 68. 
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count for an eminently acentric composition, with as much internal co
hesion as one would find in any centralized pattern?12 

Unity is acquired, according to Vinaver, because the themes are truly inter
woven. Narrative threads which appear to be separate lead to and develop one 
another and are inextricably linked, so when readers find themselves in new set
tings, exploring new issues, it is always possible to work out by which path they 
got there. The digressive narrative mode of chivalric romance is an important 
point of correspondence between these works and postmodern romances, 
which suggests that the winding plots of postmodern romance continue the tra
dition of establishing thematic unity rather than plot unity. But digressions are 
not always variations on a theme in postmodern romances, and therefore the 
continuation of the feature also problematises the function of digressions in the 
early models, showing that the unity produced is inherently unstable. 

The term 'polyphony', ordinarily denoting contrapuntal music, is sometimes 
used to describe the basic harmony of the apparently unconnected subplots of 
chivalric romances.13 In the case of The Faerie Queene the ultimate harmoniser 
is God, since the Renaissance world is essentially logocentric, a culture built on 
Christ as the logos. It is therefore also a language-centred culture, with the word 
of God in the Bible finally accessible to everybody thanks to the Reformation. 
But as S. K. Heninger Jr. points out, the "Greek logos does not mean the ut
tered word, but rather the idea that the uttered word signifies," the signified 
rather than the signifier.14 Language falls short of communicating the divine 
idea to such an extent that Christ has to become the word. The logocentric 
world-view of The Faerie Queene and other Renaissance romances posits an 
important difference between early and postmodern romance, since in the latter 
category the existence of ultimate answers is consistently denied. There is how
ever a strong connection between postmodern style and the frequent use of al
legory in early romances. The allegorical mode of Renaissance romance in gen
eral and The Faerie Queene in particular indicates that the postmodern suspi
cion of language as a transmitter of ideas is very much present even in the six
teenth century. In allegory the idea is not linked to the word but hidden behind 
it, and like postmodern romances, allegories are intrinsically double-voiced. 
Even though Heninger finds the attempts to deconstruct Renaissance texts or 
read them as examples of competing discourses "perverse," it should be recog
nised that the potential for "false seeming" in allegory and romance reduces 

12 Vinaver 72, original emphasis. 
13 Vinaver 23. 
14 S. K. Heninger, Jr., The Subtext of Form in the English Renaissance: Proportion Poetical 
(University Park: Penn State UP, 1994) 44. 
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their reliability as political or religious tools and makes them unstable as totalis
ing world-visions.15 

'Polyphony' therefore also refers to something which includes "many 
voices" and the introduction of alternative views.16 This aspect of polyphony 
may entail interweaving of separate stories, shifting narrative perspectives or in
corporation of external texts into the main work, techniques which characterise 
postmodern as well as chivalric romances.17 Intertextuality is an important mani
festation of polyphony in both, in the sense that intertextual connections desta
bilise the texts, thus opening a dialogue between different philosophical and 
ideological systems. 

Thus intertextual links expand the primary work by connecting it to other 
texts. One example of this is the catalogue of trees in The Faerie Queene, which 
calls up Chaucer and Boccaccio as well as Ovid (FQ 1.1.8-9). The stanzas de
scribe a wood which could not exist, consisting as it does of trees which need 
very different conditions to grow, and consequently the significance of the 
wood has to be symbolic. By using the convention of the catalogue Spenser 
both enhances the importance of the section and points to the intertexts where 
a further explanation of the device can be found. As a result, the thematic con

15 Heninger 49. During the Renaissance the medieval world-view characterised by logocen-
trism also constantly competes with what Heninger calls the "hylocentric" system 
grounded in empiricism (23), so the view that Renaissance literature is unable to produce 
totalising answers is not far from Heninger's own. 
16 Robin Headlam Wells, Spenser's Faerie Queene and the Cult of Elizabeth (London: 
Croom Helm, 1983) 34-35 notes that behind "the apparent antinomies of Book I is a de
bate which exercised a powerful hold on the sixteenth-century mind - a debate which con
cerned itself with the essential nature of man." Predestination, free will and divine grace are 
the contested areas, and the main issue is whether human effort can lead to salvation or 
whether this can only be achieved through God's grace. Against this background, Spenser's 
polyphony could be interpreted as a reflection of one of the most controversial theological 
questions of his time. Possibly it could even be seen as a tentative acknowledgement of the 
concept of 'free will', since the polyphonic arrangement introduces the element of choice 
in The Faerie Queene. 
17 There seems to be some uncertainty about both the origin and the meaning of the term 
'polyphonic narrative'. According to Rose Marie Beston in "C. S. Lewis's Theory of Ro
mance," Ariel 15.1 (1984): 8, C. S. Lewis had borrowed the term from Eugène Vinaver, but 
in Vinaver's The Rise of Romance, the term is attributed to Lewis. Both Vinaver and Lewis 
see inclusion of other texts as one of the characteristics of polyphonic narratives, the other 
most important characteristic being their shifts to new settings and characters. The view that 
polyphony is a characteristic of medieval romances is not wholly uncontested, however, al
though it seems as if the disagreements are mainly due to varying definitions of the term. 
Cesare Segre, "What Bakhtin Left Unsaid: The Case of the Medieval Romance," trans. Elise 
Morse, Romance, ed. Kevin Brownlee and Marina Scordilis Brownlee, (Hanover Dartmouth: 
1985) 28-29, argues: "even though the medieval romance does not include true polyph
ony, it is nonetheless possible to discover in it what is, for Bakhtin, the primary precondition 
for polyphony: the author's ability to identify himself with or detach himself from the 
characters, to espouse their point of view or impose his own on them." It would seem that 
Segre's definition of polyphony differs somewhat from both Vinaver's and Lewis's. Like 
Vinaver and Lewis, I see intertextuality as one example of polyphony, but I believe that the 
incorporated texts destabilise the primary text to a greater extent than their use of the term 
implies. 
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cerns of the intertexts invoked may be incorporated into the main narrative, 
which means that allusions of this kind both clarify and dilate the text at hand. 

Intertextuality also reduces the individuality or the uniqueness of the work, 
by showing that it belongs to a network of texts. In chivalric romances, intertex-
tual linking is built-in, since separate stories deal with the same subjects. The he
roes of the Arthurian cycle - Arthur, Lancelot, Percival and Tristan, among oth
ers - appear in several romances, and the authors do not hide the fact that they 
rewrite old stories rather than create new ones. On the contrary, they often use 
previous versions of the same events as authorisations for their own. Caxton 
writes in his preface to Malory's Morte D'Arthur that the work is 

a book of the noble histories of the said King Arthur, and of certain of 
his knights, after a copy unto me delivered, which copy Sir Thomas 
Malory did take out of certain books of French, and reduced it into 
English.18 

Because Malory's text is represented as partly a translation, it is double-or 
many-voiced almost by definition, the "certain books of French" functioning as 
a source and as an intertextual authority, as a background which potentially 
elucidates and intensifies themes in Malory's work, and as a wider context 
which denies Malory's Morte D'Arthur absolute control over the story. 

Intertextuality in postmodern romances works in a similar way. Byatt's Pos
session contains several fairy tales apart from the obvious intertexts Maud and 
Christabel, which makes the story multi-layered, but also, just as in the early ro
mances, establishes "the main story as one of a category of stories, giving it 
broader significance than it would have as an isolated story."19 Likewise, the 
chapter epigraphs in The French Lieutenant's Woman locate Fowles's romance 
in a tradition, albeit an idiosyncratic one, and create resonances which enhance 
and amplify themes in the main narrative, allowing the writer to say things with
out spelling them out.20 

Even though digressions and intertexts hold up the flow of the narrative, 
the movement of the quest is the backbone of romance. The romance relies on a 
constant deferral of the final answer at the same time as it is based on the quest 
for it, which in a very concrete way makes romance the literature of desire. The 
quest, the chase and the race - the "good romantic forms" controlling Roland 
Micheli - all project a desire for the end, but the stories depend on desire being 
unsatisfied for as long as possible, a notion A. S. Byatt plays with by calling her 
romance Possession, which is a state signalling the end of desire. But unlike 

18 William Caxton, Caxton's Original Preface, Le Morte D'Arthur, vol. 1, by Sir Thomas 
Malory, ed. Janet Cowen (1969; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986) 5, my emphasis. 
19 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance (1976; Cam
bridge MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 12. 
20 This operation of intertextuality is exemplified in the relationship between postmodern 
romances and feminism, discussed in chapter 2. 
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popular romances, postmodern as well as many chivalric romances keep desire 
unfulfilled by resisting closure: placing the final answer outside the work or 
veiling it by allegory. 

The quest is only superficially a quest for palpable goals like the Holy Grail 
or - however disparate the terms of the comparison - the correspondence be
tween Christabel LaMotte and Randolph Ash. Robert Browning's nineteenth-
century chivalric romance "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" intertex-
tually strengthens this view in Possession. After a long journey across a deso
late plain riddled with dangers - the sterility of research? the pitfalls of theory? 
- Childe Roland arrives at the Dark Tower and Roland Micheli finds the bio
graphical information which will completely re-evaluate Ash scholarship. Both 
these heroes almost stumble upon the objects of their quests: 

Burningly it came on me all at once, 
This was the place! Those two hills on the right, 
Crouched like two bulls locked horn in horn in fight; 
While to the left, a tall scalped mountain ... Dunce, 
Dotard, a-dozing the very nonce, 
After a life spent training for the sight! (175-180)21 

Like Roland, when he finds the letter drafts at the beginning of Possession, 
Childe Roland can scarcely believe that he has found the Dark Tower. But what 
the Dark Tower really symbolises never becomes clear. Is it death, as Anne Wil
liams suggests?22 Or poetry, as Edward Strickland claims?231 believe that, to the 
extent that Roland Micheli's story is a parallel to Childe Roland's, the Dark 
Tower itself means very little: the search is completed, but what has been 
gained? Browning's text ends with a repetition of the title of the poem, which 
makes the text curiously circular, indicating that finding the object of the quest 
does not really answer anything. Roland Micheli has already turned away from 
Ash research when his quest object is reached, and it is also made clear to the 
reader that the "whole truth" has not been found. The intertextual connection 
enhances the sense - in both works - that final answers are not really attain
able. 

Accordingly, the quest for an object usually translates into a quest for iden
tity. Simon Gaunt singles out Le Bel Inconnu as an "exemplary romance inas
much as it plots the self-discovery of an individual," so when Possession ends 
with Roland Micheli discovering his creative gifts or The French Lieutenant's 
Woman with Charles Smithson discovering existentialism, this is perfectly in line 

21 This and subsequent quotations from "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" are 
taken from Robert Browning, Men and Women, ed. Paul Turner (1855; Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1972). The numbers in brackets after the quotations refer to the lines of the poem. 
22 Anne Williams, "Browning's 'Childe Roland,' Apprentice for Night," Victorian Poetry 
21 (1983): 27-42. 
23 Edward Strickland, 'The Conclusion of Browning's 'Childe Roland to the Dark Tower 
Came'," Victorian Poetry 19 (1981): 299-301. 
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with generic conventions.24 An important difference between the medieval and 
Renaissance varieties and postmodern romances, however, is that the hero of 
the former two seeks adventure because ordeals will "purge him of his defects 
and faults," and ensure his integration into chivalric society.25 If one of the 
functions of chivalric romance is the attempt to "resolve tensions and ambigui
ties resulting from the conflicting interests of different groups within the culture 
or from ambiguous attitudes toward particular values,"26 indeterminacy appears 
to be an incongruous component of the works. Chivalric romances usually split 
their sets of characters into heroes and villains, and because of this it might be 
argued that they build on binary oppositions. To a certain extent they do, and a 
clear focus on choice can usually be found in them, which indicates that there is 
a right and a wrong answer. This is interrogated in postmodern romances: 
where, for instance, Spenser submits the Church and the Queen as absolutes in 
The Faerie Queene, a postmodern romance offers only questions. There is no 
ultimate answer, about the true identity of a person, like Sarah in The French 
Lieutenant's Woman, the true meaning of a document, like the letters in Posses
sion, or the rights and wrongs of an action, like the would-be murder in The 
Green Knight. Truth is always only provisional, and the socialising effects of the 
quest are mainly absent in postmodern romances, where the rules of society are 
questioned rather than affirmed. 

The solidity of the answers in early romances is illusory, however, because 
whether the romance in question ends with a resolution or not, revision is an in
tegrated part of the structure. Romance is a contradictory form, where the oppo
sition between the constant detours and the singular progress of the quest cre
ates a tension in the work. In chivalric romances, Patricia Parker sees this as a 
tension between two archetypes: "quest and circle, forward movement towards 
end or accomplishment, and the bower, or embowered moment, along the 
way."27 The "quest arrested by the circle" describes the organisation of these 
romances, and graphically it could be represented by a spiral: a forward move
ment delayed by a circular movement. One way of interpreting this spiral pro
gression is suggested by Northrop Frye: the spiral form can be seen as "an open 
circle where the end is the beginning transformed and renewed by the heroic 
quest."28 In medieval and Renaissance romance the return to the beginning is 

24 Simon Gaunt, Gender and Genre in Medieval French Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 1995) 104. This "self-discovery" does not necessarily mean that the protagonist finds 
his or her true identity: both chivalric and postmodern romances are to a certain degree 
open-ended, which means that there is no real opposition between the postmodern idea that 
identity is in constant process and the quests for and eventual achievement of an identity in 
chivalric romance. Identity, as well as everything else, is only provisional. 
25 Segre 35. 
26 John G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular 
Culture. (Chicago: The U of Chicago P, 1976) 35. Cawelti discusses the formula stories of 
popular culture, but the description is also applicable to chivalric romances. 
27 Parker 102 
28 Frye 174. 
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often a measurement of the development the hero has undergone through his 
quest, but this does not necessarily mean that the quest is forever completed, or 
that the hero has found his true and final identity. The heroes of chivalric ro
mance appear in many different texts where their quests begin again, and the 
stories about them form cycles, without sequential order. It is only in isolation 
that a romance traces an individual's discovery of his or her real identity: in their 
generic context, chivalric romances recognise that identity is contingent. This is 
a key concept in postmodern theory, and Byatt's re-reading of Melusina's story 
is a good example of how the idea of fluctuating identity can be expressed 
through revised repetition of a past text. An important effect when chivalric and 
postmodern texts re-use and repeat other stories is therefore that this contrib
utes to showing that meanings are not forever laid down. 

Transferred to the level of text, the contrasting movements of 'embowered 
moments' and 'quests' symbolise the danger of being caught in and defined by 
narratives, and the possibility of breaking out of them. In postmodern literature, 
"fiction is offered as another of the discourses by which we construct our ver
sions of reality," 29 but seeing fiction as a construction does not take away the 
problem: if we use narratives to organise the world, how do we avoid becoming 
caught in the structures of stories? In other words, how do we guard ourselves 
against the promise of the happy end, the last-minute rescue, the eventual re
dress of wrongs? By emphasising the fictionality of narratives, as Fowles does in 
The French Lieutenant's Woman? By showing that revision is always possible, 
that structure and significance are not the same thing, as Murdoch does with 
myth in The Green Knighfi Or by rewriting older stories, as Byatt does with the 
Melusina-romance or the fairy tale in Possession? Postmodern romances use all 
these methods, which are, in different ways, critical returns to chivalric romance. 

Ambiguity is a defining characteristic of postmodern romances, which means 
that the connection between these and their medieval and Renaissance models 
influences and modifies the interpretation of the latter so that when they are re
cycled by postmodern romances, the chivalric ones are seen to be less formulaic 
than they first appear. Paradoxically, their basic character as formulaic literature 
is also important, because the very fact that they do not hide their formulas 
means that they can more easily be seen to be constructions - as opposed to 
mimetic representation or realism, where the aspiration is to reproduce reality. 
Myths, stories, histories, legends, fairy tales - all are narratives, all are construc
tions, and one effect of the use of older texts in postmodern romances is that this 
"constructedness" is made clear, and the fact that stories are not innocent or 
transparent reflections of universal meanings is foregrounded. Linda Hutcheon 
talks about an "ironic intertextuality," which necessitates "a consideration of 
the entire 'enunciative' or discursive situation of fiction," and this is partly 
what is going on when postmodern romances use motifs and structures from 

29 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988; New York: 
Routledge, 1992) 40. 
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chivalric romance.30 In Ms Murdoch's The Green Knight, one effect of this 
irony is to show that narratives acquire meaning only in context, and conse
quently also change their meaning in new contexts. It is perhaps no revolution
ary insight, but it is an important one: the emphasis on the acts of re-reading and 
re-interpretation shows that even though the narratives of the past may have 
influenced our culture and defined our world, they will yield new meanings and 
perhaps define our culture in a different manner if we return to them critically.31 

In the case of The Green Knight revised repetition is instanced by the re
working of an early romance of chivalry, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight?2 

This fourteenth-century work is partly vegetation myth, partly a story of moral 
failure, and in twentieth-century terms, so is Murdoch's variant. The chivalric 
romance describes how Sir Gawain beheads the Green Knight, who immediately 
puts his severed head back on and demands a new meeting between the two of 
them after, significantly, a full year. In the course of searching for the Green 
Knight's Chapel, Sir Gawain is faced by a number of temptations, one of which 
he succumbs to. When he finally goes to fight the Green Knight again, he wears 
a girdle which will make him invulnerable, a gift from the lady in whose castle he 
is staying. Sir Gawain omits to mention this gift to the lord of the castle, who is 
of course the Green Knight himself, and when the Knight and Sir Gawain meet 
for their battle, Sir Gawain is punished for this oversight. The Knight's axe nicks 
the skin on the back of his neck, because Sir Gawain has failed in one of the 
knightly ideals, truthfulness. 

In Murdoch's version Professor Lucas Graffe gives in to the temptation to 
kill his brother, fails in the attempt but accidentally kills a stranger instead. He 
lies to the police, and in court while under oath, and says that he was attacked 
and had to defend himself. The stranger, who is always dressed in green and a 
member of the Green Party, is then miraculously resurrected and comes to the 
Professor's house to demand justice. He is granted the restitution he wants, 
which is to be a friend of the family, but he also gives Graffe a symbolic knife-
wound as a punishment for the Professor's lies, establishing a parodie, intertex-
tual link with the medieval romance. Soon after this the green-clad stranger dis
appears, but between the other characters in the story love is born or grows. 
Murdoch has repeated the medieval story, but not faithfully: in the twentieth 
century the wounding of Sir Gawain/Graffe is not the severe reprimand for fail
ure of ideals that it was in the medieval story, but a game, and the Green Knight 

30 Hutcheon 40. 
31 The need to return to narratives of and about past events is very much brought to the 
fore in The Crown of Columbus, where the 'myth' of Columbus's discovery of America is 
reinterpreted. This will be discussed in chapter 4. 
32 Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. J. R. R. Tolkien and E. V. Gordon (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1930). Sir Gawain and the Green Knight also appears in The Chymical Wed
ding, where it forms a background to the meeting where Edward Nesbit seeks revenge on 
Alex Darken. Here, too, reconciliation is the outcome, and the use of the mythical intertext 
anticipates and emphasises this. 
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may be mentally ill instead of supernatural. The symbolic connection between 
the medieval Green Knight and the re-birth of spring is replaced in Murdoch's 
story by a renewal of people's feelings for each other, caused by the Green 
Knight's appearance and disappearance. 

Realism, authority, logical order, conclusive answers are all effects of a ra
tional approach to the world which is perhaps questioned most clearly in the 
incorporation of magical and unexplainable elements in chivalric and postmod
ern romances. The Green Knight illustrates how links with, in particular, myths 
or "magical" stories can function as a critique of today's society and the domi
nance of rationality. Murdoch never gives a rational explanation for the resur
rection of "the Green Knight," because the possibility or impossibility of his re
turn to life is not important. What is important is how his presence changes the 
lives of the other characters in the story. The view of narratives as constructions 
can consequently have a liberating effect, because it removes the necessity of 
striving for realistic representation. 

£ "persisting function of the romance," says Gillian Beer, has been to chal
lenge "the restraints of rationalism."33 Thus, the chronotope of early chivalric 
romance is that of "a miraculous world in adventure-time," characterised by 
symbolic meanings, distortions of temporal relationships and a normalisation of 
the fantastic.34 The boundary between the probable and the impossible disap
pears in the world of these romances: 

The whole world becomes miraculous, so the miraculous becomes ordi
nary without ceasing at the same time to be miraculous. Even 
"unexpectedness" itself - since it is always with us - ceases to be 
something unexpected. The unexpected, and only the unexpected, is 
what is expected.35 

Some of the elements which make up the particular chronotope of chivalric ro
mance are still present in later instances of the genre, such as gothic romances, 
but are subdued or lost in others, like women's popular romances. In gothic ro
mances the horror of the supernatural is emphasised, but it is also relieved by the 
protagonist's return to the real world: the miraculous remains extraordinary, in 
other words. In postmodern romance, on the other hand, the fantastic goes un
explained and has to be accepted alongside the rest of the narrative. Lindsay 
Clarke's The Chymical Wedding describes, for instance, how the twentieth-
century character Laura experiences a mysterious communion with the nine
teenth-century Louisa Agnew, fully understanding Louisa's motives and feel
ings in a way which the male characters in the story, who rely on historical in
formation and logic, are incapable of. Another example of this incorporation of 

33 Beer 7. 
34 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. 
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (1981; Austin: U of Texas P, 1985) 154. 
35 Bakhtin 152. 
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the fantastic dimension is the final part of Susan Sontag's The Volcano Lover, 
which consists of four after-death monologues. The characters who speak in 
this section say such impossible things as "[m]y daughter was very unhappy 
when I died" (VL 403) or "I was executed two weeks later," (VL 412) and no 
rational explanation for these posthumous soliloquies is offered. Nor are any 
explanations offered for the omniscient narrator's appearance as a character in 
his own story in chapter 55 of The French Lieutenant's Woman, or for the re
surrection of the dead green-clad man in Iris Murdoch's The Green Knight. The 
Djinn in the title-story of A. S. Byatt's The Djinn in the Nightingale's Eye is 
really present in late twentieth-century Turkey, England and Canada, and Hal-
lam's ghost really appears in the novella "The Conjugial Angel"36 in Byatt's 
Angels and Insects. The inclusion of non-rational elements certainly enhances 
the fictionality of the stories, but also constitutes a way of questioning the 
dominance of rationalism. 

In the poetics of postmodernism narratives are not mimetic representations 
of the world, which means that there is no need to confine the tales to what is 
real or even possible. But there is also a political element in reclaiming the fan
tastic dimension, and through their restoration of "the miraculous" postmodern 
romances can accommodate a wish to 

recover the other, suppressed half of Western civilization and history: 
the mythical, esoteric, gnostic and cabalistic elements which once 
formed an inextricable unity with reason and logic, and which have 
been progressively repressed and muffled since the Middle Ages by the 
mainstream of rationalism.37 

By including mythical and magical elements, postmodern romances transgress 
the borders of realism in order to explore the world, suggesting that there are 
other roads to wisdom and knowledge than logic and rationalism. The effect is 
not only to recover what has been lost in Western civilisation; the idea is also 
politically charged, since reason and logic have been seen as characteristics of 
both the Western and the male world. To restore the importance of the magical 
and the fantastic, therefore, is also to valorise what has been seen as features of 
feminine and non-western culture. Incorporation of 'the marvellous' is one way 
of creating a non-rational dimension in the stories, and intertextual links with 
fantastic literature such as fairy tales or myths is another. Both techniques have 
the effect of breaking down the binary opposition between the real and the un
real: 

36 The spelling of the word "conjugial" in the title draws attention to one of the novella's 
intertexts, Emanuel Swedenborg, Delitiae Sapientiae de Amore Conjugiali; post quas se-
quuntur Voluptates Insaniae de Amore Scortatorio (Amsterdam: 1758). 
37 Susana Onega, "British Historiographie Metafiction in the 1980s," British Postmodern 
Fiction, ed. Theo D'haen and Hans Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993) 57. Onega dis
cusses historiographie metafiction, not postmodern romances, but the observation is valid 
for both types of postmodern art. 
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Wonder has no opposite; it springs up already doubled in itself, com
pounded of dread and desire at once, attraction and recoil, producing a 
thrill, the shudder of pleasure and of fear.38 

Magic is one of the main ingredients in chivalric romances, and if magic and 
wonder are "doubled in themselves," as Marina Warner suggests, the inclusion 
of such elements is a very suitable expression of the insistence on showing more 
than one side of an issue, of the ambiguity and play on double meanings so cru
cial in the poetics of postmodernism. 

Postmodern romances are not set in miraculous worlds, however, and even 
though they sometimes contain fantastic characters, they are generally popu
lated by characters who are resolutely historical and live at a particular, identifi
able point in time. This means that "a miraculous world in adventure-time" 
cannot be the chronotope of postmodern romance. Nevertheless, the most im
portant feature of the "miraculous world" chronotope - the collapsing of bina
ries - operates in the postmodern romance. It is realised not only through the 
fantastic elements in the narratives, but even more clearly through the treatment 
of one of the most basic binary oppositions in our culture: that between men 
and women. The main characters in postmodern romances are "hybrid bodies," 
not as far as biological sex is concerned, but in terms of socially constructed 
gender.39 Characterisation in these works foregrounds complexity and instabil
ity, questioning established definitions of people's roles and behaviour and 
showing that terms like 'woman', 'man', 'feminine' and 'masculine', are not ab
solute or natural, but culturally defined. 

It seems clear that postmodern romances carry on the tradition of chivalric 
romance in several ways, but also that they conduct a re-reading of this tradi
tion, a reinterpretation which both criticises and restores the chivalric romance. 
By using the same organisation as the earlier type the postmodern variety 

critically confronts the past with the present, and vice versa. In a direct 
reaction against the tendency of our times to value only the new and 
novel, it returns us to a re-thought past to see what, if anything, is of 
value in that past experience. But the critique of its irony is double-
edged: the past and the present are judged in each other's light.40 

Consequently, when the emphasis on the magical and miraculous in chivalric 
romance is revived in the postmodern variety, this is at least partly a way of in

38 Marina Warner, Introduction, Wonder Tales: Six Stories of Enchantment, ed. Marina 
Warner (1994; London: Vintage, 1996) 3. 
39 A possible exception is Jeanette Winterson's Written on the Body where the biological 
sex of the narrator is never revealed. The question is, however, whether this draws attention 
to the sex of the protagonist or renders it unimportant. I would suggest that it does both. 
40 Hutcheon 39. Hutcheon's comment refers to history, but I believe it can also be applied 
to historical literary models. 
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dicating that even though these perspectives have been largely lost in modern 
culture, they still have something to offer. Similarly, when postmodern romances 
deal with the issue of gender identity, this is not only an attack on the patriar
chal nature of chivalric romance, but a re-thinking of the earlier texts which re
veals that their descriptions of gender-roles conceal a considerable amount of 
ambiguity. This issue will form the focus of the next two sections. 

Man-made women 
The romances that survive from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were mainly 
written by men, and even though it has been said that courtly literature proffers 
a "discovery" of women, the kind of woman discovered is evidently to a great 
extent constructed by men. As Simon Gaunt notes, "[f] emale characters in ro
mance are not real women, but figures within a male discourse."41 These ro
mances are concerned with tracing the differences between men and women, 
and the stories build on how male and female value systems oppose each other 
and are finally reconciled through love. It is for the lady of the courtly romance 
that the daring knight performs his valiant deeds, and she is, as it were, the rea
son for his masculinity. The medieval romance "constructs masculinity in rela
tion to femininity, developing a strong sense of alterity," 42 which indicates that 
gender characteristics are regarded as fairly stable. In many cases this stability is 
predominantly superficial, however. 

Medieval romances often elevate women to quite impossible status, and the 
image of the unattainable but always desirable woman provides the tension and 
propels the plot in romances from the Middle Ages onwards. The lady of the 
courtly romance has a power unknown to most medieval women, even though 
this power resides almost exclusively in the emotional sphere. There is an inher
ent paradox in the romance: it is the literary genre which most clearly seems to 
restrict Woman by defining her place and identity, at the same time as it is the 
genre where women's power is acknowledged. 

Interpretations of why the women in medieval romances have such exalted 
status vary, however. "The glorification of 'woman's role'," says Betty Friedan, 
"seems to be in proportion to society's reluctance to treat women as complete 
human beings."43 Kate Millett similarly acknowledges that the concepts of 
courtly and romantic love have softened Western patriarchy, but states that 
their influence has been overestimated: 

While a palliative to the injustice of woman's social position, chivalry is 
also a technique for disguising it. One must acknowledge that the chiv

41 Gaunt 71-72. Male characters in chivalric romances are of course no more "real men" 
than female characters are "real women." 
42 Gaunt 75. 
43 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Norton, 1963) 238-39. 
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alrous stance is a game the master group plays in elevating its subject to 
pedestal level. Historians of courtly love stress the fact that the raptures 
of the poets had no effect upon the legal or economic standing of 
women, and very little upon their social status. As the sociologist Hugo 
Beigel has observed, both the courtly and the romantic versions of love 
are "grants" which the male concedes out of his total powers. Both 
have the effect of obscuring the patriarchal character of Western culture 
and in their general tendency to attribute impossible virtues to women, 
have ended by confining them in a narrow and often remarkably con-
scribing sphere of behavior.44 

Toril Moi, however, argues that Millett's "reductionist approach leads her to 
explain all cultural phenomena purely in terms of power politics."45 Even 
though feminist criticism has done much to reveal that putting a woman on a 
pedestal is not necessarily a sign of her value, it could be argued from another 
feminist perspective that the elevation of the courtly lady makes her an empow
ering figure. She remains an equivocal image and needs to be read as such: as 
'both/and' or 4neither/nor\ 

Medieval romances submit examples of good, virtuous women and exam
ples of bad, threatening ones: both of them unrealistic models, both of them es
sentially male fantasies. Woman is frequently perceived as a threat to male 
bonding or to a man's honour, as when Lancelot betrays his lord Arthur by 
committing adultery with Guinevere, or as in the story of Tristan and Isolde. 
Women threaten the social order because they are desirable, and consequently 
dangerous. To put it bluntly, chivalric romances often conceive of women as 
problems, who need to be given a place - in the pit or on the pedestal. The 
question is whether there really was a single, uncontested view of Woman dur
ing the Middle Ages or the Renaissance - the combination of power and pow-
erlessness embodied in the courtly lady at least suggests that the view was am
biguous. By using the same structures and material as their chivalric precursors, 
postmodern romances can offer a re-reading of early romance where this ambi
guity is foregrounded. 

Janet E. Lewis and Barry N. Olshen trace several of the motifs in John 
Fowles's fiction back to medieval romance, such as the interest in extramarital 
love affairs, the figure of the elusive woman, an atmosphere of enchantment and 
in the case of The French Lieutenant's Woman, the symbolic importance of the 
setting of the wilderness bower, which is the place where Charles Smithson and 
Sarah Woodruff meet.46 Charles is also explicitly connected with the medieval 
knights: 

44 Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (New York: Doubleday, 1970) 37. 
45 Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (1985; London: Routledge, 
1994) 27, original emphasis. 
46 Janet E. Lewis and Barry N. Olshen, "John Fowles and the Medieval Romance Tradi
tion," Modern Fiction Studies 31.1 (1985): 15-30. 
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Perhaps you see very little link between the Charles of 1267 with all his 
newfangled French notions of chastity and chasing after Holy Grails, 
the Charles of 1867 with his loathing of trade and the Charles of today, 
a computer scientist deaf to the screams of the tender humanists who 
begin to discern their own redundancy. But there is a link: they all re
jected or reject the notion of possession as the purpose of life, whether 
it be of a woman's body, or of high profit at all costs, or of the right to 
dictate the speed of progress. (FLW 257, original emphasis.) 

If Charles continues the characteristics of the medieval knight, then Sarah, by 
implication, continues those of the courtly lady. To a certain extent Fowles even 
seems to continue the medieval romance tradition of defining women, with Mrs 
Poulteney who sees Sarah Woodruff as predestined for the pit and Charles 
Smithson who puts her on a pedestal, at least for a while. But by constantly 
showing how people's attempts to explain Sarah Woodruff fail, it is the enig
matic quality of the courtly lady which Fowles centres on in the picture he gives 
of Sarah. Further, the link between Charles and the thirteenth-century knight as 
representatives of the rejection of "possession as the purpose of life" becomes 
ironic in view of the fact that Charles spends the rest of the book trying to find 
Sarah in order to possess her. Fowles's return to the medieval romance is critical 
rather than innocent. 

It would be impossible to deny the patriarchal nature of most medieval ro
mances, and there is no real respect for women in romances written by clerks 
"steeped both in the Church Fathers' misogyny and the intense patriarchy of 
feudalism."47 The figure of the courtly lady cannot successfully contradict this. 
But her inherent ambiguity remains a destabilising factor when it comes to the 
sexual politics of chivalric romance, and this feature is developed and intensified 
in postmodern romances. Works like The French Lieutenant's Woman, The 
Chymical Wedding, Possession, Sexing the Cherry and Written on the Body 
problematise the very categories 'man' and 'woman' and question established 
definitions of gender identity, especially where women characters are con
cerned. Moreover, the fact that characters are not presented as whole and un
ambiguous means that the idea of the subject itself is attacked, and in conse
quence the stories cannot build on how 'unified subjects', representing differ
ent value systems, oppose each other and are finally reconciled. These aspects 
are in focus when A. S. Byatt uses the tale of the fairy Melusina in Possession. 
The revisioning of Melusina's story represents one of the ways in which post
modern romances scrutinise the depiction of women in their medieval and Ren
aissance counterparts, as well as one of the ways in which they continue and 
extend the chivalric romance's tradition of disintegrating binary oppositions. 

47 Gaunt 85. 
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Melusina, Britomart and the question of gender 
The faiiy Melusina is the heroine of Jean d'Arras's Roman de Mélusine from 
1393, a romance not widely known today. Melusina can be interpreted as one 
of the women monsters literature is so full of, but she is a truly ambiguous crea
ture, a woman who in a very literal sense transcends conventional definitions of 
gender. 

Melusina imprisons her father in a mountain for breaking a promise to her 
fairy mother, but her mother, far from being grateful, punishes Melusina by 
placing her under a curse: every Saturday evening she will be transformed into a 
serpent from the waist down. If Melusina can find a husband who will promise 
never to look at her on this day, she will be able to live like a normal woman, but 
if her husband should fail to keep his promise she will be irrevocably trans
muted. Melusina marries Raimondin, who initially promises to respect her need 
for privacy, but is unable to keep this promise when he begins to suspect his 
wife of adultery. One evening when Melusina has locked herself in her room, 
Raimondin cuts a hole in her door with his sword. Through the hole he sees his 
wife in her bath, half human and half snake. He later reveals her secret and con
demns her in public, which activates the second half of the curse, and so Me
lusina is finally transformed into a flying snake, or a dragon. Melusina has to live 
the rest of her life in a monster's body, and if the story is interpreted against the 
background of a logocentric medieval and Renaissance world-view, she de
serves her fate since she embodies doubleness and consequently falsity, like 
Spenser's Duessa. A. S. By att's re-reading of the tale in Possession, however, 
suggests that it is Melusina's husband's failure to respect her need for auto
nomy and a private space which destroys her. 

Melusina is an unstable creature, to say the least. Because she is the daugh
ter of a human father and a fairy mother, she is two separate natures in the same 
body, and in her mermaid- or snake-appearance she is an indefinite being also in 
her external form. Melusina is a hybrid, not in the sense that she combines dif
ferent characteristics and becomes a new species, but in the sense that she is the 
sum of a number of separate and sometimes even conflicting parts: neither fairy 
nor human, neither woman nor snake, but all of these things. She is 
"polycorporal," which makes her "a figure for the overtly and problematically 
hybrid poetics of the late Middle Ages," a poetics which is an embodiment of a 
variety of discourses - theological, courtly and political, to name but a few.48 As 
hybrid body she is "neither - nor," or "both and neither," corresponding to 
Linda Hutcheon's overall interpretation of contradiction as the defining charac
teristic of the poetics of postmodernism.49 Melusina retains her identity as a 

48 Kevin Brownlee, "Mélusine's Hybrid Body and the Poetics of Metamorphosis," Melu
sine of Lusignan: Founding Fiction in Late Medieval France, ed. Donald Maddox and Sara 
Sturm-Maddox (Athens, GA: U of Georgia P, 1996) 77. 
49 As a parallel, James W. Broaddus, Spenser* s Allegory of Love: Social Vision in Books III, 
IV, and V of The Faerie Queene (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1995) 14, notes that 
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woman despite her metamorphoses. Whether her form is that of a watersnake or 
that of a dragon, she is always also a woman, and so the story about her illus
trates that what a woman is cannot be conclusively determined. In the 1970s, 
the witch was often used as a symbolic figure in feminist circles, connoting fe
male power and a women's counter-culture very palpably crushed by the es
tablishment. In the 1990s, however, the mermaid has increasingly taken the 
place of the witch as feminist symbol, associating women with flexibility and in
determinacy.50 The mermaid expresses the idea that a woman is "volume with
out contours," as Luce Irigaray formulates it: 

For woman cannot mean herself [ne se peut vouloir dire] and, besides, 
does not want for herself the power of expressing [ne se veut d'ailleurs 
pas ce pouvoir dire] that would assign her to some concept, that would 
attribute to her, as her own, some set idea. She cannot relate herself to 
any being, subject or whole that can be simply designated. Nor to the 
category (of) women. One woman + one woman + one woman never 
will have added up to some generic: woman. (The/A) woman gestures 
towards what cannot be defined, enumerated, formulated, formalized. A 
common noun indeterminable in terms of an identity. (The/A) woman 
does not obey the principle of self-identity, or of identity with any par
ticular X. She identifies with every x, without identifying with it in any 
particular way. Which implies an excess of any identification with/of 
self. 5i 

Thus Melusina also represents a shift in feminist theory, and it seems only natu
ral that her story should function as a metaphor for fluctuating gender identities 
in Possession. 

Like Melusina, the main characters in By att's postmodern romance are 
"hybrid bodies," in terms of established constructions of gender.52 Both men 
and women are shown to possess character traits conventionally assigned to the 
other sex. The main women characters in the book, Maud Bailey and Christabel 
LaMotte, want to affirm both traditionally male and female sides of themselves 
and look for fulfilment in their work. Unlike most heroines of chivalric romance, 
they are not under male control: Maud has "a secure job and an international 

"[characterization, like other aspects of The Faerie Que ene, is 'both/and' rather than 
'either/or'." 
50 Sabine Wienker-Piepho, "Questing for Souls or Never Blame Supernatural Wives: The 
Stauffenberg-Poem, Clerk Colvil, Undine, Melusine and Other Waternymphs," Arv: Nordic 
Yearbook of Folklore 48 (1992): 101. 
51 Luce Irigaray, "Volume without Contours," The Irigaray Reader, ed. Margaret Whitford 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) 55-56, original emphasis. 
52 Hybridity also characterises the main character in Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué's ro
mance Undine (1811; London: Chapman & Hall, 1888), intertextually invoked in Posses
sion by the similarity between its author's name and Christabel LaMotte's. Undine is a wa
ter sprite with a strong resemblance to Melusina, and my interpretation of the function of 
Melusina's story in Possession is equally applicable to Undine. I am grateful to my supervi
sor Professor Sven-Johan Spånberg for finding de la Motte Fouqué's romance and sug
gesting its relevance for my project. 
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reputation" as a literary scholar, and Christabel LaMotte is unmarried, sharing a 
house with her friend and lover Blanche Glover. She is also a writer, the author 
of the long poem "The Fairy Melusina," which becomes a key feminist text a 
century later {Possession 424). Maud and Christabel do not reject love or rela
tionships, but they are certainly unwilling to conform to the roles their societies 
assign them. 

According to the conventions of the romance, Maud and Christabel are un
likely heroines, but Roland Micheli is even further from being the customary 
male protagonist. In contrast to Maud, he is "essentially unemployed," sees 
himself as a failure, and shows both weakness and lack of initiative {Possession 
11). One of the literary Rolands that Roland Micheli shares his name with is the 
hero of the Chanson de Roland, the most famous character of the chansons de 
geste, a fact which only further emphasises his inability to live up to a male 
ideal. These heroic epics exist alongside the romances, but are "exclusively 
masculine," because in the chansons de geste "male characters are defined as 
individuals in relation to other men, whilst women are excluded from the genre's 
value system."53 The university system Roland is part of resembles the setting 
of a chanson de geste in many ways, with constant power struggles between 
men. Women are marginalised or left out altogether, and form their own groups. 
Accordingly, there is no dialogue between male and female academics, because 
the women's phalanx, in Possession represented by the bisexual feminist 
Leonora Stern, constructs its own "monologic femininity," whereas the men are 
stuck in a "monologic masculinity," both systems with roots in the Middle 
Ages.54 Not surprisingly, the insufficiently heroic Roland cannot find his place 
in the academic community.55 

Robert Browning's "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came" questions 
the durability of male societies by showing the dissolution of the comradeship 
between Roland and his fellow-knights. The connection between Browning's 
poem and Possession is signalled through the fact that the main characters bear 
the same name and because of the implicit association of Roland Micheli's ob
ject of study, Randolph Henry Ash, with Browning. Like the Chanson de Ro
land, "Childe Roland" contributes to the characterisation of Roland Micheli, 
this time by showing the similarities between the two characters. The monolo
gist in Browning's poem says about himself 

Thus, I had so long suffered in this quest, 
Heard failure prophesied so oft, been writ 
So many times among "The Band" - to wit, 

53 Gaunt 22. 
54 Gaunt 23. 
55 An earlier attack on both "monologic femininity" and "monologic masculinity" is ob
viously embodied in Virginia Woolf s Orlando, who like the main characters in Possession 
refuses to be tied to a single gender-identity. Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography, ed. 
Rachel Bowlby (1928; Oxford: Oxford UP, 1992). 
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The knights who to the Dark Tower's search addressed 
Their steps - that just to fail as they, seemed best, 
And all the doubt was now - should I be fit? (37-42) 

Roland Micheli belongs to "the Band" of Ash scholars who, it is later revealed, 
have all failed to find out the truth about their object of study. Roland joins the 
quest, like Browning's Roland, a rather inadequate knight who nevertheless 
goes on, because "naught else remained to do" (54). 

It is tempting to draw the conclusion that postmodern romances simply re
place patriarchal gender-constructions with feminist ones, but this is not the 
case. It is only when Maud and Roland work together that the relationship be
tween Randolph Ash and Christabel LaMotte is discovered and their work can 
be understood. The "monologically masculine" university system fails to inter
pret Randolph Ash's poetry correctly because the researchers are unable to dis
cover Christabel LaMotte's influence on it. But the feminist scholars in Posses
sion, who have classified LaMotte as a feminist role model, also fail, because 
they are blind to the fact that LaMotte's best work was produced while her 
connection with Ash lasted. Feminist gender-definitions are consequently also 
scrutinised in Possession, and particularly those definitions that try to upgrade 
what is seen as the essence of femininity are shown to be invalid. Leonora Stern 
interprets the transformed Melusina as "a complete being, capable of generating 
life, or meanings, on her own," {Possession 244) but this is a valorising of female 
self-sufficiency which runs counter to the theme of mutual dependence other
wise present in the book, and in its way it is just as constricting as the patriar
chal establishment's devaluation of women has been. 

Any totalising explanation is alien to postmodernism, and so postmodern 
romances do not seek to substitute new gender-structures for old ones, but 
place their main characters outside ready-made gender constructions. They do 
not even find a position in the middle, but both oppose traditional gender-
definitions and retreat to conventionally masculine and feminine behaviour. 
They want it both ways. This means that the characteristics and beliefs of indi
vidual subjects fluctuate with time and place: 

Narcissism, the unstable self, the fractured ego, Maud thought, who am 
I? A matrix for a susurration of texts and codes? It was both a pleasant 
and an unpleasant idea, this requirement that she think of herself as in
termittent and partial. There was the question of the awkward body. 
The skin, the breath, the eyes, the hair, their history, which did seem to 
exist. {Possession 251) 

To possess no identity at all is not the answer, but rather to be able to move 
freely between identities, gendered or otherwise; and so Maud Bailey, after all 
her talk of independence and self-preservation, is still capable of accepting her 
weakness at the end and letting Roland assume a traditional male role: "I'll take 
care of you, Maud," he says {Possession 507). This performative view of gender 
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is not unproblematic, and has been subjected to severe criticism from feminist 
standpoints, but it can be seen as an attempt to avoid replacing monolithic mas
culinity and femininity with monolithic androgyny.56 

Consequently the idea of the androgyne is considerably modified in post
modern romances, and a complete fusion of male and female qualities is not seen 
as the answer. In The Volcano Lover Vesuvius itself becomes a symbol for the 
intact, yet disintegrated gender borders: 

It's the mouth of a volcano. Yes, mouth; and lava tongue. A body, a 
monstrous living body, both male and female. It emits, ejects. It is also an 
interior, an abyss. Something alive, that can die. Something inert that 
becomes agitated, now and then. Existing only intermittently. (VL 5-6) 

As Amy J. Elias says, the figure of Vesuvius in Sontag's postmodern romance 
becomes "everything that stands outside Enlightenment logic and representa
tion - the elemental and primitive, spectacle, passion, natural catastrophe, and, 
most importantly, the blurring of definitional (including gender) boundaries."57 

But blurring does not equal amalgamation. Lindsay Clarke expresses this very 
clearly in The Chymical Wedding where it is gradually revealed that the al
chemical mystery relies on a combination of the male and the female, but that 
this does not equal synthesis. On the contrary, the opposites have to remain in 
place, and this realisation comes to Alex Darken in a dream: 

I saw how the whole dream was elegantly structured around the ten
sion of opposing forces: male, female; capitalist, communist; secular, 
spiritual; Catholic, Protestant; hierarchy, equality. It was a dream about 
conflict and reconciliation. Of fission and fusion. 

It was about holding together. If we were to find the key to the ex
plosive condition of the world it could only be done by holding con
traries together. That was the key. (CW 415, original emphasis.) 

The tragic consequences of refusing to accept the conventionally gendered part 
of one's identity are also illustrated in The Chymical Wedding. The 1848 sec
tions of the story describe how the unhappily married Rector of Munding, Ed
win Frere, falls in love with Louisa Agnew, and how their love is eventually 
consummated. Both "the fabric of the social order" and "his own vows, the sa
cred nature of the faith he professed," forbid this, however, and in despair, Frere 

56 Rita Felski, "Fin de siècle, Fin de sexe: Transsexuality, Postmodernism, and the Death of 
History," New Literary History 27 (1996): 347 cautions against seeing gender only as per
formance, saying that "celebrations of multiple and shifting identities may merely serve 
once again to elide the particularity of women and to deny the specificity of gendered em
bodiment/' This is the view also in Susan Bordo, "Feminism, Postmodernism, and Gender-
Scepticism," Feminism/Postmodernism, ed. Linda J. Nicholson (New York: Routledge, 
1990) 133-56, to which Felski refers. 
57 Amy J. Elias, "The Postmodern Turn on (:) the Enlightenment," Contemporary Litera
ture 37.4 (1996): 553. 
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castrates himself (CW 410). He is unable to go back to his wife, but he is also 
unable to continue his relationship with Louisa, and to escape both the socially 
accepted role as husband and the unacceptable one as lover, he has to neutral
ise the threat of his own sexuality. Because he cannot fulfil the masculine roles 
available for him, he has to get rid of masculinity altogether. Conversely, Laura 
in the twentieth-century sections of the book uses her sexuality to become a 
whole person. She and Alex Darken make love on the lawn outside the cottage 
where Louisa Agnew wrote her book, blending with and redeeming the nine
teenth-century characters. Edward Nesbit explains: 

There are times when it's a rite,' he said, '- a rite by which a woman 
becomes one-unto-herself. Single. And she does it not by giving himself 
[sic] to a particular man but by committing herself to life without reser
vation.' He looked away again. 'Laura was able to do that with you as 
she was not able to do it with me. It shines out of her now. If you're not 
quite blind you must have observed it.' (CW 512-13) 

In an ironic contrast to Edwin Frere's story, Laura becomes herself by accepting 
her femininity, and Alex Darken says: 

'She's certainly her own person.' 
'She was that before. She's her own woman now. There's a difference.' 
(CW 513, original emphasis.) 

Gender-identities may fluctuate, but this includes embracing traditionally male 
and female sides of the self as well as inverting them. Britomart in Book HI of 
Spenser's The Faerie Queene exemplifies the same principle. 

A similarity between the 1590s and the 1990s - and perhaps most century-
endings - is that many certainties appear to be crumbling. The late sixteenth 
century was a period of religious and political unrest which saw the hegemony 
of the Protestant church threatened, and late twentieth-century correspon
dences are, for example, the appearance of new spiritual movements and the 
collapse of the political systems of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. An
other important instance of this instability is that the boundaries between male 
and female seem erasable, and to a certain extent what Spenser is trying to do in 
his portrayals of women in The Faerie Queene is to re-establish female gender 
characteristics by providing good and bad examples of femininity. In Book I, for 
example, the descriptions of Una and Duessa set up a system of binary opposi
tions where it is clear which element should be privileged. But despite the fact 
that Duessa is evil, she is both powerful and resourceful, whereas Una is fre
quently removed from the action, "seeing all, that chaunst, from farre," her bat
tles primarily fought by the Redcrosse Knight (FQ 1.1.27:1). Even though the 
submissive and pure Una emerges as the ideal woman, Spenser's dialectic model 
is undermined in Book HI, both through the figure of Britomart and in the final 
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section of Canto 3 with its descriptions of historical and pseudo-historical 
women leaders, where strong women appear as the ideal.58 

When Britomart first appears it is as a both womanly and manly figure: 

Faire Lady she him seemd, like Lady drest, 
But fairest knight aliue, when armed was her brest. (FQ 111.2.4:8-9) 

As this description makes clear, Britomart is not a synthesis of male and female 
features, but someone who encompasses both. Like Melusina, she is a "hybrid 
body." This idea is further developed since Britomart does not combine 
strength and weakness - she goes to extremes either way, defeating Sir Guyon 
in battle at the opening of Canto 1, almost dying for love in Canto 2. Britomart 
is a figure of opposite ideas held together, and one of these contraries is that de
spite her prowess as a knight, she also wants to preserve her identity as a 
woman: she needs a mate, which means she needs something she is unable to 
provide for herself. Britomart does not represent a hermaphrodite or androgyne 
ideal, because after having seen Arthegall in a magical mirror she begins to de
cline, and as the names Britomart-Arthegall suggest, she cannot be complete in 
herself.59 This may seem a strange realisation of collapsed binary oppositions, 
but the boundary transcended in chivalric and postmodern romances is the so
cially constructed one, that which allocates certain attributes to women and 
others to men. Whatever his intentions, Spenser does not produce a unified 
view of Woman in The Faerie Queene. 

Spenser's difficulty in defining womanhood is to a large degree a reflection 
of his and his society's failure to deal with the problematic of their own woman 
leader, Elizabeth. The problem is a very real one, since Elizabeth I, the queen 
who frequently referred to herself as "King," is the addressee of The Faerie 
Queene. Spenser tries to come to terms with the idea of "the powerful woman" 
by separating her official persona from her private. In "A Letter of the Authors" 
he writes about Elizabeth: "she beareth two persons, the one of a most royall 
Queene or Empresse, the other of a most vertuous and beautifull Lady."60 In the 
Proem to Book III he suggests, however, that only one of these "persons" can 
be present at any one time: 

Ne let his fairest Cynthia refuse, 

58 When Una and Duessa are understood as representatives of Catholicism and Protestant
ism, Spenser's dialectic works better, but primarily because it relies on the outside authority 
of the Church. 
59 Patricia Parker sees the names Britomart-Arthegall, like those of Scudamour and Amoret, 
also in Book III of The Faerie Queene, as "the verbal equivalent of the androgyne," and 
notes that in the 1590 ending of Book 01 Scudamour and Amoret are united as "that faire 
Hermaphrodite." Parker 93. The androgyne, then, consists of two people, man and woman, 
which means that Spenser's view does not include the idea of internal self-sufficiency which 
is sometimes connected with the hermaphrodite. In the 1596 version of The Faerie Queene 
the stanzas describing Scudamour's and Amoret's union {FQ III.12.43a-47a) are omitted. 
60 Spenser, A Letter 16. 
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In mirrours more then one her selfe to see, 
But either Gloriana let her chuse, 
Or in Belphœbe fashioned to bee: 
In th'one her rule, in th'other her rare chastitee. (FQ III. Proem. 5:5-9) 

This separation of qualities or combination of opposites is continued in Bri-
tomart, but in the context of the whole poem, Spenser's method is precarious 
indeed, since doubleness is generally a sign of evil in The Faerie Queene. 

Elizabeth I consequently remains an anomaly in Spenser's universe, which 
is built on the necessity of everyone knowing their place in the divinely or
dained order. This order subjects women to men: 

vertuous women wisely understand, 
That they were borne to base humilitie, 
Vnlesse the heauens them lift to lawfull soueraintie. (FQ V.5.25:7-9, my 
emphasis.) 

Accordingly, Elizabeth's rule can be accepted only because it is God-given. In 
contrast, the description of the Amazon society Radigone in Book V of The 
Faerie Queene is extremely negative, showing the effects when women's rule is 
not divinely sanctioned. What complicates the picture is that after defeating and 
beheading the Amazon ruler Radigund, Britomart, who is Elizabeth's shadow in 
the episode, does not set up a positive example of female rule as a counter-
image. Instead, she reinstates male rule: 

changing all that forme of common weale, 
The liberty of women did repeale, 
Which they had long vsurpt; and them restoring 
To mens subiection, did true Iustice deale (FQ V.7.42:4-7) 

Even though the example of Radigund may function as a warning to Elizabeth, 
no positive figure of a woman ruler is submitted for Elizabeth to emulate. In
stead, male rule is designated as the true standard.61 The episode allays contem
porary anxieties by emphasising Elizabeth's status as exception, accepting her 
as both autonomous and powerful in her role as a ruler, but maintaining the idea 
that as a woman she is inferior to men. Because the woman is split off from the 
ruler, Elizabeth, like Britomart in Spenser's poem, does not become an example 
of how women can combine autonomy and femininity, but rather shows how an 
exceptional woman "acted more to reinforce than to challenge the attitudes and 

61 Robin Headlam Wells argues that the primary function of The Faerie Queene is as a 
poem of praise, glorifying Elizabeth I by providing images of ideal rulers which she could 
recognise as portraits of herself. Wells 1-14. In the Radigund episode no exemplary female 
ruler exists, however, since Britomart abdicates her right to rule. 
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social structures that limited women's ability to act autonomously and effec
tively" during the Renaissance.62 

In the late twentieth century, the erasure of gender boundaries is more often 
seen as an ideal, but nevertheless it is a troublesome issue. There is an uneasy 
feeling among, for instance, essentialist feminists, that by eliminating the borders 
we have simply allowed a dominant code system to take over. Other reactions 
are the anti-feminist tendencies described in the book Backlash, where Susan 
Faludi shows again and again how women are encouraged to blame feminism 
for subtle forms of oppression originating from the male-dominated establish
ment. Women are made to feel that by insisting on equal rights feminism has in 
fact deprived them of their privileges as women and made them miserable.63 

Both these responses presuppose the existence of some kind of fundamental 
femininity which women today have lost, and echo Spenser's and his contem
poraries' need to detach Elizabeth's womanhood from her role as sovereign. 
They are also symptoms of an increasing awareness of the fact that there is no 
middle position for all people to take. It is this latter view which lies behind the 
faceted approach to gender roles in postmodern romances, where gender-
definitions are provisional and men and women can take on the stereotyped 
roles usually associated with their own - or the other - gender according to the 
situation. 

A stereotypically male characteristic is that men have power, but as the fig
ure of the courtly lady and Spenser's descriptions of women characters show, a 
central problem in romance is how to deal with the fact that women are power
ful. Spenser tries to separate womanhood and power, but the solution present in 
the story of Melusina is to show that the source of women's power is super
natural: women have power over men because they are really monsters. Ran
dolph Ash in Possession rationalises his love for Christabel LaMotte in this way, 
too: 

Tor the last year perhaps I have been in love with another woman. I 
could say it was a sort of madness. A possession, as by daemons. A kind 
of blinding.' {Possession 453) 

In the language of popular culture men are still "bewitched" and "enchanted" 
by women. But is this the kind of power women want? The question is raised in 
Possession through a discussion of another tale of imprisonment, the story of 

62 Mary R. Bowman, " 'she there as Princess rained': Spenser's Figure of Elizabeth," 
Renaissance Quarterly 43 (1990): 520. Bowman argues very convincingly that Britomart 
reintroduces male rule in the Amazon society to ease Arthegall's fears of female power: that 
it is an act of love, in fact. James W. Broaddus holds a similar view, claiming that there is 
"no understanding of true love in any of its senses in the middle books apart from subor
dination," so that "love orders male and female into a complementarity essential to social 
concord." Broaddus 30. 
63 Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women (1991; London: Vintage, 
1992). 
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how Vivien induced Merlin to teach her a spell which would lock him in a tower 
that nobody but he would be able to perceive. Christabel LaMotte's relative 
Raoul de Kercoz comments: 

'It is one of the many tales that speak of fear of Woman, I believe. Of a 
male terror of the subjection of passion, maybe - of the sleep of reason 
under the rule of - what shall I call it - desire, intuition, imagination.' 
{Possession 354) 

LaMotte, however, reads it in a different way: 

'As a tale of female emulation of male power - she wanted not him but 
his magic - until she found that magic served only to enslave him - and 
then, where was she, with all her skills?' (Possession 354, original em
phasis.) 

LaMotte, apparently, is not satisfied with the idea that women may have power 
because men desire them, but wants the power knowledge brings. Her cousin 
Sabine de Kercoz, on the other hand, rejects both explanations, because she 
thinks they diminish the tale and its characters. She refuses to generalise and 
shifts her focus back to the individuals: "The idea of Woman is less than brilliant 
Vivien, and the idea of Merlin will not allegorise into male wisdom" {Possession 
355). The exchange serves to problematise the question of female power, as 
Melusina's story also does, but it also moves the focus back to the individual, 
weakening the general force of the question. This concentration on the par
ticular rather than the general is a distinguishing characteristic of postmodern 
romance. 

In the medieval context, the suggestion that Melusina's power over her 
husband is of a supernatural nature is a disparagement of her, and provides the 
reason for her punishment. If Melusina can be defined as not quite human, her 
eventual destruction is, if not a certainty, at least a probability in a society where 
the Church is as influential as it was in the Middle Ages.64 Incompleteness or 
mixture has been a feature of monsters since classical times, and it is hardly sur
prising that the monster Errour in The Faerie Queene bears a striking similarity 
to Melusina: 

Hälfe like a serpent horribly displaide, 
But th'other hälfe did womans shape retaine, 

64 If Raimondin had been able to observe Melusina's prohibition never to try to see her on 
a Saturday, she would gradually have become fully human and thus able to obtain salvation. 
The fact that Melusina is a fairy does not automatically condemn her, however: there was 
considerable debate about the eventual fate of fairies on the Judgement Day during the 
Middle Ages. A stronger reason for Melusina's condemnation is her monstrosity - her 
doubleness, as it were. For a consideration of "the condition of fairy" and salvation, see 
Sara Sturm-Maddox, "Crossed Destinies: Narrative Programs in the Roman de Mélusine " 
Maddox and Sturm-Maddox 12-31. 
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Most lothsom, filthie, foule, and full of vile disdaine. (FQ 1.1.14:7-9) 

Through Christabe LaMotte Byatt suggests another interpretation, however, 
which reverses the picture. Melusina does not possess power because she is a 
monster, but she is made a monster because she has power. In her poem about 
Melusina she writes: 

But let the Power take a female form 
And 'tis the Power is punished. (Possession 292) 

Another example of the woman who is punished for her power is Dahud, sor
ceress ruler of the city of Is which was "drowned in the sea for its wickedness" 
(Possession 133). Both LaMotte and Sabine de Kercoz write about Dahud, and 
de Kercoz explains: "What I had meant was to make of the wild Dahud an em
bodiment as it were of our desire for freedom, for autonomy, for our own proper 
passion, which women have, and which it seems, men fear" (Possession 349, 
original emphasis). Dahud and Melusina are related to other mythical women 
monsters, like the Sphinx who exercises power over men until they find a way 
to control her by solving her riddle. LaMotte's Melusina-poem continues: 

Man named Himself and thus assumed the Power 
Over his Questioner, till then his Fate -
after, his Slave and victim. (Possession 292) 

As long as the riddle stays unsolved, the Sphinx can retain her power, but when 
her riddle has been solved she can be explained, and consequently mastered. In 
this light, John Fowles's presentation of Sarah Woodruff as an "enigma" in The 
French Lieutenant's Woman can be seen as potentially radical, even though it 
is also an act of silencing. Seeing woman as a mystery makes it possible for the 
patriarchal establishment to ignore her, because she does not fit any of the cate
gories available, but the enigmatic woman can also be read from a feminist per
spective, because if women are allowed to remain mysterious, like the Sphinx, 
they cannot be defined, which means that they cannot be controlled. 

Christabel LaMotte is herself compared to one of these creatures that remain 
indefinable. During their stay in Boggle Hole, Randolph Ash calls Christabel his 
"selkie," and this dialect word for 'seal' is also used about the mythological 
'seal-people', who, like Melusina, are two natures in one body - seal and hu
man. The selkies come ashore and form relationships with humans, but they 
have to go back to the sea eventually. To have power over a selkie you have to 
hide her skin, that is, define her as only human. The selkie who can find her 
seal's skin will return to the sea , and thus she can never be completely pos
sessed, because she is not tied to one single identity.65 

65 There are also male selkies in folklore, but in Possession the word is used only about 
Christabel LaMotte, which is why I refer to the selkie as "she." 
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The complex problem of female power, autonomy and the supernatural finds 
a very clear expression in the figure of the woman medium, present both in Pos
session and in Byatt's novella "The Conjugial Angel" (A & 1 161-290).66 The 
spiritualist medium achieves her strength by relinquishing control, and so she 
both challenges and embodies the Victorian construction of femininity by dem
onstrating that passivity may lead to power. Her medieval model is the patient 
Griselda of The Clerk's Tale who also uses submission as a strategy.67 

As a challenge to patriarchy the method is dubious, however, because even 
though the medium can step out of the role her society allocates her and speak 
freely, she can only do so because she apparently speaks in other voices - as a 
vessel for the spirits. She is in a position similar to that of the martyred virgins of 
early Christianity who for a time were allowed to act as transmitters of the Spirit, 
but who were ultimately sacrificed. The medium is poised between complete 
control and self-expression, and complete powerlessness. On the one hand, she 
cannot be tied to a gender role, because she constantly transgresses the borders 
restricting her by her literally irrational behaviour. On the other hand, the in
sights of the medium can be easily dismissed by a society where rationalism 
rules, and Mortimer Cropper is quick to decide that the letter where Christabel 
LaMotte describes her spiritualist experiences to Cropper's ancestress shows 
"strong symptoms of derangement" {Possession 389). Randolph Ash goes so 
far as to break up a séance. Byatt, however, does not take sides, and in Posses
sion, and even more clearly in "The Conjugial Angel," the woman medium be
comes an indefinite being of the same kind as Melusina.68 

The need to control women is one of the reasons for a patriarchal society's 
insistence on absolute gender roles, because what cannot be categorised, can
not be controlled. Against this background, the spiritualist medium, Melusina, 
the Sphinx and the selkie can be seen as images that emphasise the subversive 
quality of uncertain gender-constructions. Their ambiguous natures are devices 
of resistance that permit them to keep their self-possession, and as long as they 
are allowed their hybridity they cannot be mastered. 

A problem for the women in postmodern romances is, however, how to 
combine their self-possession with their love for a man. Dog-Woman, the giant 

66 For a study of the conditions of the woman medium in the nineteenth century, see Alex 
Owen, The Darkened Room: Women, Power and Spiritualism in Late Nineteenth Century 
England (London: Virago, 1989). (On the cover of the book, the title is given as The Dark
ened Room: Women, Power and Spritualism in Late Victorian England). 
67 This does not mean that Chaucer puts forward Griselda as an example. His "Envoy to 
the Clerk's Tale" is a complete send-up of Griselda's strategy, encouraging women to take 
control of their own lives. The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3rd ed (1987; Ox
ford: Oxford UP, 1990) 152-53. 
68 In Possession, the theme of spiritualism also serves to link Randolph Ash with Robert 
Browning, who attacked spiritualism, perhaps precisely because his wife believed in it. Ash's 
poem "Mummy Possesst" is a parallel to Browning's "Mr. Sludge, 'the Medium'," part 
of which is quoted at the beginning of Possession. The antifeminist character of Ash's 
poem is strengthened by the circumstance that its title is taken from the final line of John 
Donne's misogynist poem "Love's Alchemy." 
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protagonist of Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Cherry, solves the problem by 
rejecting love for a man altogether, but she realises that her love for her adopted 
son Jordan may also destroy her. "He'll break your heart," says her neighbour 
the witch. "He'll make you love him and he'll break your heart" (SC 14). As 
predicted, Jordan hurts his mother, but by leaving her, not by trying to keep her 
contained, and she is able to let him go. In Possession neither Melusina nor 
Christabel succeeds in reconciling her need for autonomy with love, whereas 
Maud seems to be able to bring Melusina's story to a tentative happy ending. 
The differences between the stories lie in the behaviour of the men involved, 
because the ensuing punishment for the women is directly proportional to how 
much womanly independence these men are able to accept. It is because Rai-
mondin is unable to trust his wife that Melusina is transformed into a monster, 
and so he destroys her - and their marriage - because of his failure to respect 
her need for autonomy and self-preservation. 

Randolph Ash has come a step further and realises that he has to respect 
LaMotte's privacy if he wants to keep her: 

To show speculation, or even curiosity, would be to lose her. Then and 
there. He knew that, without thinking. It was like Melusina's prohibi
tion, and no narrative bound him, unlike the unfortunate Raimondin, to 
exhibit indiscreet curiosity. (Possession 285) 

Even so, Ash is unable to resist his wish to be in control, and after their relation
ship is over, he tries very hard to find LaMotte, even though they have decided 
to leave each other and not look back. LaMotte, on the other hand, lives her life 
like "an old witch in a turretand in her never-delivered last letter to Ash she 
compares herself to Melusina who in her dragon form hovered round the castle 
where her children were: "/ have been Melusina these thirty years. I have so to 
speak flown about and about the battlements of this stronghold crying on the 
wind of my need to see and feed and comfort my child, who knew me not" 
(Possession 500-01). LaMotte does not tell Ash about their daughter Maia be
cause she is afraid that the childless Ash couple might want to take her, but she 
cannot keep the child herself, and has to see Maia grow up believing that Chris
tabel is her aunt. In certain ways, LaMotte, like Melusina, becomes a monster in 
the end, and has to realise that her daughter sees her "as a sorcière, a spinster 
in a fairy tale>\Possession 501). LaMotte can find no way of harmonising her 
love with her need of autonomy, and says in the letter: "Do you remember how 
I wrote to you of the riddle of the egg? As an eidolon of my solitude and self-
possession which you threatened whether you would or no? And destroyed, 
my dear, meaning me nothing but good, I do believe and know" (Possession 
502). The riddle describes an egg, and the warning enclosed in it is that an egg 
cannot be opened prematurely: 
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There may come a day when you may lift the lid with impunity - or 
rather, when it may be lifted from within - for that way, life may come 
- whereas your way - you will discover - only Congealing arid Mor
tality. {Possession 137) 

Ash, like Raimondin, intrudes too far on his woman's privacy and brings de
struction. 

Maud Bailey is revealed to be the descendant of Ash and LaMotte, the 
great-great-great-granddaughter of their child Maia. She is a product of another 
time and environment, professionally successful and steeped in feminism. Never
theless, she shares LaMotte's and Melusina's need for self-preservation, and 
their fear of losing it in a relationship with a man. Not even in the late twentieth 
century is it easy to combine love and independence. Maud says to Roland: "I 
keep my defences up because I must go on doing my work. I know how she felt 
about her unbroken egg. Her self-possession, her autonomy. I don't want to 
think of that going" (Possession 506, original emphasis). But in contrast to 
Raimondin and Randolph Ash, Roland has been able to leave the traditional 
masculine roles behind, which makes him willing to work out what he calls " a 
modern way" in which his relationship with Maud may survive (Possession 
507). 

Melusina's story provides a historical perspective showing that the problem 
of love versus self-preservation in no way originated with political feminism, and 
that when postmodern romances address this dilemma they only continue a de
bate which was very much present in chivalric romances. The issue is generally 
smoothed over in present-day popular romances where the merging of identities, 
usually manifested in marriage, is the unproblematic outcome of love. But Byatt 
also shows that even though the problem posed in the Melusina-myth is still 
relevant in many ways, the outcome is not forever fixed, but a result of the con
ditions of the time of the story. By offering both a nineteenth- and a twentieth-
century mirror-image of Melusina's problem, she points to the circumstance that 
the predicament these women find themselves in is also an effect of the injunc
tions and expectations their societies place on them. 

Because the main characters in postmodern romances are not tied to estab
lished gender roles, their love relationships become complicated. Yet the alterna
tive is not to find new gender constructions, which the case of Edwin Frere in 
Clarke's The Chymical Wedding tragically demonstrates, but to embrace both 
feminine and masculine sides of the self. Characters who manage to do so resist 
categorisation altogether, in terms of gender and otherwise. Using Melusina's 
story as a mirror, Byatt questions different kinds of totalising definitions of gen
der, whether they are products of a patriarchal attitude, essentialist feminism or 
something else. But the outcome is not a simple reversal of the patriarchal sys
tem, and no new models are offered. Instead, the whole notion of a hierarchical 
and stable gender system is exploded. Identity is always in process and, like 
Melusina, the main characters in postmodern romance shift and change accord-
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ing to circumstances. This ambiguity is actually a subversive strategy which en
ables individuals to preserve their autonomy and ward off outside control. 

Rethinking the fairy tale 
Chivalric romances describe a supernatural world where the boundaries be
tween the possible, the probable and the fantastic are blurred, and so do fairy 
tales. There are numerous similarities between fairy tales and chivalric romances, 
and consequently also between fairy tales and postmodern romances. The fairy 
tale has a basic quest structure, it takes magic for granted, it deals with questions 
of identity and power, and like chivalric romance, it has undergone a process of 
domestication which makes it particularly suited for postmodern re-reading and 
revision. Fairy tales originate in oral cultures, where the hegemony of the "fixed 
text" simply does not exist, because in societies without a written language 
"[a]uthority and tradition are readily and naturally altered, sometimes deleted 
altogether, to serve the needs of present experience."69 In the case of the fairy 
tale, however, the "needs of present experience" have too often been trans
lated as "the needs of Western, patriarchal society," producing, for instance, 
glossy Disney films which have very little to do with the original stories. 

Traditional fairy tales certainly contain characters like the wicked step
mother, the active prince and the passive virgin, gender stereotypes which per
petuate a patriarchal society's distribution of roles, but this is because they are 
embedded in the prejudices of the times when they were produced. There is 
nothing intrinsic in the form that demands such a value-system: on the contrary, 
the form is uncommonly suitable for writers who want to challenge narrow-
mindedness and dogmatism, because it constitutes a tradition alongside the 
mainstream of literature. The most well-known tales were written down - and 
frequently sanitised - in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
but as early as the end of the nineteenth century there existed a counter-
tradition of tales "with strong heroines who rebel against convention-ridden 
societies" written by writers like Mary De Morgan, Mary Louisa (Mrs) Moles-
worth and Evelyn Scharp.70 Byatt's Christabel LaMotte belongs to this group. 

Byatt's fairy tales in Possession are critical reconstructions of an earlier 
mode of telling because they use recognisable fairy-tale motifs, but in untradi-
tional ways. Victoria Sanchez argues that "LaMotte's fairy tales serve to form 
the vital link between the nineteenth-century lovers and their 'possessed' 
twentieth-century counterparts through the timeless dimension of the tradi

69 Susan Schibanoff, " Taking the gold out of Egypt': the art of reading as a woman," 
Feminist Readings in Middle English Literature: The Wife of Bath and all her sect, ed. Ruth 
Evans and Lesley Johnson (London and New York: Routledge, 1994) 227. 
70 Jack Zipes, Introduction, Don*t Bet on the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales in 
North America and England, ed. Jack Zipes (1987; New York: Routledge, 1989) 13. 
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tional fairy tale," 71 but even though the link certainly exists, it is not the time-
lessness of the fairy tales which produces it, but rather the revision of them. As 
Sanchez also notes, Christabel LaMotte's fairy tales are expressions of her femi
nism, and as such they have to revise the models they build on - or "use and 
abuse" them, as postmodern literature does with the subgenres it parodies. 

In "The Glass Coffin" (Possession 58-67) the little tailor who plays the part 
of questing hero is well aware of the fact that he is caught in the structures of a 
story when he is offered the choice of one of three gifts: 

'I know about such gifts from forest people. It may be that the first is a 
purse which is never empty, and the second a pot which provides a 
wholesome meal whenever you demand one in the right way. I have 
heard of such things and met men who have been paid from such purses 
and eaten from such pots. But a glass key I never saw or heard of and 
cannot imagine what use it might be; it would shiver in any lock.' 
{Possession 60) 

The tailor chooses the glass key, of course, and after a deep descent into the 
earth, echoing the descent to a lower world which separates the hero of chival-
ric romance from his society and initiates his quest, he finds a glass coffin with 
someone sleeping in it: 

And he knew - it is always so, after all - that the true adventure was the 
release of this sleeper, who would then be his grateful bride. But she 
was so beautiful and peaceful that he was half-loath to disturb her. 
(Possession 63) 

Nevertheless, the tailor opens the coffin with his key, an act resonant with sex
ual symbolism, functioning as an ironic echo of the occasion when Raimondin 
cuts a hole in Melusina's door with his sword. The lady wakes up, and pre
dictably, offers herself as the tailor's reward. 

'Of course I will have you,' said the little tailor, 'for you are my prom
ised marvel, released with my vanished glass key, and I love you dearly 
already. Though why you should have me, simply because I opened the 
glass case, is less clear to me altogether, and when, and if, you are re
stored to your rightful place, and your home and lands and people are 
again your own, I trust you will feel free to consider the matter, and re
main, if you will, alone and unwed. (Possession 66) 

Obviously the little tailor has a lot in common with Roland Micheli, and the lady 
who "set such store on giving herself of her own free will," represents both 

71 Victoria Sanchez, "A. S. Byatt's Possession: A Fairytale Romance," Southern Folklore 
52 (1995): 33, my emphasis. 
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Christabel LaMotte and Maud Bailey (Possession 66).72 The conventional - or 
perhaps Disneyfied - gender-roles of the fairy story are questioned, and as a 
consequence the link between the inset tale in Possession and the main charac
ters in the book exists because the fairy tale is rewritten, not because it ex
presses timeless qualities. 

LaMotte's fairy tales were published as Tales for Innocents, a collection of 
children's stories, and since fairy tales, in their capacity as literature for children, 
are important instruments in the socialisation process, it is crucial that we recog
nise them as constructions, not reflections of the world. In "The Threshold" 
ÇPossession 150-156) the progress of the traditional fairy tale is interrupted by a 
metafictional comment which shows that to be trapped in the patterns of stories 
is not inevitable: 

And one day we will write it otherwise, that he would not come, that he 
stayed, or chose the sparkling ones, or went out again onto the moors to 
live free of fate, if such can be. But you must know now, that it turned 
out as it must turn out, must you not? Such is the power of necessity in 
tales. CPossession 155) 

The fictionality of the story and the arbitrariness of the ending are emphasised, 
in the recognition that whatever attitude to life the fairy tale conveys it is only a 
provisional one: "one day we will write it otherwise." 

Jeanette Winterson writes the convention of the happy end "otherwise" 
when she traces what really happened to "The Twelve Dancing Princesses" in 
the middle section of Sexing the Cherry. The princesses sneak out each night to 
go dancing, and come back in the morning, exhausted and with their slippers 
worn out. Their nightly activities are eventually discovered by a prince, and as a 
reward he and his eleven older brothers are allowed to marry the princesses. Ac
cording to fairy-tale tradition, they then lived "happily ever after," and "[w]e 
did," says the eldest princess, "but not with our husbands" (SC 48). In Winter-
son's version, all the princesses have left or lost their princes, except the young
est one who refused to be married in the first place, and the revision or continua
tion of the fairy tale foregrounds the probable effects of treating women as mer
chandise. Not only is a happy end an unlikely outcome, but sometimes the re
sults can be violent indeed: at least five of the princesses kill their husbands. 

The twelve princesses and the little tailor are able to avoid being defined by 
the conventions of the narratives they inhabit, and such revisions of faiiy tales 
contain a critique of the formula. Fairy tales also have potentially subversive 
qualities, however, as interrogations of the limits of rationalism and symbolic -
and consequently safe - expressions of other values than the dominant ones. 
This tradition is continued in postmodern romances. 

72 Laura in The Chymical Wedding expresses the same view. Having decided to stay with 
Edward Nesbit, she explains to Alex Darken: "It may sound contrary but it's precisely be
cause he's let me go that I feel I can stay. Freely stay." (CW 517) 
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The relations between postmodern romances, chivalric romances and fairy tales 
are manifold and affect the interpretation and judgement of all these genres, but 
the different types are most clearly connected through their common attitude to 
realistic representation. As I have suggested, these genres explore "the real" by 
breaking the code of realism, in a typically postmodern paradox. Melusina's in
stability is a more explicit expression of fluctuating identity than a realistic de
scription could produce, and the unpredictable magical world is a very suitable 
sign for the uncertainties and fast-changing rules of today's society. 

On the other hand, because the 'place' of fairy tale and chivalric romance is 
outside the ordinary world, or in a world where what we think of as natural laws 
do not apply, the ideological underpinnings of the tales are sometimes obscured. 
Postmodern romances respond to this by setting their stories and placing their 
characters in identifiable historical periods. The real can be very thoroughly 
scrutinised by means of the unrealistic, but the real should not become unrealis
tic. Consequently, postmodern romances are critical returns to the methods, 
structures and symbols of chivalric romance and fairy tale in ways which both 
attack and valorise the earlier modes. 

Even though they frequently reinterpret the tradition, postmodern romances 
do not rewrite chivalric romances or fairy tales in ways that are alien to these 
models or introduce elements that do not, at least to some extent, already exist in 
them. Nor do they uncover aspects of these predecessors that scholarly research 
has been unable to find. Rather, by playing with the form they show that it is 
still developing, and that the romance tradition has not inevitably degenerated 
and been deflected into mass market romances. By reclaiming characteristics of 
the genre which have been subdued or lost in other twentieth-century varieties 
of romance, postmodern romances show that the genre is a very appropriate ve
hicle for the interrogation of the problematic issues of gender, hierarchy and ra
tionalism in our present society. One of the main reasons for this is that chivalric 
romances - and to some extent fairy tales - for all the double vision manifest in 
them, still have no dialectic, which makes it possible for postmodern romances to 
use them and at the same time preserve their reluctance to produce a final an
swer. 
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4  

ROMANCING HISTORY 

- CIRCULATING TIME 

The 1980s saw an explosion, particularly in Britain, of a new type of historical 
fiction characterised by a distrust of historical knowledge. Examples are Graham 
Swift's Waterland (1983), Julian Barnes's Flaubert's Parrot (1984), Peter Ack-
royd's Hawksmoor (1985) and John Fowles's A Maggot (1986).1 These works 
use devices like multiple points of view, unreliable or overtly controlling narra
tors, unresolved contradictions in plot or theme, acknowledged uncertainty and 
an emphasis on their own nature as fiction, to underscore the fundamental inac
cessibility of the past they nevertheless describe.2 Linda Hutcheon uses the term 
'historiographie metafiction' to define such novels, which she regards as key 
examples of postmodern literature.3 Postmodern romances share many features 
of, and sometimes belong to, this group. 

When The French Lieutenant's Woman appeared in 1969, the term histo
riographie metafiction did not exist, whereas there was already a tradition of this 
kind of historical writing twenty years later when Sexing the Cherry, The 
Chymical Wedding, Possession, The Crown of Columbus and The Volcano 
Lover were published. Like works of historiographie metafiction, these post
modern romances build on the understanding that there is no way through 
which we can gain access to the reality of the past. This is a radical departure 
from the underlying principle of traditional historical romances, which is that his
torical literature can offer readers a vicarious experience of life in other times. 
But the conventions of historical romance were shaped in the nineteenth cen
tury, at a time when history was beginning to be an academic discipline, and be

1 Peter Ackroyd, Hawksmoor (1985; London: Abacus, 1989), Julian Barnes, Flaubert's Par
rot (1984; London: Picador, 1985), John Fowles, A Maggot (1985; London: Picador, 1991), 
Graham Swift, Waterland (1983; London: Picador, 1992). 
2 See Susana Onega, "British Historiographie Metafiction in the 1980s," British Postmod
ern Fiction, ed. Theo D'haen and Hans Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993) 47-61. 
3 See Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988; New 
York: Routledge, 1992) 105-40 for a discussion of historiographie metafiction. 
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fore the breakthroughs in feminism and New History. Thus, they largely depend 
on the idea that history is an unbiased, transparent account of past occurrences. 
Postmodern romances, in contrast, respond to some new ideas in the field of his
toriography, such as the realisations that history-writing is not an objective ac
tivity, and that historical events are only accessible to us in interpreted form. 

The distrust of history expressed in postmodern romances is not in itself par
ticularly postmodern. As I will show, the emphasis on the unstable nature of his
torical knowledge firmly places postmodern romances in a tradition which in
cludes seventeenth-century historiography, nineteenth-century novels and 
modernist thought. I believe, however, that the late twentieth-century discov
eries in the fields of women's and post-colonial studies are what have most 
shaped the view of history in postmodern romance. Marginalised groups have 
uncovered blatant gaps in conventional historical accounts, and shown the im
portance of retrieving oppositional and silenced voices from the past. Postmod
ern romances respond to such insights by focusing on subjective and sometimes 
conflicting histories, thereby highlighting the impossibility of totalising repre
sentations. 

I use the term 'traditional historical romance' to distinguish between post
modern historical romances and more well-known examples of the genre: gothic 
romances, adventure romances set in the past and women's historical romances. 
Even though this might lead to unfair generalisations in some cases, my argu
ments are mainly concerned with genre conventions, not individual works. The 
'gothic romances' are tales of mystery and horror, usually set in remote and ex
otic places, often in the distant past. The tradition of Sir Walter Scott, on the 
other hand, generally shows the past as progenitor of the present, but the sub
ject of the stories is adventure, rather than historical information. This tradition 
embraces adventure romances and cloak-and-dagger tales such as those written 
by Stanley Weyman, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Baroness Orczy, as well as 
Scott's more serious attempts to portray past societies and their ideals. The 
"women's historical romance" is here represented by Georgette Heyer, who to 
a great extent changed the nature of the historical romance by shifting her focus 
to women's concerns. Although their descriptions of historical times are not 
necessarily accurate, these kinds of historical romance usually provide unified 
pictures of the past. This, more than anything else, is what sets them apart from 
postmodern historical romances. 

My intention in this chapter is to juxtapose the views of the past in tradi
tional historical romances with those in postmodern romances, in order to show 
how the latter both criticise genre conventions and call attention to the possi
bility that conventional techniques may function ambiguously also in older lit
erature. I begin by arguing that postmodern romances replace the singular Voice 
of History with a multitude of historical voices, connecting them to recent de
velopments in historiography as well as to a long tradition of scepticism regard
ing the historiographer's ability to represent past reality. To provide a basis for 
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my discussion, I then outline the different views of the past in traditional and 
postmodern historical romances. Next, I argue that postmodern romances chal
lenge the idea that historical information gives a semblance of truth to historical 
fiction, and show how they ensure that reader, writer and narrative are firmly 
positioned in time. Finally I take up the contrasting conceptions of linear and 
circular time, and show that the idea of time as a circle is the one primarily oper
ating in postmodern romances. 

The voices of history 
The distinction between history and art dates back to Aristotle, and seems very 
clear-cut: history should be objective and present the facts of the past, whereas 
art should be subjective and deal with what could have happened, rather than 
what actually did occur. Art creates its own reality while history reports on a 
factual past reality. Over the years this distinction has been undermined from 
both quarters: authors have claimed that fiction may be just as capable of giving 
a true picture of the past as history-writing, and historians have despaired of the 
ability of history in the academy to do so. New Historicists have questioned 
whether history can ever reveal the truth about other ages, since we can only 
know the past through documents and artefacts. History becomes a narrative, 
since it is ultimately based on narratives, and thus the historian becomes a narra
tor, telling a story of the past. Such insights have meant that the objectivity of 
the historiographer has been questioned, leading to a move from "the ideal of 
the Voice of History to that of heteroglossia."4 When no unalterable truths are 
available, history-writers have been forced to include multiple perspectives in 
their texts, and acknowledge their own subjectivity. This connects recent de
velopments in historiographie theory with what has been called "destructionist 
postmodernism," which denies literature the power to represent anything ex
cept itself, since language cannot reflect reality, but on the contrary, is what 
constitutes the world. A logical consequence of this view is that the question of 
who produces a text becomes all the more important.5 

The lack of faith in history-writing as conveyor of the truth about the past 
does not originate either with New Historicism or poststructuralism, however. 

4 Peter Burke, New Perspectives on Historical Writing (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991) 6. 

5 Hans Bertens uses the term "destructionist postmodernism" in The Idea of the Postmod
ern: A History (London: Routledge, 1995) 7. Bertens ties the term to Barthes and Derrida, 
who through their insistence on the self-reflexivity of language and the death of the undi
vided subject attacked the ability of language to represent the world, but failed to see that 
this actually politicized the text, rather than made it politically "free." Bertens argues that 
"[i]f representations do not and cannot represent the world, then inevitably all representa
tions are political, in that they cannot help reflecting the ideological frameworks within 
which they arise. The end of representation thus leads us back to the question of author
ship." According to Bertens, the "textual, self-reflexive orientation" of postmodernism lost 
its attraction in the early 1980s. As I see it, the insistence on the author's subjectvity is an 
acknowledgement of the political nature of texts. 
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The first lines of By att's Possession describe a copy of Giambattista Vico's 
Principj di Scienza Nuova, an eighteenth-century work where the historiogra
phy of the period is criticised on the grounds that contemporary historians fail 
to recognise the fact that their sources are "not the products of impartial, objec
tive observers, whose reports [conform] to scientific norms of accuracy," and 
that historians themselves interpret "historical and literary evidence on the as
sumption that it is the product of ways of thought proper to, and possible only 
for, societies much later than those which actually produce it."6 Vico's New 
Science is concerned with how to avoid these errors in history-writing and cre
ate a sound epistemological basis for history as a science. It is doubtful whether 
the belief in any such basis is still present in postmodern literature, which is fre
quently overtly anachronistic in its presentation of the past. But this anachro
nistic perspective also relates postmodern historiographie fiction to Vico's 
claims about the unreliability of historical sources, and reinforces his view of 
writers as irrevocably tied to their own times.7 These are key concepts in post
modern historical romances. 

A. S. Byatt points out that even though it is "often seen as a modern dis
covery that history is necessarily fictive," this was "in fact a pervasive nine
teenth-century perception."8 In the year 1800, Maria Edgeworth expresses dis
trust of both the historiographer and the biographer when she writes in the 
preface to Castle Rackrent that "there is much uncertainty even in the best 
authenticated ancient or modern histories" and that biographers may be partial, 
and consequently blind to the defects of their heroes.9 These remarks introduce 
a fictional biography of the Rackrent family, straightforwardly narrated by 
Thady Quirk, a faithful steward who is incapable of seeing even the most fla
grant faults of his employers. The narrator is a comic figure, his subjectivity ap
parent from the first page, but Edgeworth's preface forces a comparison be
tween "Old Thady" and biographers and historians with more authority. 
Thady's open, albeit unconscious, subjectivity invites readers to draw their own 
conclusions from the tale, whereas readers are more likely to accept unques-
tioningly accounts by academic writers, because their partiality to their subjects 
is more elegantly concealed. The formal style adopted by historians and biogra
phers is precarious, because it gives the appearance of an objectivity that the 
writers do not, in fact, possess. Edgeworth's arguments could equally well be 
applied to those historical novels which claim to transmit a faithful reflection of 
past reality to the reader. 

6 Leon Pompa, Vico: A Study of the 'New Science \ 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1990) 10-11. 
7 As opposed to writers of postmodern romance, Vico of course believes that it is possible 
for historians to detach themselves from their own cultural constraints. 
8 A. S. Byatt, Passions of the Mind: Selected Writings (1991; London: Vintage, 1993) 35. 
9 Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent and the Absentee (1800; Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 
1994) 3-4. 
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Over a century later, Lytton Strachey expresses ideas concerning the tem
poral and cultural bonds of the historiographer, and the subjectivity of the 
writer, that help to show that postmodernism has not severed its links with early 
twentieth-century modernism. Methods may be different and opinions more 
pronounced today, but the suspicion of history as an objective science is pres
ent in 1918, when Strachey formulates it in his preface to Eminent Victorians: 

The history of the Victorian Age will never be written: we know too 
much about it. For ignorance is the first requisite of the historian - igno
rance, which simplifies and clarifies, which selects and omits, with a 
placid perfection unattainable by the highest art.10 

Strachey's words indicate that at the beginning of the twentieth century the 
general view of the discipline of history is that it is expected to offer a complete 
explanation of past times. When conveying a coherent picture of the past is 
seen as the goal of history-writing, it becomes impossible to write a history of 
the Victorian Age, since the final truth about the period simply cannot be told. It 
also becomes highly questionable whether the history of any age can be or has 
been written. Whether the problem is too much information or too little informa
tion, historiography cannot produce a true picture of the past. Strachey chooses 
to turn to biography instead, but this field, too, is fraught with uncertainty, sub
jectivity and coincidence: "I have sought to examine and elucidate certain 
fragments of the truth which took my fancy and lay to my hand."n Even 
though Strachey seems to believe in his ability to present his information 
"dispassionately, impartially and without ulterior intentions," a second reading 
of his words reveals that he had at least an unconscious knowledge of the fact 
that this might be impossible. He states his aim in writing Eminent Victorians as 
an attempt "to lay bare the facts of some cases, as I understand them" thus 
emphasising his function as interpreter and acknowledging his own subjectiv
ity.12 

The examples of Vico, Edgeworth and Strachey show how postmodern lit
erature echoes a scepticism of traditional history-writing which has built up over 
a long period of time. A more recent development in historiography which has 
significantly promoted this suspicious attitude is the research carried out in the 
field of women's history. In a very tangible way, feminist scholars have made it 
apparent how women have been excluded from the history books, showing that 
it is not a matter of indifference that textbooks have until recently almost exclu
sively been written by men.13 Conventional histories have been questioned, and 

10 Lytton Strachey, Eminent Victorians (1918; London: Chatto and Windus, 1948) 6. 
11 Strachey 7, my emphasis. 
12 Strachey 8, my emphasis. 
13 See for instance June Purvis, "Hidden from History," The Polity Reader in Gender 
Studies (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) 135-142. 
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[t]he "post-modernist" assumptions which inform new history and new 
historicism, for example, were partly generated by the theoretical breaks 
of the second wave of the women's movement, by feminist criticism of 
male-centered knowledges for their assumption of "objectivity," by 
feminist assertion of the political and historically specific nature of 
knowledge itself, and by feminist analyses of their cultural construction 
of female identity.14 

I suggest that the findings of feminist historians have had a powerful impact on 
the way history is treated in postmodern romances like Possession and The Vol
cano Lover, and that the prominent role played by women characters in these 
books is an implied criticism of traditional history-writing. The view of history in 
The Crown of Columbus, similarly, is certainly influenced by the emerging histo
ries of the former colonies and other marginalised groups in society - in this 
case, Native American histories specifically. 

Postmodernism is deeply concerned with the marginal15 - the regional, the 
unrepresented, the oppressed - and it is only logical that postmodern romances 
should adopt a view of history-writing which has been influenced by decoloni
sation and feminism.16 This does not mean that postmodern romances accept, for 
example, totalising feminist history as an alternative to the conventional male-
dominated approach. Even though Possession attacks traditional male-oriented 
history-writing by showing how inaccurate the research about the poet Ash has 
been until a woman's history is also included, the same attack is made on the 
feminist scholarship devoted to Christabel LaMotte. Pure feminist research can
not reveal the truth either, and it is only when the stories of men and women are 
researched together that knowledge is approached. Even then, a conclusive an
swer cannot be reached, as the Postscript to Possession makes clear. 

While the ideal of the Voice of History prevailed, contradictions had to be 
suppressed, whereas present-day historiography realises that an understanding 
of the past is even more out of reach unless irreconcilable descriptions of people 
and events are included. Conflicts can only be understood if the views of all 
parties involved are allowed, and no position is privileged above the others. Still, 
readers expect patterns and explanations. Undisguised subjectivity is probably 
the most common method used by contemporary scholars in order to come to 
terms with the simultaneous need for overall structure and dissenting voices, 
and historians now acknowledge their affiliations and introduce themselves as 
Marxists, feminists, liberal humanists etc. If the writer admits to being biased, 
what looks like prejudiced opinions can be accepted, and a specific world-view 
can be used to organise the work. A feminist study, for example, does not really 

14 Judith Lowder Newton, "History as Usual? Feminism and the 'New Historicism'," The 
New Historicism, ed. H. Aram Veeser (New York: Routledge, 1989) 153. 
15 Hutcheon, Poetics 57-73. 
16 Burke. 9. 
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become a "totalising narrative" unless it is presented as impartial. Cognisant of 
the writer's position, readers can disengage themselves from the text, lose their 
roles as consumers and become co-producers. In a similar way, the emphasis on 
the author's subjectivity in postmodern romances reminds the reader that the 
work is the product of a specific writer's imagination. 

Taken together, these insights about the indeterminate nature of historical 
knowledge could lead to either a radically altered way of dealing with history in 
literature or a refusal to deal with it at all. Since any complete understanding of 
the contemporary period is also out of reach, postmodern writers have opted for 
the first choice. A logical conclusion has to be that it is more or less impossible 
to represent past or present reality in art with any claim to unbiased truthfulness. 
The purpose in postmodern romances, therefore, is not to reveal the true mean
ing of the past, but to use stories of the past to explore and lay bare the systems 
we use to make events in the past meaningful. Different paradigms - personal, 
scientific, religious or political - yield different truths, presented through the 
multiple narrative perspectives in postmodern romances. Events in history are 
not denied, but cannot be finally defined, and the uncertain character of histori
cal knowledge is foregrounded. In clear contrast to the escape from reality pro
vided in seamless traditional romances, the use of distancing effects in postmod
ern romances precludes even the privileged position of the reality created by 
plot. Historical references can no longer enhance the truth-value of fiction; the 
relationship has been reversed in postmodern romances, where fiction questions 
the truth-value of history. 

Viewing the past 
The postmodern historical romance is the latest variety of a genre which has 
been in a constant process of change. Nevertheless, surprisingly many of the 
kinds of historical romance that have developed in the last two hundred years 
continue to be written and printed. This is true for instance of the gothic ro
mance, beginning to be popular in the late eighteenth century and still widely 
read today. It is also true of the historical adventure romance which was the 
dominant type at the end of the nineteenth century, and of the romantic stories 
intended primarily for women introduced in the 1920s. In the historical ro
mances written between 1890 and 1990, Helen Hughes detects "a move from 
presenting the past as progenitor of the present to presenting it as self-enclosed 
and different from the present."17 There is, despite this observation, no clear lin
ear development of the use of history in traditional romances, since in gothic 
romances, dating from a time that precedes the end of the period Hughes has 
studied by at least two centuries, it is the exotic otherness of the past, its differ
ence from the contemporary period, which proves the greatest attraction of his-

17 Helen Hughes, The Historical Romance (London and New York: Routledge, 1993) 8. 



112 

tory. An exotic past is self-contained, and any criticism of historical practices of
fered relates to conditions in the past only, because according to this view the 
past is unconnected with the present. The foremost motive is to promote escap
ism and therefore the strangeness of the past needs to be preserved, as in Horace 
Walpole's The Castle of Otranto: 

Miracles, visions, necromancy, dreams, and other preternatural events, 
are exploded now even from romances. That was not the case when our 
author wrote; much less when the story itself is supposed to have hap
pened. Belief in every kind of prodigy was so established in those dark 
ages, that an author would not be faithful to the manners of the times 
who should omit all mention of them. He is not bound to believe them 
himself, but he must represent his actors as believing them.18 

Apparently Walpole attempts to reinstall qualities which he believes belong to, 
but are disappearing from, the romance. These include a mysterious atmosphere, 
supernatural events and medieval views, which create in the tale a vision of the 
past as another place, distinct and distant from the present. Apart from the pref
ace, Walpole's story does not contain any links to the author's contemporary 
period. The family sagas of the 1980s, on the other hand, typically focus on the 
past as the beginning of modern capitalist society, especially in those stories 
about hard-working and successful businesswomen by writers like Barbara 
Taylor Bradford.19 The various types of historical romance continue to co-exist, 
as do the different uses of history in these books. 

When George Eliot introduces Adam Bede with a comparison between the 
author and a sorcerer, she highlights two of the most important uses of historical 
subject matter in traditional, as opposed to postmodern, literature: "With a single 
drop of ink for a mirror, the Egyptian sorcerer undertakes to reveal to any 
chance comer far-reaching visions of the past. This is what I undertake to do for 
you, reader."20 The keywords are 'mirror' and 'visions'. The past is used as a 
mirror of the present in, for instance, nineteenth-century realist literature de
scribing periods of transition in history and interpreting these as signs of prog
ress - the "Whiggish" approach. This function of history is present in some his
torical romances as well, for instance Sir Walter Scott's novels, which apparently 
are "dedicated to proving the inevitability of modernity, of Whig progress, 
whilst preserving the premodern as the locus of tourist nostalgia."21 In obvious 

18 Horace Walpole, Preface to the First Edition, The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story, by 
Horace Walpole, ed. W. S. Lewis (1964; Oxford: Oxford UP, 1982) 4, original emphasis. 
Walpole's use of the phrase "our author" is explained by the circumstance that he first 
published the work as a translation from the Italian, thus enhancing its credibility as a faith
ful representation of a distant past. 
19 Barbara Taylor Bradford, A Woman of Substance (1979; London: Harper, 1989) is an 
early example of this kind of family saga. 
20 George Eliot, Adam Bede (1859; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1985) 49. 
21 Diane Elam, Romancing the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1992) 51. 



113 

opposition to the representation of history in gothic tales, Scott advocates the 
view that there is a cause-effect relationship between past and present.22 This, 
too, entails seeing history as self-contained to a certain extent, because once his
torical events or conditions have been explained as progenitors of the present-
day situation, the interpretation of history becomes unchangeable. Stanley 
Weyman and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, writing historical romances in the tradi
tion of Scott in the 1890s and early 1900s, often use the history element to 
show that their contemporary society is organised according to historical prece
dent, and in this way their historical adventure-romances legitimise the present 
order by holding up the past as a mirror. Similarly, but less unambiguously, a jus
tification of women's subordinate roles in society can be effected in historical 
romances for women, where even the spunkiest of heroines needs to be rescued 
by a man at the end. Even though the female characters in, for instance, Geor
gette Hey er's romances rebel in many ways against their position in society and 
the rules of the polite world, the stories also suggest that the present unequal 
relationship between men and women has a historical basis and make it appear 
natural. 

Authors of historical novels and romances usually have a clear conception 
of the world, past and present, against which they shape their material and select 
their facts. This is no less true of historians in the academy who, despite attempts 
at impartiality, read the past according to their present beliefs. There is nothing 
particularly strange about this, and writers of all kinds do it. What is remarkable 
is the fact that many readers expect information about the past to be objective. 
By acknowledging the cultural and social confinement of writer, reader and 
subject, postmodern writers of historical romance can do away with the pre
tence of objectivity altogether. Instead they emphasise their subjectivity and 
question the notion that people are essentially the same, regardless of when or 
where they live. At one stroke this attitude undermines the view of history as a 
mirror of the present and, if not eliminates then at least significantly weakens, 
the impact of the writer's own world-vision on the work. The overall perception 
of history in the romance in question consequently settles how references to the 
past can function. 

Still, it would be a mistake to equate 'historical romance' with 'historical 
study', and attack romances for taking liberties with the facts of the past. Their 
primaiy function has never been to represent historical truths, and Scott, the 
main representative of historical romance, often sacrifices historical realism for 
the demands of the story, as when in a defensive footnote to Ivanhoe he pro
claims that he will not "allow that the author of a modern antique romance is 
obliged to confine himself to the introduction of those manners only which can 

22 Scott admired Walpole's The Castle of Otranto, but viewed Ann Radcliffe and her fol
lowers with contempt. 
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be proved to have absolutely existed in the times he is depicting."23 In the in
troduction to The Betrothed he goes even further, making one of the characters 
declare "history, you know, is half fiction."24 An ambiguous, unstable relation
ship between factual and fictional history is typical of the genre, so to write 
about historical periods in the form of the romance is to accept that "history" 
does not equal "truth". As Northrop Frye points out, "[t]he romantic tendency 
is anti-representational,"25 which makes the romance form a logical choice for 
postmodern writers who want to question the possibility of representation. 

At the same time, part of the attraction of historical romance is that it seems 
to give readers an experience of the past, so even though such romances take 
liberties with past reality, this is usually not underscored. Traditional historical 
romances generally have "truth of coherence," that is, characterisation, setting 
and historical details cohere within the narrative and give a semblance of truth. 
It is only when the romance is compared with other works of history that it can 
be discovered that this does not equal "truth of correspondence" to the histori
cal reality.26 That historical romances take liberties with the facts of the past is, 
however, not an aspect of the genre that is questioned in postmodern romances. 
On the contrary, it is accepted as one of the conventions of romance writing: 
Byatt, as well as other authors of postmodern romance, has learnt from Haw
thorne that historical romances do not have to be realistic accounts of the 
past.27 What is under scrutiny is rather the illusory coherence of the past in tra
ditional historical romances, and postmodern romances foreground this by un
dermining the picture of the past as unified reality. In The French Lieutenant's 
Woman the past is constantly commented on in relation to the present, forcing 
the understanding that our views of history are inevitably conditioned by the 
times we live in. The Chymical Wedding and Possession achieve a similar effect 
by alternating between a nineteenth- and a twentieth-century perspective, 
which situates reader and writer in the present, rather than the historical period 
described in the books. Postmodern romances also include inconsistencies 
within the story itself, for example by submitting contradictory accounts from 
eye-witnesses or by showing how our images of the past are based on subjec
tive interpretations. In The Crown of Columbus, Vivian Twostar is driven by her 
need to "produce incontrovertible evidence that would return at least a fraction 
of the much-ballyhooed discovery [of America] back to the discoverees" (CC 

23 Sir Walter Scott, Ivanhoe (1819; London: Collins, 1962) 467-68. 
24 Sir Walter Scott, The Betrothed (1825; London: Oxford UP, 1912) xxviii. 
25 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance (1976; Cam
bridge MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 38. 
26 Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (1989; London: Routledge, 1993) 80. 
27 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Preface, The House of the Seven Gables, by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(1851; London: Everyman, 1995) 3-5. Byatt explicitly refers to Hawthorne, saying that 
Possession could learn from Hawthorne that "a historical romance is not realist." A. S. 
Byatt, "In the grip of Possession," Independent, 2 Feb. 1995: 26. 
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269). She acknowledges her own vested interest in the project at the same time 
as she makes fun of Roger Williams, who "can't stand that someone knows 
something about Columbus that doesn't fit with his research. It might screw up 
the meter in his epic poem" (CC 264). Both Roger and Vivian try to create their 
own versions of Columbus the man as well as of his discovery of America, both 
of them true, neither of them complete, because a final version is unattainable: 

I found my truths in a chain of events that moved forward, but I could 
not deny the possibility of a reverse direction. The present was but a 
floating, random dot, a dancing cursor, and the scroll moved both ways. 
Columbus, idea if not man, was before us and behind us and beside us. 
He was Nash asleep and he was Cobb's manufactured family ghost. He 
was my explorer and Vivian's nemesis. He was the capital of Ohio, and 
he was a country terrorized by drug cartels. He was the excuse for hun
dreds of federally funded quincentenary committees from which Indians 
and Hispanics and Italians were scrupulously not excluded, and he was 
the impetus for yet one more expedition mounted by officious agents of 
the National Geographic Society. Who he really was was at once irrele
vant and crucial, an enigma that, if repeatedly solved, could never be 
allowed to disappear. (CC 236) 

Roger's reflection neatly summarises the view of history in postmodern ro
mances: although its truths are multiple and elusive, the past is of vital impor
tance to the present. 

More clearly than traditional historical romances, the postmodern varieties 
stress their own fictionality. This means that even though the historical parts of 
the narratives provide colour and contain authentic period details, their authen
ticity is undermined from the beginning. In this way, postmodern romances af
firm the postmodern tenet that any representation of the past is a construction, 
in apparent contradiction to the strong sense of history in the works, which fre
quently makes their own particular constructions of the past seem very accu
rate.28 While they recognise that historical meaning cannot be finally deter
mined, postmodern romances are consequently not ahistorical. Possession, for 
example, can be described as a powerful statement that history and biography 
actually do matter; not as dead items which can be possessed, but as living in
fluences on our lives and our views of the world. Byatt does not offer sweeping 
descriptions of the Victorian past, however, but firmly locates both the nine
teenth- and the twentieth-century characters in time and place, emphasising 
their specificity, as well as their interconnectedness. As a result, the representa
tion of the mid-nineteenth century in Possession does not claim universality or 
totality, something which is further underscored by the fact that most of the in
formation about the past is given in pseudo-historical documents, each docu
ment offering only partial - in the sense of both subjective and fragmented -
truths. 

28 Hutcheon, Politics 66-67. 
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A semblance of truth? 
A leading function of information about the past in traditional historical ro
mances is that it lends verisimilitude. The names of public figures, dates of battles 
and descriptions of household details give the plot an appearance of authentic
ity.29 Writers draw on general historical knowledge to place their narratives in 
time and give readers some indication of what manners and morals they are to 
expect, and usually go on to describe the period in more detail. That the in-
depth descriptions of a past reality largely depend on the writer's imagination is 
usually overlooked.30 Since the readers' knowledge of history has been alerted 
by references to well-known historical incidents or objects, verifiable and con
sequently "true", it is quite possible that they readily also accept those "facts" 
created by the author as true. This, I believe, is why Janice Radway's interview
ees consider that they learn a lot from reading popular romances: "nearly every 
reader informed me that the novels teach them about faraway places and times 
and instruct them in the customs of other cultures."31 Even though the women 
Radway has interviewed usually recognise the unrealistic nature of the plot, 
they separate plot and setting, and consider the setting true and only the plot to 
a certain extent fantastic. History has the status of outside authority, and the 
writer's descriptions of purely fictional people's homes and habits take on a ve
neer of careful research. The fact that these details from history are included in a 
story many readers find incredible is not in itself enough to discredit the descrip
tion of the past in a popular historical romance. 

Period details create an illusion of realism, and especially when the details 
are descriptions of ordinary activities like dressing, cooking or travelling, "the 
reader is invited to experience a period in the past in a way which is easily 
meaningful to her, but at the same time, has its own precise individuality; a de
vice to aid identification with the scene."32 In contrast, Fowles's description of 
Charles Smithson in his fossil-collecting outfit obstructs identification by posi
tioning the reader in the present: 

He would have made you smile, for he was carefully equipped for his 
role. He wore stout nailed boots and canvas gaiters that rose to encase 
Norfolk breeches of heavy flannel. There was a tight and absurdly long 

29 As an example, Barbara Cartland, Afraid (London: Arrow, 1981) is introduced by an 
"Author's Note" giving a few details about Paris in the 1830s, the French King Louis 
Philippe and the cost of living in England during the period. These details have very little -
if anything - to do with the plot of the book. 
30 This is connected to the idea of reference: if a writer of fiction describes a house, does 
this house have any correspondence to an actual house? Is the Duke of Wellington referred 
to in a historical romance the same Duke who lived at a particular moment in the past? In 
other words, can words and names refer to anything outside the text? For a discussion of the 
"problem of reference", see Hutcheon Poetics 141-57. 
31 Janice A. Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy and Popular Literature 
(1984; London: Verso, 1994) 107. 
32 Hughes 20. 
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coat to match; a canvas wideawake hat of an indeterminate beige; a 
massive ashplant, which he had bought on his way to the Cobb; and a 
voluminous rucksack, from which you might have shaken out an al
ready heavy array of hammers, wrappings, notebooks, pillboxes, adzes 
and heaven knows what else. Nothing is more incomprehensible to us 
than the methodicality of the Victorians; one sees it best (at its most lu
dicrous) in the advice so liberally handed out to travellers in the early 
editions of Baedeker. Where, one wonders, can any pleasure have been 
left? How, in the case of Charles, can he not have seen that light clothes 
would have been more comfortable? (FLW 45) 

The commenting narrator in The French Lieutenant's Woman advances the 
view that we are not able to understand from our position in the twentieth cen
tury what governed people a hundred years ago or earlier. Our opinions about 
the reality of the past change with time because our models of behaviour and 
our sense-making systems change. But the picture Fowles offers has it both 
ways: it gives a sense of the past, of realism, at the same time as it creates dis
tance by ensuring that the reader is still placed in the late 1960s . 

But distancing effects are sometimes present in traditional historical ro
mances as well, and the sweeping comment that history is used for reasons of 
credibility in such books does not give the whole picture. The sources of 
Scott's Ivanhoe are given as 

the singular Anglo-Norman MS., which Sir Arthur Wardour preseves 
with such jealous care in the third drawer of his oaken cabinet, scarcely 
allowing any one to touch it, and being himself not able to read one 
syllable of its contents.33 

Factual history is replaced by fictional. Similarly, Scott's Redgauntlet is about a 
fictitious Jacobite rebellion, and the story is mainly told through letters between 
two of the main characters.34 The letters produce verisimilitude if readers can 
believe that people write such long and such literary epistles, but the illusion is 
broken at the end. The Conclusion is allegedly written by Dr Dryasdust, who 
represents history-as-fact and whose very name creates a distance, so that his 
summing-up of what has happened to the various characters in the story be
comes as implausible as his name. In this way, Scott emphasises the fictional na
ture of his work - but not until the whole story has been told. 

The Jacobite rebellion in Redgauntlet never happened, but when historical 
romances use well-known historical contexts as their setting, as for instance The 
Scarlet Pimpernel stories use the French Revolution, this not only helps to 
validate the story, but is also a way of validating the opinions and beliefs pro
moted in the book: 

33 Scott, Ivanhoe 51. 
34 Sir Walter Scott, Redgauntlet, ed. Kathryn Sutherland (1824; Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990). 
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'Realism' and 'history' together, then, validate the romantic elements, 
but in so doing the 'realism' of the text invites a reading of both roman
tic and historical situations which involves an identification with spe
cific social and political values; it may be the assent to these, rather than 
the details of either the romantic story or, in this case, the invented his
tory [a revolution in an imaginary Balkan country in Barbara Cartland's 
The Proud Princess, 1976], which may be remembered as 'true' by the 
reader. The values seem all the more relevant since they are seen to op
erate not only in the invented situation but also, through the way in 
which the invented history is dovetailed into real events (the Paris 
Commune, in this case), in the 'real' world as well.35 

The postmodern romance writer in my sample who most extensively uses a 
known historical event and actual historical characters is Susan Sontag in The 
Volcano Lover. She also, however, emphasises the process of choice in history-
writing, which counteracts the function of history as validation of the story, 
since this is based on the idea that what we believe we know of history is objec
tively true. When this condition is removed, it follows that appeals to history 
cannot give credibility to the plot or validate any attitudes at all. On the open
ing page of The Volcano Lover, Sontag suggests that history is "a flea market": 
"But there may be something valuable, there. Not valuable, exactly. But some
thing I would want. Want to rescue. Something that speaks to me. To my long
ings. Speaks to, speaks of' (VL 3, original emphasis). If history is seen as a flea 
market, the consequence is obviously that historical references in a work of fic
tion authenticate nothing, because depending on which information the writer 
picks from the stalls, history can be used to authenticate anything. Sontag indi
cates that what comes first is what speaks to and of the writer. This implies that 
the possible value of information that speaks of people and periods is only of 
secondary importance. The information that survives is only that which has 
outlasted previous processes of choice and rejection. This is what Vivian 
Twostar in The Crown of Columbus realises, as she is looking for stored-away 
documents in the basement of the university library: 

Assignment of worth is the most subjective of measurements, fluid and 
fickle. Objects and papers that had, to one or another of Dartmouth's 
sons, been of incalculable worth, the things first saved in case of fire or 
flood, were to a basement receiving clerk like so many unwelcome bun
dles of autumn leaves. (CC 130-31) 

Searching for information, as well as writing about historical occurrences, in
volves selecting a version of the past, and the choice is conditioned by the se
lector's aims. In The Crown of Columbus, Henry Cobb is looking for a 
"lucrative Columbus," Roger Williams for a "heroic one," and Vivian Twostar 
for "a villain, a pillager, an obtuse spoiler, a foil for her derisive pride" (CC 281). 

35 Hughes 24. 
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Facts that do not fit in with people's overall designs may easily be overlooked 
or even suppressed, with the result that intentional or unintentional falsifications 
of the past may occur. 

Susan Sontag's comment on deliberate misrepresentations sets the painter in 
the narrator's role: 

Sometimes it's acceptable not to tell the truth, the full truth, when 
relating or rendering the past. Sometimes it is necessary. 

According to the norms of history painting at that time, the artist 
must preserve the larger truth of a subject from the claims of a literal, 
that is, inferior, truth. With a great subject, it is that subject's greatness 
which the painter must endeavor to depict. (VL 196) 

A painted portrait, consequently, is no more objective than a fictional story. To
day, Sontag suggests, people are less willing to accept idealising representa
tions: "We want to admire but think we have a right not to be intimidated. We 
dislike feeling inferior to an ideal. So away with ideals, with essences" (VL 197). 
A not too unlikely result of this view is that it might make artists emphasise the 
negative rather than the positive qualities of their subjects, but this only means 
that accurate representation is still unattainable. 

If the subjectivity of the writer could somehow be removed, the unreliability 
of the historical sources themselves would still remain. Not even first-hand in
formation is any guarantee of truth, but is coloured by the motives of those who 
supply it: at the end of The Volcano Lover, four characters speak from beyond 
the grave, but they tell their individual stories and try to justify their own ac
tions. They may have gained a certain perspective, but not even death has cre
ated consensus or caused them to view what happened in the same way. Verac
ity is a subjective concept: 

Even an eyewitness account can only offer one limited interpretation of 
what happened; another could be different, because of many things, in
cluding background knowledge, circumstances, angle of vision, or what 
is at stake for that witness.36 

John Fowles's narrator believes that an objectively true rendering of the past is 
impossible. In The French Lieutenant's Woman he highlights the narrow line 
between fact and fiction when he shows how we falsify even accounts of our 
personal history: 

A character is either 'real' or 'imaginary'? If you think that, hypocrite 
lecteur, I can only smile. You do not even think of your own past as 
quite real; you dress it up, you gild it or blacken it, censor it, tinker with 
it. . . fictionalize it, in a word, and put it away on a shelf - your book, 

36 Hutcheon, Politics 79. 
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your romanced autobiography. We are all in flight from the real reality. 
That is a basic definition of Homo Sapiens. (FLW 87) 

In other words, if we cannot be trusted to know the truth about our own past, 
how could we ever aspire to know the reality of the past of others? Fowles's 
observation certainly reinforces the claim in postmodern romances that historical 
accounts cannot be trusted. Yet this does not really make subjective interpreta
tions less true. As Nash Twostar's Navajo grandmother makes him realise, 

[t]ruth was all in the story, in the way it was told and in who was doing 
the telling. It could change in a minute or remain the same forever. A 
truth lasted only until a better one came along and replaced it. Or sat 
along it, an equally plausible alternative. (CC 362) 

In postmodern romances, the past emerges as a series - not necessarily in 
chronological sequence - of plausible alternatives. 

In Scott's Redgauntlet, the correspondence between Darsie Latimer and 
Alan Fairford supports the fiction that the work is authentic -at least superfi
cially. Seen in conjunction with postmodern romances, Scott's strategy appears 
less transparent. Postmodern romance writers often use documents to show how 
risky it is to trust the information in them, and to a certain extent Scott achieves 
the same effect by filtering every piece of information in Redgauntlet through a 
particular informant. The overall impression is one of accord and coherence, 
however, which is seldom the case in postmodern romances.37 In The Crown of 
Columbus, the main source of information about Columbus's journey to Amer
ica is the diary edited by Bartolomé de Las Casas. As Vivian Twostar finds out, 
some important pieces have been expurgated from the work - or perhaps never 
been submitted to the editor. The new diary Vivian discovers records an event 
which shows that Columbus recognised a system of rulership among the Native 
Americans he first encountered, a fact which makes his colonising feat even 
more aggressive than it has been regarded. With the help of these new data, 
Vivian Twostar is able to rewrite history by reclaiming a place for those people 
whose views were never considered in the official report of the colonisation. 

More than a third of Possession consists of documents of various kinds, 
most of them highly accomplished pastiches of nineteenth-century poems, sto
ries, letters and journals. 'The archive' takes an unusually prominent place in the 
work. It is a celebration of the act of reading, but also reinforces the idea that we 
have no access to the past as past, only to the fragmentary narratives of it that 
have survived. The past is only accessible today as product. The multitude of 
quotations, allusions and wholly fictional documents included in the work 

37 Mark A. Weinstein, "Law, History and the Nightmare of Romance in Redgauntlet 
Scott and His Influence, ed. J. H. Alexander and David Hewitt (Aberdeen: Association for 
Scottish Literary Studies, 1983) 140, points out, however, that the final scenes of 
Redgauntlet "neither grow out of nor resolve the preceding actions of the novel." Nor do 
Alan Fairford or Darsie Latimer play any significant role at the climax. 
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points to the process of interpretation and the subjectivity inevitably entailed in 
this activity. History, too, becomes text, because "we only know of those past 
events through their discursive inscription, their traces in the present."38 As a 
result the relation between past and present becomes intertextual, fluid instead 
of fixed. Postmodern romances insist "upon the textuality of history,"39 but 
even though this position recognises the prominent role - and the limitations -
of interpretations, it does not take away the desire to know, to piece together 
bits of information in order to try to understand the past. Possession certainly 
takes both stances, is indeed structured like a quest for knowledge about the 
past at the same time as it questions totalising descriptions of it. 

Because Possession is centred on research, the unreliability of past (and 
present) documents becomes particularly clear. First Byatt shows how an entire 
academic industry has been based on insufficient information about the Victo
rian poet Randolph Ash, and then goes on to describe how further research de
tects contradictory accounts from eye-witnesses, thus making any single, incon
testable interpretation of events impossible. Similarly, the feminist scholars de
scribed have to realise that their representation of Christabel LaMotte as a femi
nist role model has been founded on incomplete records of her life. Academic 
results are always subject to change when new material is discovered or old ma
terial re-interpreted, and each new document unearthed in Possession qualifies 
the information in its predecessors. This does not mean that the inclusion of the 
documents constitutes a steady progression towards a final explanation, be
cause then the outcome of Possession should logically have been the revelation 
of an objective truth about Ash and LaMotte, instead of a Postscript suggesting 
that the whole story is still not known {Possession 508-11). What Byatt shows 
very clearly instead is that there is no "single truth" about the past to be dis
covered. 

It is the sense-making documents, the biographies, the explanations of and 
narratives about the past which are revealed to be inaccurate. In such texts the 
past is ordered and structured, the meaning of events is clarified, but the subjec
tivity of the writer is largely concealed. This prompts Vivian Twostar's realisa
tion in The Crown of Columbus that biography-writing is not an objective ac
tivity. The information she finds seems "arranged more to carry out the private 
agendas of Columbus's biographers than to prove objectively one theory or 
another" (CC 99). Here, as in Possession, it is the writer's position as authority 
that is mistrusted. In a newspaper interview A. S. Byatt answers the question of 
how she would feel about someone writing a biography of her: 

She reacts instantly: 'I wouldn't allow it. I've given strict instructions in 
my will that none of my letters may be made available for such a pur

38 Hutcheon, Poetics 97. 
39 Elam 97. 
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pose.' Why? She says that another person's version of her life would 
be a lie. 'Lazy people would assume that it was true.'40 

How unreliable "versions of other people's lives" can be is precisely what is 
accentuated in Possession, and Byatt makes her position even clearer in a 
newspaper article about the book where she says: " I do believe that biogra
phies are a kind of shadow-play, and that what really mattered is likely to elude 
the piecers-together of lives."41 

Nevertheless, the poems and stories from the past in Possession are shown 
to contain important information, for instance the identical line in Ash's Ask to 
Embla and LaMotte's The Fairy Melusina, which suggests that the poets had 
visited the same place, and presumably been there together {Possession 237). 
However, these texts are not authoritative renderings of events, intended to ex
plain them, but written for quite different purposes, and intensely subjective at 
that. Likewise, the letters Possession abounds with are aimed at one specific 
reader, not posterity. Therefore, as Roland Micheli realises, they are unstructured 
narratives which do not really impose any sense of order on reality: 

Letters, Roland discovered, are a form of narrative that envisages no 
outcome, no closure. His time was the time of the dominance of narra
tive theories. Letters tell no story, because they do not know, from line 
to line, where they are going. . . . Letters, finally, exclude not only the 
reader as co-writer, or predictor, or guesser, but they exclude the reader 
as reader, they are written, if they are true letters, for a reader. 
(Possession 130-131, original emphasis.) 

Letters are not intended for other readers than their addressees, which means 
that there are omissions and obscure references, as well as continuations of ar
guments begun during personal meetings between the correspondents. The let
ters in Possession are very different from Scott's letters in Redgauntlet, which 
are judiciously structured and fairly impersonal in tone - narratives masquerad
ing as letters. 

Like the letters, Darsie Latimer's journal in Redgauntlet is primarily a story, 
only thinly disguised as personal account. In Possession, on the other hand, 
journals and letters are presented neither as authoritative descriptions nor reli
able historical sources, but as private documents, conditioned by and written for 
personal reasons. An important source of information about Randolph Ash is his 
wife's journal, but Ellen Ash is very aware of the probable fate of papers left by 
or connected to a famous person: 

Who can endure to think of greedy hands furrowing through Dickens's 
desk for his private papers, for these records of personal sentiment that 

40 A. S. Byatt, Interview, "Self-portrait of a Victorian polymath," by Kate Kellaway, Ob-
server 16 Sept. 1990: 45. 
41 Byatt, "In the grip of Possession." 
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were his and his only - not meant for public consumption - though 
now those who will not reread his marvellous books with true care will 
sup up his so-called Life in his Letters. {Possession 131, original em
phases.) 

Beatrice Nest, who has devoted twenty-five years of her life to studying Ellen 
Ash's journal has come to the conclusion that Ellen wrote it "to baffle" 
{Possession 220). Maud Bailey suggests that its baffling nature may be due to a 
systematic omission, and it is clear that both Ellen and Randolph Ash want to 
conceal at least some facts from prospective biographers. After her husband's 
death, Ellen comments on this in her journal: 

He hated the new vulgarity of contemporary biography, the ransacking 
of Dickens's desk for his most trivial memoranda, Forster's unspeakable 
intrusions into the private pains and concealments of the Carlyles. He 
said often to me, burn what is alive for us with the life of our memory, 
and let no one else make idle curios or lies of it. {Possession 442)42 

Ellen Ash burns some letters and buries others, and what is left will be forever 
incomplete, because she does not want posterity to know more. Clearly Ellen 
Ash does not want to hand down an unexpurgated version of what happened. 

The inclusion of real or imaginary documents in postmodern romances 
shows that there are always several possible versions of truth, and this is the 
case also with the documents contained in the two novellas in A. S. Byatt's An
gels and Insects. The novellas are less self-reflexive than, for example, Posses
sion., but the abundance of other texts embedded in these relatively short stories 
constantly shifts the narrative perspective and makes a final interpretation of 
events impossible. In "The Conjugial Angel" there are numerous quotations 
from Tennyson's In Memoriam, from Arthur Hallam's writings, from the Bible 
and from Swedenborg's Heaven and Hell. These texts are in various ways 
'canonical', but they operate within the story not as external verification of the 
tale, but as different, subjective versions of truth, to be believed or rejected. The 
sheer number of quotations, and the fact that there seems to be no hierarchical 
order between the included texts, make the strategy very noticeable. Like Son-
tag's image of the flea-market it points to the process of choice, which auto
matically involves exclusion, for both reader and writer. Obviously the enclosed 
texts give extra depth and illuminate themes from other angles, whether they are 
quoted or created by the author, but they also resolutely disrupt the narratives. 
As a result they function as alienation effects, because they "have the potential 
effect of interrupting any illusion, of making the reader into an aware collabora

42 John Forster wrote a biography of Dickens, but it was James Anthony Froude who was 
Carlyle's literary executor and who published the biographical material left by Carlyle and 
his wife. Whether the mistake is Byatt's or Ellen Ash's is not clear, of course. Misrepresen
tation of historical "facts" can even be a strategy whereby postmodern romances under
score the inaccessibility of the past event. 
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tor, not a passive consumer."43 In the novella "Morpho Eugenia," this conse
quence becomes particularly clear, because the various stories-in-the-story are 
very long. 

Comments by an intrusive author also break up the story, and Fowles's nar
rator draws attention to this effect of the discontinuities in The French Lieuten
ant's Woman by saying: "I have disgracefully broken the illusion? No. My 
characters still exist, and in a reality no less, or no more, real than the one I have 
just broken" (FLW 86-87). The reality the narrator's comment has broken is of 
course a fictional reality, as is the reality in which his fictional characters con
tinue to exist. Emphasising the work's character as fiction, and especially the 
subjectivity of the writer, the narrator presents the reader with a paradox: he 
maintains that his characters possess lives of their own, somehow beyond his 
control, yet he calls them "these creatures of my mind," stressing his role as their 
creator {FLW 87). Fowles's narrator still tells the story, and instead of giving an 
appearance of objectivity, his insistence on his characters' right to autonomy 
foregrounds the writer's/narrator's subjective position, because the contradic
tion is so obvious. 

Textual interruptions are, however, also typical of the historical romance, 
where "the relationship between history and romance is negotiated in a prolif
eration of marginalia that continually interrupt the central text - dedicatory 
epistles, appendices, footnotes, and advertisements."44 The difference lies in the 
reasons for these interruptions.45 In history-writing, as well as in traditional his
torical romances and novels, methods like presenting documents or supplying 
background information in footnotes have been used to enhance the image of 
the work as a picture of the real. The numerous footnotes in, for example, 
Scott's novels certainly give the stories a semblance of actuality. In The French 
Lieutenant's Woman Fowles plays with this convention when he makes the 
footnotes in this work parody the main function of such references. Partly they 
serve to remind the reader that the book is a product of the author's imagina
tion, since they are generally written in the first person; partly they are parodies 
of footnotes found in scholarly writing because they supply information in no 
way necessary to the story, like nineteenth-century ideas about birth-control 
{FLW 232) or the problem with clergymen who were mainly absent from their 
parishes {FLW 311). Equally important, however, is that the footnotes, like the 
chapter epigraphs, form intertextual links with other writing, indicating that the 
story told is not, and cannot be, complete in itself. 

43 Hutcheon, Politics 88. 
44 Elam 74. Elam's comment refers to the work of Sir Walter Scott. 
45 As Sir Walter Scott's creation Dr Dryasdust shows, the textual interruptions in traditional 
historical romances may be quite as self-reflexive as those in postmodern romances. I would 
suggest, however, that it is partly because postmodern romances make the conventions so 
obvious that we can see how they may work on several levels also in older, apparently 
straightforward texts. 
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The various ways of treating historical accounts in postmodern romances all 
show that we can no longer talk about one History, but many histories. Conse
quently it is impossible to use history to strengthen the credibility of the plot, 
because to do so entails regarding history as an objective description of the 
past, accepted by both reader and writer. As soon as the subjectivity of the 
author is foregrounded, the historical information presented in the work loses its 
status as true statement about the past. History consists of facts, but the first 
time these "facts" appear in written form they are no longer real but narrated. 
The historical event has been put through a process which involves choice and 
interpretation, and all subsequent references will be conditioned by the narra
tive because the event itself is forever out of reach. 

Positioned in time 
Even though the main attraction of the past is that it is different from the pres
ent, traditional historical romances usually try to show that it is also like the pre
sent, only simpler. This attitude is expressed in the first chapter of Waverley, 
where Scott says that he will be 

throwing the force of my narrative upon the characters and passions of 
the actors ;-those passions common to men in all stages of society, and 
which have alike agitated the human heart, whether it throbbed under 
the steel corslet of the fifteenth century, the brocaded coat of the eight
eenth, or the blue frock and dimity waistcoat of the present day.46 

Mary Lascelles asks whether we are drawn to the people of the past because 
they are like us or unlike us, and answers that the "difference must be enough 
to stimulate imagination; not enough to baffle it,"47 which presents the writer of 
historical romance with the same dilemma as historians have had to face: 

In attempting to avoid psychological anachronism, in other words the 
assumption that people in the past thought and felt just like ourselves, 
there is a danger of going to the other extreme and 'defamiliarizing' the 
past so thoroughly that it becomes unintelligible.48 

Writers of historical romances have to solve the problem of how to accommo
date the conflicting wishes for exoticism and familiarity at the same time. The 
exotic nature of the past can be conveyed through descriptions of "steel cor
slets" and "brocaded waistcoats," but it is through the characters that writers 

46 Sir Walter Scott, Waverley; or 'Tis Sixty Years Since, ed. Claire Lamont (1814; Oxford: 
Oxford UP 1989) 5. 
47 Mary Lascelles, The Story-Teller Retrieves the Past: Historical Fiction and Fictitious 
History in the Art of Scott, Stevenson, Kipling, and Some Others (Oxford: Clarendon P, 
1980) 56. 
48 Burke 17. 
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of historical romances give readers access to the past, which paradoxically 
enough may mean that the characters are the least "historical" element of the 
stories.49 

But there has to be something which unites people who lived centuries, 
even millennia, ago with people in the twentieth century, otherwise it would be 
impossible to read the Iliad, Medea, Catullus's love poems or Canterbury Tales 
today - which, clearly, it is not. The problem of psychological anachronism 
arises when writers of historical romances attempt to show that characters who 
belong to another period in time think in the same way as we do, that is, make 
sense of what happens by using explanatory paradigms which belong to a 
much later day. It is more than likely that people have always felt anger, fear, 
love, joy or despair. It is the way such feelings are slotted into societal and 
ideological systems that so often leads to historical incongruities: what causes 
anger, what the proper response to love or fear ought to be and especially what 
is right and wrong, differ with time. 

The idea that human nature is eternally the same in the sense that feelings 
cause the same reactions at any historical moment is, however, an important 
convention in historical romances, and can be used to promote political atti
tudes. It makes it possible to show that certain features of society have always 
existed, and are therefore natural. An example of this is the link established in 
historical romances of the 1890s between the system of government operating 
at the turn of the century and the medieval knights. The "values of feudal chiv
alry" supplied a "pattern for the behaviour of the Victorian gentleman" which 
projected onto him a status as descendant of the leaders of the past, and justified 
his position as ruler.50 It appears as a given that upper-and middle-class gentle
men should be the leaders of their society as the knights were in the Middle 
Ages, and the chivalric tradition was in fact revived for precisely this purpose : 
"to produce a ruling class which deserved to rule because it possessed the 
moral qualities necessary to rulers."51 The effect is a historical legitimisation of 
the government. 

On the whole, traditional historical romances seldom express democratic 
values but rather advocate a kind of enlightened despotism, and the concept of 
the good ruler is especially strong in historical romances set in times of revolu
tion. Oppression is certainly bad, but mob rule is far worse.52 The message in, for 

49 A case in point is Ayla, the main character in Jean M. Auel's Clan of the Cave Bear se
quence, whose views on hygiene, love and equality make her come across as a modern 
American woman placed in a Cro Magnon society. Jean M. Auel, The Valley of Horses 
(1982; New York: Bantam, 1991). 
50 Hughes 49. 
51 Mark Girouard, The Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English Gentleman (New Ha
ven: Yale UP, 1981) 261. 
52 The idea of the good ruler is still promoted. In a popular romance from 1996, the male 
protagonist, Prince Philippe, says about his country: "Sapphan may be enlightened but it is 
not a democracy. My people rejected that style of government not once but several times. 
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instance, Baroness Orczy's Scarlet Pimpernel sequence is that government 
cannot be placed in the hands of the people, and even though the French aris
tocrats have misused their power and to a certain extent deserve what they get, 
the solution is not to replace them with other leaders but to change their atti
tude to leadership. In contrast, it is a revolutionary, Eleonora de Fonseca Pimen-
tel, who is given the last word and allowed to pass judgement on the other 
characters in The Volcano Lover. She feels nothing but hatred and contempt for 
Lord Nelson, who would have been the expected hero in a traditional historical 
romance, and obviously she does not trust a government consisting of 'natural, 
gentlemen rulers', since this is the kind of government which executes her. 

John Fowles, however, retains the connection between Victorian gentlemen 
and medieval knights: 

But what dies is the form. The matter is immortal. There runs through 
this succession of superseded forms we call existence a certain kind of 
after-life. We can trace the Victorian gentleman's best qualities back to 
the parfit knights and preux chevaliers of the Middle Ages; and trace 
them forward into the modern gentleman, that breed we call scientists, 
since that is where the river has undoubtedly run. In other words, every 
culture, however undemocratic, or however egalitarian, needs a kind of 
self-questioning, ethical elite, and one that is bound by certain rules of 
conduct, some of which may be very unethical, and so account for the 
eventual death of the form, though their hidden purpose is good: to 
brace or act as structure for the better effects of their function in history. 
(FLW 256-257) 

Fowles comes very close to Scott's view that people are essentially the same. 
Juxtaposed with the evolution-symbolism in The French Lieutenant's Woman 
this description of human essence looks like a contradiction, however, because 
the emphasis in the book is on change rather than stability: "underlying all, at 
least in Charles, was the doctrine of the survival of the fittest" (FLW 257). The 
historical precedent is simply the previous link in the chain of evolution, and 
consequently a form which has been superseded: "through the metaphor of 
evolution," says A. J. B. Johnson, Fowles "inquires into the variability of the 
relationship between an organism and its fluctuating environment."53 The gen
tleman, in his 1867 incarnation, is threatened by extinction and, significantly, 
Charles Smithson gives up his right to be called one. By denying his place in 
society, he is also released from his classification as doomed species. Charles, like 
Sarah, is a mutant, and as such he retains certain traits and discards others as he 

To them freedom cannot be legislated. It is a state of being granted to all as a birthright. 
They see no reason to write it into law when the proper concerns of government are eco
nomics and the wellbeing of the people." The monarch should be the father of his people, 
consequently. Valerie Parv, A Royal Romance (Richmond: Harlequin Mills & Boon, 1996) 
23-24. 

53 A. J. B. Johnson, "Realism in The French Lieutenant's WomanJournal of Modern Lit
erature 8. 2 (1980-81): 302. 
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evolves into a new and subtly different species. Scott's assertion that human 
nature always remains the same is at least qualified in Fowles's postmodern ro
mance, and replaced by the theory of evolution. 

Postmodern romances question the illusory timelessness of characters in tra
ditional historical romances through deliberate anachronisms which function as 
a critique of the apparent inability in these works to see historical personages as 
products of their age.54 In The French Lieutenant's Woman, Charles Smithson 
is described as "a healthy agnostic" and in a footnote the narrator draws atten
tion to the historical inappropriateness of the word: "he would not have termed 
himself so, for the very simple reason that the word was not coined (by Huxley) 
until 1870; by which time it had become much needed" (.FLW 18). As this 
neatly illustrates, anachronisms in postmodern romances are not necessarily evi
dence of historical incompetence, but on the contrary may well depend on the 
writer's command of history. In The Volcano Lover, Susan Sontag sometimes 
uses very modern terms in her descriptions of a past reality: the hero "has in ef
fect gone AWOL" (VL 319). William Beckford arrives at the Cavaliere's house 
"just in time for the hot wind, one of the great winds of southern Europe 
(mistral, Föhn, sirocco, tramontana) that are used, like the days leading up to 
menstruation, to explain restlessness, neurasthenia, emotional fragility: a collec
tive PMS that comes on seasonally" (VL 86). Such intentional anachronisms 
underline the central postmodern tenet that both the narrator, historian or artist, 
and the narrative are situated in time and place, and are an acknowledgement of 
the view that the past can only ever be described from the writer's position in 
the present. 

Nevertheless, traditional historical romances make their appeals to history 
not only to justify conditions in the present, but also to criticise them. Many of 
Georgette Hey er's romances, for instance, show the absurd rule-system which 
restricted women in the Regency period and the threats of social ostracism fac
ing women who broke the rules. These rules "can be interpreted as extreme 
forms of those which, in less overt ways, were still constraining women's roles 
during the period in which these books were written."55 At least by implication, 
such descriptions work to question the situation for women today. Heyer never 
explicitly links the Regency with the twentieth century, however, so it is still 
possible to read her stories only as reproductions of a distant age. Because she 

54 The anachronisms are intertextually installed as well: Lance St. John Butler, "How to 
Travel in Time: John Fowles and History," Historicité et Métafiction dans le Roman Con
temporain des Iles Britanniques, ed. Max Duperray (Aix-en-Provence: Publications de 
T Université de Provence, 1994) 75, points out that the epigraph from Thomas Hardy's 
"The Riddle" on the first page of The French Lieutenant's Woman "cannot be assimilated 
into the internal time-frame of the novel," since the Hardy-poem had not even been written 
in 1867 when the story is set. Published in 1917, "The Riddle" forces the reader to imag
ine a "third centre, a third chronotope, where the narrator is situated pondering the relation
ship between his two Victorian moments." The years invoked on the first pages are 1867 -
1917 - 1967, but the sequential order is broken. 
55 Hughes 17. 
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never steps out of the past she has created, her very faithfulness to historical de
tail obscures the fact that there might be a connection between past and present 
conditions. She also undercuts those hidden messages of women's liberation 
that her romances actually contain by showing that happiness for the heroine 
lies in her union with a strong man, a variety of the chivalrous knight. Marriage 
both saves the heroine from the consequences of breaking the rules, and ex
empts her from having to seriously tackle the system. In narratives presenting a 
coherent view of the past, critical perspectives on our own time run the risk of 
being lost, because when critique of present conditions is placed in an integral, 
enclosed past, readers may deprecate certain aspects of the age described but 
can easily avoid connecting these to the present. Criticism of the historical pe
riod itself is also more difficult to achieve through representations of a self-
contained past, because the deplorable conditions described may disappear 
among the other exotic elements of the past. 

Chapter 1 of The French Lieutenant's Woman situates the story at a par
ticular time in the past: "one incisively sharp and blustery morning in the late 
March of 1867" (.FLW 7), but also shows that the story will be told from a 
twentieth-century perspective: "No house lay visibly then or, beyond a brief 
misery of beach-huts, lies today in that direction" (FLW 8). The Chymical 
Wedding, similarly, begins the story on "a late Spring afternoon in the early 
'80s," but brings in the past by stating that "the journey to Munding was sim
pler a century ago" (CW 9). The same is true about Possession, which begins 
with a reference to a document from the past: "The book was thick and black 
and covered with dust. Its boards were bowed and creaking; it had been mal
treated in its own time" {Possession 1, my emphasis). The first lines of the book 
indicate that the past is important, but the story is firmly placed in the present: 
"It was ten in the morning, one day in September 1986" {Possession l).The al
ternation of nineteenth- and twentieth-century sections in The Chymical Wed
ding and Possession works as a constant reminder of the temporal residence of 
the narratives, as do the twentieth-century narrators in The French Lieutenant's 
Woman and The Volcano Lover. The methods used to show that writer and 
subject are firmly positioned in time also serve to emphasise the fact that the 
present and the past are connected, almost over-explicitly in Possession, where 
the "present" story exists because of the "past" story. In addition, the juxtapo
sition of past and present defamiliarises both periods, so that both historical and 
contemporary time are seen from a distance. This does not mean that either age 
is self-enclosed: on the contrary, the exotic otherness of history is undermined 
when twentieth-century perspectives are installed, which precludes such pic
tures of the past as those presented in, for example, gothic romances. Con
versely, present practices are constantly compared to historical ones, raising 
questions like whether things have really changed that much, and if so, whether 
this change has been for the better. Since neither the past nor the present is 
really given a privileged position within the narrative, history cannot be in
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voked as an authority, because such a relation between past and present is 
based on a unified view of history within the work. Instead, the double time-
scheme in the postmodern romance introduces a "contrapuntal perspective," 
making readers 

think through and interpret together experiences that are discrepant, 
each with its particular agenda and pace of development, its own inter
nal formations, its internal coherence and system of external relation
ships, all of them co-existing and interacting with others.56 

In other words, the contrapuntal method is a way of insisting on comparison, 
but in itself it does not claim authority for either the historical or the contempo
rary period. The coherence needed to set up a hierarchical relationship between 
past and present is impossible to maintain among the shifting viewpoints and 
multiple voices in postmodern romances. 

The line and the circle 
The idea of the subjective writer in postmodern literature primarily questions the 
truth-value of historical "fact," whereas the insistence on the temporal and cul
tural localisation of both producers and receivers of texts mainly questions the 
systems whereby we make past events meaningful. One of these systems is the 
idea that time is an arrow, a steady progress towards a better state through a se
ries of causes and effects. Postmodern romances challenge this idea through the 
overall vision of time as a circle, which also reflects the concern with the mar
ginal in postmodern literature, since the ideas of time's circle and time's arrow, 
respectively, "have associations not only with female and male, but with east 
and west, archaic and modern, myth and history, nonrational and rational modes 
of apprehension."57 Thus an attack on the oppressive aspects of the linear no
tion of time is embedded in the perception of time as a circle - the strong ties be
tween feminism and postmodern romances further support this view. 

When time's arrow is the image evoked, the concept of 'change' often im
plies a cause-effect relationship between events - usually in the sense of 
'progress'. At least in Byatt's and Fowles's postmodern romances, 'change' is 
replaced by the ideas of metamorphosis and evolution, both of them changes 
without apparent instigator, both of them uncontrollable. That Darwin and his 
theories are immensely important in The French Lieutenant's Woman is perhaps 
best illustrated by the occasion when Dr Grogan promises Charles not to abuse 

56 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (1993; London: Vintage, 1994) 36. Said dis
cusses various cultural perspectives on history and social practices, arguing that a contra
puntal method, as opposed to an essentialist one, can reveal overlaps and interconnections 
between cultures and experiences which appear to be separate. 
57 Gay le Greene, Changing the Story: Feminist Fiction and the Tradition (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1991) 14-15. 
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his confidence, laying "his hand, as if swearing on a Bible, on The Origin of 
Species" (FLW 192). For the agnostic Charles, and probably many other Victo
rians, Darwinism undermined the stability of religion, as well as the stability of 
previous attempts to explain the natural world. Linnaeus, whose theories Dar
win upset, was trapped in a vicious circle, because of his 

obsession with classifying and naming, with fossilizing the existent. We 
can see it now as a fore-doomed attempt to stabilize and fix what is in 
reality a continuous flux, and it seems highly appropriate that Linnaeus 
himself finally went mad; he knew he was in a labyrinth, but not that it 
was one whose walls and passages were eternally changing. (FLW Al) 

In Byatt's novella "Morpho Eugenia" the "obsession with naming" is inter
preted as the need to change something unknown into something known, 
which makes it similar to mythology: 

Names, you know, are a way of weaving the world together, by relating 
the creatures to other creatures and a kind of metamorphosis, you might 
say, out of a metaphor which is a figure of speech for carrying one idea 
into another. (A & 1130-131, original emphases.) 

To give names is a way of making sense of the world, of giving it structure and 
meaning by establishing taxonomical systems. Byatt quite explicitly links the 
activity of naming with history-writing when she describes the naturalist re
ferred to in the story as "one of the great Namegivers, one of the great histori
ans of this garden" (A & 1131). Names are comparisons, chosen by the name-
giver, but since they are only metaphorical signs, they cannot truly define the 
beings named, just as little as the systems we use to understand history can fi
nally define the past. 

Byatt's view is more nuanced, more redeeming towards Linnaeus's classifi
cation project. In The French Lieutenant's Woman, Linnaeus's theories are 
dismissed as presupposing a fixed past and an unchangeable present, and are 
pitted against Darwin's contention that no single moment can be regarded as 
stable. The theory of evolution, with its principle of constant change, is certainly 
a fitting metaphor for the instability of the past, the present and the text itself in 
postmodern romances. But it is also a problematic image because of its connota
tions of progress and improvement, which indicate that in a hierarchy the pres
ent is above the past. Interpreted as progress, evolution is one of the totalising 
master narratives questioned in postmodern art and theory.58 

Fowles's evolution-symbolism in The French Lieutenant's Woman appears 
to contradict the instability otherwise operating in the text, in that it provides a 

58 For a discussion of master narratives and the postmodern project of delegitimising such 
narratives, see Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 
trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi (1979; Minneapolis: U of Minneapolis P, 
1993) 31-41. 
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final answer: the present, or perhaps the future, will be an improved stage. The 
character Charles Smithson, however, collapses the contradiction with an idio
syncratic interpretation of Darwin's theory: "he saw that all life was parallel: 
that evolution was not vertical, ascending to a perfection, but horizontal. Time 
was the great fallacy; existence was without history, was always now, was al
ways this being caught in the same fiendish machine" (FLW 179). Even so, the 
use of fossils as symbols in The French Lieutenant's Woman is pervasively con
tradictory because in the book fossilisation equals extinction, and fossils them
selves are nothing but dead collector's items. In connection with the traditional 
Victorian ending of the book, chapter forty-four, in which Charles marries Ernes-
tina, Charles thinks of himself as a fossil, as "one of life's victims, one more am
monite caught in the vast movements of history, stranded now for eternity, a po
tential turned to a fossil" {FLW 289). Charles feels trapped, because even 
though he realises that the ammonite is a symbol for a world which no longer 
exists, and that change is the only thing that can save him from becoming an
other fossil, he cannot become a member of the world of commerce, and he can
not do the proper thing, which would be to go through with his marriage to Er-
nestina. 

It is fossil-hunting, however, which leads to love and ultimately children in 
both The French Lieutenant's Woman and Possession, which weakens the cor
relation between extinction and fossils. Byatt introduces another interpretation 
of remnants of the past when she describes how jet, fossilised organic material, is 
used as jewellery, is recreated and becomes something new and valuable. The 
idea of metamorphosis governs Byatt's more optimistic view, and in contrast to 
the evolution-theory, metamorphosis is unhierarchical and does not carry the 
sense of inevitable progress. 

Even though the theory of evolution may seem basically linear, it also con
tains an element of circularity, of the death-rebirth cycle. A dying species re
turns, evolved into a new form, but some traits remain unchanged, which means 
that there is repetition involved in evolution. Similarly, a metamorphosed crea
ture retains characteristics of its former state, despite the apparent lack of con
formity between, say, a caterpillar and a butterfly. Metamorphosis does not carry 
the same sense of sequentiality as evolution, however; it is instantaneous, quite 
distinct from the slow evolutionary process. Nevertheless, the two views of 
'change' are tied together through the image of death, or crisis, and rebirth. In 
Possession, evolution appears as a masculine variety of change, and Randolph 
Ash notes that the "individual appears for an instant, joins the community of 
thought, modifies it and dies; but the species, that dies not, reaps the fruit of his 
ephemeral existence" {Possession 4). Metamorphosis, on the other hand, occurs 
on the individual plane and symbolises a feminine manner of change. It is an im
portant theme in LaMotte's poetry: "Metamorphoses interest me," she says 
{Possession 280). To an even greater extent than evolution, metamorphosis sig-
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nifies instability, not as fickleness but as a resistance to being pinned down and 
finally defined. 

A cyclical view of history does not question the sequentiality of historical 
events, but it poses some important questions about the meaning of sequences. 
As Robert Kiely says: 

To challenge the absolute rule of chronological time is not to avoid his
tory but to put oneself in an ambiguous relation to it. If postmodern 
writers can deliver us from the monolithic grip of a relentlessly linear his-
toricism, they do not automatically succeed in delivering us into the grip 
of a monolithic ahistoricsm. Their region is between familiar patterns of 
time as it is between familiar patterns of place and language. Whether 
conceived of in personal or collective terms, as biography or chronicle, 
sequential time in the works of these writers is a "thing of the past," 
and of the present, and of the future. Repetition and variation com
pound and reverse chronology but they do not eradicate its traces.59 

If the relationship between past and present is perceived as linear, the impor
tance of a past event is primarily that it causes a future event. This is the idea of 
history as originator, which is, however, not as unambiguous as it may seem. 
Which is the hierarchical relationship between progenitor and progeny: is the 
past more important than the present because of its influence on it, or is the pre
sent more important because it is a result of the past? If past and present are in
terdependent such issues are largely irrelevant, and a cyclical notion of history 
corresponds well to the questioning of hierarchies in postmodern romances. 

Intertextuality, as opposed to previous ideas about influence, recognises 
that the relationships between texts are cyclical, not linear, and in connection 
with history, the circle symbolises the idea of "the presence of the past" in 
postmodern romances. The relationship between the historical and the contem
porary period is reciprocal. Past and present affect each other, and intertextual 
devices like the extensive use of allusion and the many references to older texts 
in postmodern historical romances enhance this reciprocity: old texts take on 
new meanings when they are re-used in new contexts. The historically older 
text gains no authority simply because it came first: indeed, there is no guaran
tee that readers have first experienced the original of an allusion. Instead the 
relationship between old and modern interpretations of a text is one of mutual 
dependence, the one context constantly modifying the other. Similarly, history 
is certainly an influence on the present, but not a static one because new in
sights alter our interpretations of the past, which forces us to reconstrue its in
fluence on the present. We make sense of the past, and the fact that this is not a 
natural, organic process but a deliberate human activity is foregrounded in 
postmodern romances. 

59 Robert Kiely, Reverse Tradition: Postmodern Fictions and the Nineteenth Century Novel 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1993) 31. 
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Elizabeth Ermarth argues that the narrative language of postmodern litera
ture undermines the whole concept of historical time, a concept that lies behind 
almost every descriptive system and academic discipline in Western civilisation. 
Instead, Ermarth suggests, the temporal vision in postmodern narratives is what 
she terms "rhythmic time," glossed as "exploratory repetition," where every 
moment exists only for the moment and has no place in a historical sequence, 
because it is always and only in the present.60 The emphasis on the event of 
reading simultaneously with the event read about in, for instance, The French 
Lieutenant's Woman is an example of how postmodern romances relate to Er
marth's view that postmodern time is "coextensive with the event, not a me
dium for recollecting it in tranquillity."61 My claim that "time" in postmodern 
romances emerges as a cycle of returns and revisions has a good deal in common 
with Ermarth's, although the examples of postmodern literature she refers to -
works by Alain Robbe-Grillet, Julio Cortâzar and Vladimir Nabokov - are gen
erally more linguistically and structurally experimental than the postmodern ro
mances I discuss. 

The very fact that several postmodern romances are subtitled A Romance 
suggests that the circle is an important concept, since "most romances exhibit a 
cyclical movement of descent into a night world and a return to the idyllic 
world."62 Romances commonly follow the circular pattern of myths, and are, 
like innumerable folktales, hero-myths and vegetation myths, based on the cycle 
of death and rebirth.63 The Green Knight, symbol of the cycle of the seasons, 
appears both in Ms Murdoch's The Green Knight and Lindsay Clarke's The 
Chymical Wedding. Similarly, the first page of Possession contains two refer
ences to circularity: to Proserpina, who symbolises the cycle of the year, and to 
Giambattista Vico, who put forward a cyclical theory of history, where different 
cultural stages, the ages of gods, heroes, men and the age of decay follow each 
other, as if bound to a wheel.64 

The circle is, however, an ambiguous symbol: on the one hand it is the vi
cious circle, connoting powerlessness and circumscription, on the other it sym
bolises perfection and fulfilment. Even the endless repetition suggested by a cir
cle can be given different meanings, such as closed, imprisoning circuit or as 
"repetition in order for there to be escape from repetition, in order for there to 
be progress or change."65 This latter view is connected with the postmodern 

60 Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth, Sequel to History: Postmodernism and the Crisis of Represen
tational Time (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1992) 53. 
61 Ermarth 21. 
62 Frye 54. 
63 See for instance Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces (1949; London: 
Paladin, 1988). 
64 John D. Schaeffer, "The Use and Misuse of Giambattista Vico: Rhetoric, Orality, and 
Theories of Discourse," Veeser 89-90. 
65 Greene 16. 
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tenet of temporal location, because each return to the past, each repetition of a 
theme, is subtly changed every time it occurs, since it is repeated at a later mo
ment in time. Exact repetition does not exist, only partial, revised repetition. 
When Roland Micheli and Maud Bailey in Possession reenact in the twentieth 
century the love story between Randolph Ash and Christabel LaMotte, it is an 
illustration of such repetition. Roland reflects "partly with precise postmod
ernist pleasure, and partly with an element of superstitious dread, that he and 
Maud were being driven by a plot or fate that seemed, at least possibly, to be 
not their plot or fate but that of those others" (.Possession 421). They repeat the 
feelings and the problems the Victorian poets had, and the cyclical return in
volved is underscored by the fact that Maud is revealed to be a descendant of 
Ash and LaMotte. But the difficulties are no longer insurmountable because 
Maud and Roland are not trapped in the rule systems of the past. Another as
pect of repetition with change is the focus on revision, a prominent theme in 
Possession, but also exemplified in The Crown of Columbus by the need for 
reinterpretation of Columbus's discovery of America in the light of the new in
formation unearthed. 

In Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Cherry, rebirth illustrates time's circle, 
when the seventeenth-century characters Dog-Woman and Jordan reappear as 
a twentieth-century militant environmentalist and a naval officer, respectively. 
The epigraph describes the language of the Hopi Indians, which is "as sophisti
cated as ours," but has "no tenses for past, present and future. The division 
does not exist. What does this say about time?" (SC n. pag.). As Alison Lee 
notes, Sexing the Cherry explores the possibilities of a "continuing present,"66 

and the twentieth-century version of Dog-Woman reflects: 

If I have a spirit, a soul, any name will do, then it won't be single, it will 
be multiple. Its dimension will not be one of confinement but one of 
space. It may inhabit numerous changing decaying bodies in the future 
and in the past. (SC 126) 

Winterson's view of time is more radical than that in the other postmodern ro
mances in my sample, a development of the idea that past and present are inter
connected which transcends periodisation more resolutely than the images of 
evolution and metamorphosis in Possession and The French Lieutenant's 
Woman. It is connected, however, with the reiteration in the twentieth century 
of the nineteenth-century love affair in The Chymical Wedding, which involves 
a mysterious merging of the characters from the different periods mainly absent 
in By att's twentieth-century reproduction of Ash's and LaMotte's story in 
Possession. Nevertheless, the view of time as a "continuing present" is behind 
the description of Brittany in By att's story: 

66 Alison Lee, "Bending the Arrow of Time: The Continuing Postmodern Present," His
toricité et Métafiction dans le Roman Contemporain des Iles Britanniques, ed. Max Duper-
ray (Aix-en-Provence: Publications de l'Université de Provence, 1994) 222. 
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[Raoul de Kercoz] said that the Druid religion as he understood it had a 
mysticism of the centre - there was no linear time, no before or after -
but a still centre - and the Happy Land of Sid - which their stone corri
dors imitated, pointed to. 

Whereas for Christianity this life was all, as the life, was our testing-
ground, and then there were Heaven and Hell, absolute. 

But in Brittany a man could fall down a well and find himself in a 
summer land of apples. Or catch a fish-hook on the bell tower of a 
drowned church in another country. {Possession 364) 

Brittany is characterised by the co-existence of real and miraculous, past and 
present. Like the view of evolution as a parallel development in The French 
Lieutenant's Woman and the cyclical returns described in Possession, The 
Crown of Columbus, Sexing the Cherry and The Chymical Wedding, the rec
lamation of a magical and fantastic dimension is a way of interrogating linear 
conceptions of time. 

* 

Perhaps what is most disturbing and problematic about postmodern historical 
romances is their insistence on having it both ways: they provide careful de
scriptions of the past only to deflate them by showing that these descriptions 
are conditioned by the writer's subjectivity; they offer documentary evidence 
only to show that historical sources are unreliable. They question the roles and 
functions of genre conventions, but they also suggest that these conventions 
may function quite as ambiguously in the traditional type of historical romance: 
would we read Scott's prefaces, footnotes and postscripts as distancing strate
gies if it were not for postmodernism? Intertextual connections show that liter
ary practices which have been considered particularly postmodern, have in ef
fect been present in literature for a long time. 

Postmodern historical romances are profoundly intertextual, evoking tradi
tional historical romances, history as discipline and, above all, history itself, as 
intertexts. The past is seen as text, with the same status as other texts, and this 
"text" takes on a new life when it enters the postmodern romance, and loses its 
function as outside authority, separate from the reality of the work. The reader is 
given a subjective writer's interpretation and utilisation of history, no more. 
Nevertheless, history is of vital importance, and the twentieth-century perspec
tives installed in postmodern romances give rise to an even stronger sense of 
historical connectedness than the nostalgic images in many traditional historical 
romances. 

The notion of time in postmodern romances is predominantly cyclical, thus 
allowing authors to avoid the establishment of cause-and-effect relationships 
between history and the present. The past, the present and the future obviously 
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follow each other in postmodern romances as well as in real life. However, it is 
the importance and the meaning we grant to different periods, the systems we 
use to explain them, which are questioned. If the aim is to demonstrate inevita
ble progress, the realistic novel is the obvious form for this, but when the inten
tion is to show how our knowledge of the past and the present constantly has 
to be modified, this invites the use of the romance as framework. The fact that 
no single system can reveal the final truth of the past does not make stories of 
the past meaningless: it shows that every meaning-making system offers only a 
partial truth and a provisional meaning. 
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5 

RETURNING TEXTS: CHRISTABEL, MAUD AND 

THE VICTORIAN NOVEL 

Postmodern romances abound with intertexts. They can of course make use of 
intertextuality very easily since they have access to the clichés, commonplaces 
and stereotypes evoked even by the label 'romance'. But from medieval ro
mances onwards, a common meaning-making manoeuvre has also been to refer 
to specific previous works of literature, as sources, parallels or contrasts. In this 
chapter I look at some connections between postmodern romances and individ
ual texts, specifically those between S. T. Coleridge's Christabel and A. S. 
By att's Possession, those between Alfred, Lord Tennyson's Maud: A Mono-
drama and John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman, between Maud 
and Possession, and between The French Lieutenant's Woman and Posses
sion. Like cultural and generic intertexts, such links serve primarily two pur
poses: they emphasise important themes in the dominant work, whether these 
are ideological or artistic, and they open up a dialogue between the works that 
are intertextually associated. The effects of this dialogue are manifold, and in
clude a re-reading 'double act': postmodern romances reinterpret the texts they 
make use of by giving them a new context and, conversely, the original context 
of the intertext - for example its place in the culture of its time, its impact, its in
tended moral messages - becomes a second context for the primary work. Theo
retically, specific intertextuality is a way of deferring meaning ad infinitum, 
since the reader is sent off on a chase for the intertext and its intertexts in a 
never-ending sequence, but in practice I think that the main work retains its 
dominance, and that themes and ideas which do not appear in the dominant 
work are seldom installed through intertextual relationships. Nevertheless, the 
effects of this dialogue between texts cannot quite be controlled, and sometimes 
the use of a particular intertext, intended perhaps merely as a label to describe 
chapter content, may have unforeseen consequences and offer a completely 
opposite view of the topic and theme of the chapter. 

Specific intertextuality is often overt and can take the form of main charac
ters bearing the same names as well-known fictional characters, as is the case in 
Possession, or of settings which have been used in earlier, well-known works, 
like the Lyme Regis of The French Lieutenant's Woman which evokes both 
Jane Austen's Persuasion and Thomas Hardy's Wessex, A Pair of Blue Eyes in 
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particular. Intertexts also manifest themselves in parallel stories, as when Posses
sion echoes Jean d'Arras's Roman de Mélusine, or in quotations, like Fowles's 
excerpts from Darwin's The Origin of Species, Tennyson's In Memoriam and 
Karl Marx's Capital among others in the chapter epigraphs of The French 
Lieutenant's Woman. These all point to the existence of connected texts to 
which the reader might turn to facilitate interpretation, though the need to lo
cate the original texts is less obvious in the latter case, since the quotation seems 
to provide all the information required. A more covert form of specific intertex-
tuality is instanced in the bond between The French Lieutenant's Woman and 
Possession, which, even though the works share a Victorian setting, Tennyson's 
Maud as intertext and the fossil as metaphor, probably needs By att's declara
tion that Possession was "partly provoked" by The French Lieutenant's 
Woman to become perfectly clear.1 This connection is more likely to be over
looked than the link between, for instance, Possession and Maud. The same is 
true about the association between Robert Browning's "Childe Roland to the 
Dark Tower Came" and Possession, where the intertext is announced mainly 
through the shared name of the main characters, a name which, however, also 
evokes Virginia Woolf s Orlando, Ariosto's Orlando Furioso, Shakespeare's As 
You Like It and the contrastive intertext Chanson de Roland. 

There are numerous other connections between postmodern romances and 
individual texts, such as those between Christopher Columbus's diary and The 
Crown of Columbus by Donis and Erdrich, between Byatt's "The Conjugial 
Angel" and Tennyson's In Memoriam and Swedenborg's Conjugial Love, be
tween Ms Murdoch's The Green Knight and Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight, between the fairy tale "The Twelve Dancing Princesses" and Jeanette 
Winterson's Sexing the Cherry, between The Volcano Lover by Susan Sontag 
and the opera Tosca. But merely to identify the intertexts provides very little 
information. Therefore I turn to Coleridge's poem Christabel and discuss how 
its presence as specific intertext in Byatt's Possession not only emphasises the 
importance of the theme of silencing and plays a part in the description of les
bian relationships in the latter text, but also gives Coleridge's poem a new con
text that suggests other ways in which his text may be approached and under
stood today. The next section deals with how different levels of specific in-
tertextuality are exemplified in the ways Tennyson's Maud is used in The 
French Lieutenant's Woman and Possession. Apart from illuminating themes in 
the primary works, the intertextual inclusion of Maud also emphasises an artistic 
attitude, because in Tennyson's poem, as in postmodern romances, the impossi
bility of accurate representation and the inescapable subjectivity of the narrator 
are important issues. I have chosen to concentrate on these particular intertexts 
because they are renowned, canonised works of art in their own right, which 

1 A. S. Byatt, Interview, "Self-portrait of a Victorian polymath," by Kate Kellaway, Ob
server 16 Sept. 1990: 45. 
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means that the fact that intertextuality is a dialogue becomes much more evi
dent than when a work recycles a less well-known text. 

Possession, The French Lieutenant's Woman and The Chymical Wedding 
both draw on and revise the conventions of the Victorian novel, and in the final 
section of this chapter I discuss some connections between the nineteenth-
century novel and postmodern romances. Even though this is an example of 
generic rather than specific intertextuality, I have chosen to treat this link be
tween nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature here, because it is closely 
connected to the specific relationship between Possession and The French 
Lieutenant's Woman. Byatt's intertextual critique of Fowles's text is clearly 
aimed at the way Fowles depicts the Victorians and their literature. 

A pre-postmodern Christabel 
Christabel LaMotte in Byatt's Possession is explicitly linked with the Christa
bel of Coleridge's poem: "was it [your father] who named you," Randolph Ash 
asks, "and was that for Coleridge's heroine of his unfinished poem? 
(Possession 175). Along with their shared name, there are several implicit cues 
for associating the two: both Christabels are heroines of unconventional ro
mances, both are products of dying societies, both are silenced by women as 
well as by men, and both are unable to shape their own fates and futures. Most 
of these similarities become obvious only when the texts are juxtaposed, how
ever, and a familiarity with Coleridge's Christabel is by no means necessary for 
an understanding of the character LaMotte. Nonetheless, when the texts are 
seen in conjunction it is clear that the link with Christabel explains and intensi
fies themes in Possession, but also that Possession accomplishes a re-
interpretation of Christabel which accentuates as well as problematises aspects 
of the anterior text. Among other things, this re-reading - or re-writing - reveals 
that the nineteenth-century poem foreshadows postmodern literature in several 
ways. 

Christabel shares so many traits with postmodern romances that it is 
tempting to say, like Diane Elam, that romance is postmodern.2 I do not make 
that claim, but I believe that a postmodern reading of traditional romances is of
ten called for, because such a reading does not try to gloss over difficulties or 
resolve contradictions in the texts, but sees these as meaning-making devices. 
Moreover, the postmodern reading (and writing) position recognises indetermi
nacy as an unavoidable element of enunciation. Christabel is a notably compli
cated text, and Coleridge's contemporaries often reacted with irritation to what 
they perceived as the vagueness of the poem: in his review of Christabel Wil
liam Hazlitt describes the poem as "dim" and "obscure," a piece of writing 

2 Diane Elam, Romancing the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1992). See particularly the 
introductory chapter, "Introduction: a preface which should have been a postscript," 1-25. 
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which throws the reader's faculties "into a state of metaphysical suspense and 
theoretical imbecility."3 The main problems, inasmuch as contemporary readers 
were concerned, seem to have been that Christabel herself is neither victorious 
nor defeated, that there is no conclusive answer to the question of what is right 
and wrong, and that the mysteries introduced in Part I of the poem remain un
explained or are simply ignored in Part IL The text and its characters are left 
suspended, the tale closed with a coda which appears to have very little to do 
with the story of the poem proper. Christabel looks like a gothic romance, and 
at first sight seems to belong in the fold of popular literature, but it does not ad
here to the codes of this genre since it leaves the struggle between good and 
evil unresolved. Like a postmodern text, Christabel is open-ended, problema-
tises issues without offering solutions and is generically impure, which means 
that not even the paradigms of genre can explain its inconsistencies. There is no 
logical progression towards an end that the reader can then supply, and perhaps 
the work was left unfinished precisely because of the complexity of its moral 
problem of how innocence is affected by the encounter with evil. This is what 
Christabel LaMotte suggests, at least: "Now this is all the Clue I have to the 
end of the poem of Christabel - that its heroine was destined for tribulation -
which is not hard to see - though how she might obtain Happiness thereafter 
is harder, if not Impossible*' (Possession 179). Thus Byatt does not attempt to 
end Christabel for Coleridge, nor does she produce an explanation which 
makes sense of its ambiguities. Instead, the postmodern reading which arises 
from the intertextual link between Coleridge's and Byatt's work approaches 
Coleridge's own view that when reading a poem, the reader 

should be carried forward, not merely or chiefly by the mechanical im
pulse of curiosity, or by a restless desire to arrive at the final solution; 
but by the pleasurable activity of mind excited by the attractions of the 
journey itself.4 

The postmodern reading position acknowledges aspects in the older text which 
were always there, but which were less obtrusive, or dismissed as obscurities 
when the work was first published. 

One such problematic issue is how the two women figures in Christabel are 
to be interpreted. Christabel herself is usually seen as a representative of good
ness and innocence while Geraldine is interpreted as a representative of evil, but 
the question is whether they really are as uncomplicated as that. It is true that 
Christabel first appears as the image of goodness, and when she encounters 
Geraldine in the woods she does not consider the possibility that she might be 

3 A section of Hazlitt's review of Christabel is quoted in Karen Swann, "Literary Gentle
men and Lovely Ladies: The Debate on the Character of Christabel" ELH 52 (1985): 405. 
(Some, but far from all, issues of ELH are subtitled Journal of English Literary History.) 
4 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria or Biographical Sketches of my Literary 
Life and Opinions, ed. George Watson (1965; London: Dent, 1971) 173. 
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inviting evil into the house, but sees only a woman who needs her help. This 
shows her as a victim of her ingrained compassion and trust, but in fact she also 
actively participates in her own destruction: 

Stretch forth thy hand (thus ended she) 
And help a wretched maid to flee. 
Then Christabel stretched forth her hand, 
And comforted fair Geraldine [.] (102-105)5 

If Geraldine is the cause of Christabel's misfortune, then Christabel is the one 
who in the last instance allows her to cause it. When Geraldine sinks down on 
the threshold of the castle gate, it is Christabel who lifts her up and helps her in
side (129-132), and even though she tells Geraldine that she "may command / 
The service of Sir Leoline," she does not take Geraldine to her father, but the 
two women pass the Baron's room as "still as death, with stifled breath" (171). 
What are Christabel's motives? Why should she hide from her father the fact 
that she has taken care of Geraldine? Until the very end of Part I, the main thing 
Christabel seems to recognise as a threat is the possibility that her father might 
wake up.6 As a result, Part I of the poem seems to depict "sorceress and victim 
in mysterious communion" and discloses "a radical complicity between actor 
and yielder, good and evil" which will "confound the logical and moral catego
ries the reader attempts to bring to bear on the poem."7 The final section of Part 
I of Christabel is deeply puzzling, and it is primarily Christabel's relationship 
with Geraldine which makes it so. 

Geraldine's evil nature is implied several times before the two women reach 
Christabel's bedroom: she is unable to cross the threshold at the castle gate, pre
sumably because she is an evil creature about to enter a Christian house (131-
134); she refuses to praise the Virgin, usually a sign of depravity (139-143); the 
dog seems to suspect her (147-153); the fire flashes when she passes (156-159) 
and she has supernatural powers, since she is able to call and then banish Chris
tabel's dead mother (203-213). Yet Christabel remains unaware of all these sig
nals until Geraldine's real disposition is revealed at the end of Part I. But as a 
revelation this is indistinct indeed: 

Beneath the lamp the lady bowed, 
And slowly rolled her eyes around; 

5 This and all subsequent quotations from Christabel are taken from Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Coleridge: Poetical Works including poems and versions of poems herein pub
lished for the first time, ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge (London: Oxford UP: 1969). The 
numbers in brackets after the quotations refer to the lines of the poem. 
6 Dennis M. Welch takes this fact as an important indication that Christabel is really a poem 
about incest, and argues very convincingly for this interpretation. His reading has to down
play the importance of Geraldine, however, and is an insufficient answer to all the questions 
raised in the poem. Dennis M. Welch, "Coleridge's Christabel: A/version of a Family Ro
mance." Women's Studies 21 (1992): 163-184. 
7 S wann 405. 
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Then drawing in her breath aloud, 
Like one that shuddered, she unbound 
The cincture from beneath her breast: 
Her silken robe, and inner vest, 
Dropt to her feet, and in full view, 
Behold! her bosom and half her side-
A sight to dream of, not to tell! (245-254) 

Do the last two lines identify Geraldine as a lamia or some kind of female de
mon? It is the section in the poem which finally defines Geraldine as evil, but not 
only does the character of her corruption remain hidden, but she does not seem 
at ease with the role either. When she puts her spell on Christabel to prevent her 
from talking about what she has just seen, Geraldine does so by taking Christa
bel in her arms and saying "with low voice and doleful look" (265): 

In the touch of this bosom there worketh a spell, 
Which is lord of thy utterance, Christabel! (267-268) 

These women's reactions to each other are more than confusing. Why does 
Christabel not fight back? Why does she allow herself to be embraced? Why 
does she then consent to sharing her bed for the rest of the night with someone 
she has just recognised as evil? Is there something sexual in the relationship be
tween the two women and is this why Christabel, as a product of her society, is 
unable to speak about what has happened? Why does Geraldine seem sad 
when she activates the spell? Why does she set the spell in motion with such a 
strange method as "a touch of this bosom" (267)? Christabel's resistance is 
tainted by weakness to the point of complicity, and Geraldine's evil power con
tains both compassion and grief. It is possible to read the section as a very nega
tive depiction of a lesbian relationship, and Louise Yelin claims that this is one 
area where Possession rewrites Christabel, dismantling Coleridge's 
"association of same-sex female eroticism with demonic possession of a passive 
victim." 8 It is not quite this simple, however, because as Yelin also points out, 
Leonora Stern's aggressive lesbianism recalls Geraldine, and the fact that both 
Stern and Christabel LaMotte discard female separatism in favour of heterosex
ual relationships shows that Byatt's critique of Christabel on this point is at 
best ambivalent. LaMotte's life-companion Blanche Glover makes a rather in
adequate Geraldine, of course, so I believe that at least as far as the sexual as
pect is concerned, Possession re-reads Christabel. But the intertext underscores 
the fact that Possession does not produce a coherent view of same-sex relation
ships. 

Coleridge's text is equally ambiguous, however, and the intertextual con
nection draws attention to this fact. Whether or not the final passage of Part I 

8 Louise Yelin, "Cultural Cartography: A. S. Byatt's Possession and the Politics of Victo
rian Studies," Victorian Newsletter 81 (1992): 38. 
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contains a condemnation of female homosexuality, Geraldine is certainly identi
fied as corrupt, and in the Conclusion to this part of the poem Christabel seems 
to win a tentative victory over her. But not only is this victory immediately un
dermined in Part II of the work, but the description of Geraldine makes us won
der why she should have been perceived as a danger at all: 

And lo! The worker of these harms, 
That holds the maiden in her arms, 
Seems to slumber still and mild, 
As a mother with her child. (298-301) 

In the context of traditional romance, this is a very strange encounter between 
good and evil, and its sexual politics are unclear. If the two women are meant as 
personifications of opposing moral forces, the section is baffling indeed. 

The main reason Geraldine is categorised as evil is that she possesses a dou
ble nature. There is a discrepancy between the "bright lady" of her outward 
appearance and "the mark of shame" on her bosom, and Geraldine emerges as a 
successor to Duessa of The Faerie Queene (276, 270). But Spenser's Duessa 
can be classified as evil because of the cultural intertext of religion, and she also 
does not find it difficult to perform her evil deeds. The case of Geraldine is much 
more problematic. Here, the postmodern intertext offers another possible inter
pretation, because in postmodern romances, doubleness does not signify evil, 
since characters are not presented as unified and simple, but as disunited and 
complex. The intertextual link with By att's Possession suggests that Geraldine 
is a creature of the same kind as Melusina: two natures in one body, neither 
good nor evil but both, unstable and indefinite, consisting of very different and 
sometimes clearly conflicting parts.9 

To read Christabel as the epitome of goodness and Geraldine as her com
plete antithesis presupposes that they possess a wholeness in their selves which 
from a psychological point of view is probably unattainable. A postmodern in
terpretation acknowledges these women as people with "fractured selves" in
stead, and such a reading also illuminates what happens to Christabel in Part II 
of the poem, where she seems to take over or imitate Geraldine's characteristics. 
Geraldine is shown to resemble a snake, each of her eyes "shrunk up to a ser
pent's eye," (585) but it is Christabel who lets out the "hissing sound" of a 
snake (591) and who later mimics Geraldine: 

So deeply had she drunken in 
That look, those shrunken serpent's eyes, 
That all her features were resigned 
To this sole image in her mind: 
And passively did imitate 
That look of dull and treacherous hate! (601-606) 

9 See chapter 3 for a discussion of Melusina and unstable identity-formation. 
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Has Christabel, as goodness personified, been taken over by evil, and is then the 
moral message of the poem that good forces will be defeated by evil? This 
would be the logical outcome of a more traditional reading of the poem. Or does 
this, as the postmodern connection suggests, indicate that Christabel and Gér
aldine are not so different from each other after all? Postmodern romances insist 
on descriptions which show that people's characteristics fluctuate, and if the 
instability of these women's characters is recognised, some of the difficulties 
that arise when Christabel is interpreted as a poem only about good versus evil 
can be erased. 

An important issue in Possession is that of speech and silence, and how 
closely power is connected with people's ability to speak. This theme is very 
much emphasised through the intertextual connection with Christabel where 
the act of silencing is quite palpable. But Geraldine's action is performed in a 
surprisingly gentle way that raises the question of how evil it really is, and the 
link with Possession sheds a somewhat different light on it. Geraldine certainly 
silences Christabel in order to achieve her own ends, but this is only what the 
scholars Mortimer Cropper, Leonora Stern and Maud Bailey do to Christabel 
LaMotte, in their search for information which will validate their own ideologi
cal positions. Blanche Glover, similarly, tries to restrict her by withholding Ash's 
letters. Should these characters then be seen as evil because of Possession's in-
tertext Christabel, or should Geraldine be understood as someone who only, 
like most human beings, tries to further her own ends as best she can? Posses
sion's dialogue with Christabel can probably not fully explain Geraldine's 
puzzling nature. But to the extent that Possession rewrites Coleridge's poem, it 
is clear that the Geraldine-figures in the twentieth-century work are driven by 
greed, intellectual ambition or love, not by metaphysical evil. 

The Conclusion to Part II of Christabel is a problematic section of 
Coleridge's poem, and therefore conspicuous. The first stanza begins: 

A litde child, a limber elf,\ 
Singing, dancing to itself (656-657, my emphasis.) 

If the little child is meant to be Christabel, the description of her as an elf makes 
her even more complicated, since an elf is generally a male figure.10 Postmodern 
romances can accommodate such a picture of a woman more easily than tradi
tional works, and if Possession's indefinite gender-constructions are brought to 
bear on Christabel, this description of its main character is additional documen
tation of her uncertain nature. If, on the other hand, the elf is intended to be 

10 The OED entry gives the original grammatical gender of "elf' as masculine, "elven" 
being the feminine form. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the two words seem to 
have been used indiscriminately of both sexes, but in modern usage the word "elf" is 
chiefly used about a male fairy, all according to the OED, 2nd ed. 
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Coleridge's child Hartley, as A. S. Byatt suggests,11 the conclusion introduces a 
new character, which is rather odd. Such an interpretation further destabilises 
the work, and resolutely postpones its completion by swerving away at the very 
end from the narrative at hand. 

The idea expressed in Coleridge's Conclusion is how often love finds ar
ticulation through words which seem to indicate its opposite. The father 

[m]ust needs express his love's excess 
With words of unmeant bitterness. 
Perhaps 'tis pretty to force together 
Thoughts so all unlike each other; 
To mutter and mock a broken charm, 
To dally with wrong that does no harm. (664-669) 

Perhaps, Coleridge seems to be saying, contradiction is necessary, at least where 
love is involved. The insight is astonishingly postmodern, presaging the theme 
of the impossibility of finding unequivocal expression for love, which recurs 
throughout Possession and indeed most postmodern romances. As the Conclu
sion to the whole poem, moreover, these lines seem to indicate that Christabel is 
a deliberately contradictory text, ambivalent and paradoxical, resisting every at
tempt to pin down its specific meaning. In short, Christabel resembles a post
modern romance, and a postmodern reading of the poem can at least unfix some 
of the absolutes of earlier interpretations. 

The intertext Christabel clearly shows, then, that features which have been 
taken as predominantly postmodern are in fact present in earlier instances of ro
mance, and may even be integral to the genre as such. Another example of this 
is the postmodern campaign to break down the barriers between popular and 
serious literature. In a footnote in the Biographia Literaria Coleridge launches 
a scathing attack on popular literature, or rather its readers: 

as to the devotees of the circulating libraries, I dare not compliment their 
pass-time, or rather kill-time, with the name of reading. Call it rather a 
sort of beggarly day-dreaming, during which the mind of the reader fur
nishes for itself nothing but laziness, and a little mawkish sensibility [.]12 

But for all the contempt Coleridge seems to have for popular literature, one of 
his best-known poems is nevertheless an instance of it. The metre of Christabel 
is that of a ballad, and its content resembles that of gothic romances. Coleridge, 
however, plays with the conventions of gothic romance, instead of following 

11 Byatt proposes that in the Conclusion to Part II of Christabel, Coleridge "discusses the 
relationship between innocence and human destructiveness in terms of the relationship be
tween father and son." A. S. Byatt, Unruly Times: Wordsworth and Coleridge in their Time 
(1970; London: Hogarth, 1989) 181. 
12 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria 28. Also quoted in S wann, 411. 
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them. This is particularly clear when he sets out to create the traditional eerie 
atmosphere of gothics: 

Is the night chilly and dark? 
The night is chilly, but not dark. 
The thin gray cloud is spread on high, 
It covers but not hides the sky. 
The moon is behind, and at the full; 
And yet she looks both small and dull. (14-19) 

The total effect of these lines is that they do not really convey an uncanny 
feeling at all, because the lines of each couplet cancel each other out. In a similar 
way, Coleridge immediately undercuts the sense of fear and unease he builds up 
when Christabel first sees Geraldine: 

Hush, beating heart of Christabel! 
Jesu, Maria, shield her well! 
She folded her arms beneath her cloak, 
And stole to the other side of the oak. 

What sees she there? (53-57) 

A reader familiar with conventional gothic romances would expect something 
hair-raising, but the answer is an anti-climax: 

There she sees a damsel bright (58) 

I guess, 'twas frightful there to see 
A lady so richly clad as she-
Beautiful exceedingly! (66-68) 

Geraldine's beauty is of course only superficial and, just like the description of 
the night, the lines show that appearances deceive, and that evil can reside in 
the ordinary. But the link with postmodern romances also helps us to realise that 
sections like these may actually be attempts to bridge the gap between "high" 
and "low" literature, using the techniques of popular literature for new pur
poses. This is a plausible interpretation if Christabel is seen in the context of 
Lyrical Ballads, given the latter's poetic philosophy that poetry should use 
everyday language to express the extraordinary in the ordinary, as well as the 
reality of the supernatural. Coleridge was never as convinced of the poetic 
value of colloquial language as Wordsworth, however, stating in the Biog-
raphia Literaria that "I deny that the words and combinations of words de
rived from the objects, with which the rustic is familiar, whether with distinct or 
confused knowledge, can be justly said to form the best part of language."13 

There is a discrepancy between Coleridge's belief that poetry should be written 

13 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria 197. 
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in "the best part of language" and his choice of the popular ballad format for 
Christabel. 

It is perfectly possible, then, that at least some of ChristabeVs instability is 
an effect of an unresolved tension between popular and serious literature. In 
postmodern romances this operates as an incorporation of the conventions of 
mass culture, which both criticises and acknowledges the popular varieties of 
romance. The intertextual bond between Possession and Christabel helps to 
suggest that the contradictory description of the setting and the ambiguous na
ture of the relationship between Geraldine and Christabel could also be seen as 
ways of questioning the one-dimensional presentations of places and people in 
romances popular in Coleridge's time. Ann Radcliffe's gothic romances, for in
stance, introduce heroines characterised by innocence, virtue and compassion 
but, in contrast to Christabel, these stock figures retain their gentle natures in 
spite of all the evil they experience. In Christabel, the line between victim and 
oppressor is much less sharply drawn. Further, the Radcliffean gothic mode 
draws heavily on the spectacular landscape of Southern Europe, implicitly con
necting these surroundings with the excesses of the evil characters. Christabel 
uses an English setting, albeit in the past, downplays the importance of dramatic 
weather and defuses the connotations of ancient citadel and eerie atmosphere 
by giving the castle where Christabel lives quite a homely appearance. 
Coleridge sets corruption and depravity in an English context, and does not, 
like the popular gothics of his time, use wickedness as a titillating characteristic 
of the foreign. 

The very fact that Possession uses Christabel intertextually highlights an 
issue which has more to do with the production of literature and the authority 
of the author than with the text itself. In Coleridge's time, the originality of the 
poet was highly valued, and in his Preface to the 1816 publication of Christabel 
the author is very anxious to show that the poem is in no way derivative of the 
efforts of Sir Walter Scott or Lord Byron, but in fact precedes works like The 
Lay of the Last Minstrel and Childe Harold*s Pilgrimage14: 

The first part of the following poem was written in the year 1797, at 
Stowey, in the country of Somerset. The second part, after my return 
from Germany, in the year 1800, at Keswick, Cumberland. It is probable 
that if the poem had been finished at either of the former periods, or if 
even the first and second part had been published in the year 1800, the 
impression of its originality would have been much greater than I dare 
at present expect.15 

14 Scott later acknowledged that the metre of The Lay of the Last Minstrel was in fact influ
enced by the metre of Christabel, so Coleridge was also justified in writing his defensive 
Preface. A. S. Byatt, Unruly Times 238. 
15 Coleridge, Poetical Works 213-214. 
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Intertextual linking is in itself a challenge to the whole idea of originality in art, 
and one of the insights in By att's Possession is that noone can possess litera
ture. Conscious use of intertexts in a sense violates copyright, but it also under
cuts the whole notion of ownership in literature by showing that every piece of 
writing - or re-writing as it were - is both unique and part of a tradition. Thus 
the filter of Possession foregrounds another section in Coleridge's preface: 

I am confident, however, that as far as the present poem is concerned, 
the celebrated poets whose writings I might have been suspected of 
having imitated, either in particular passages, or in the tone and the spirit 
of the whole, would be among the first to vindicate me from the charge 
[J16 

Coleridge is consequently well aware of the fact that Scott and Byron have 
published similar poems before Christabel, but he does not concede the impor
tant implications of this fact: that to some extent, every piece of literature is a 
variety of the already-written. Instead he tries to defend the individuality of 
Christabel against the "set of critics, who seem to hold, that every possible 
thought and image is traditional."17 Postmodern romances, in contrast, an
nounce their dependence on the tradition and emphasise it by their frequent use 
of intertexts, as medieval and Renaissance romances do before them. The realisa
tion that this tradition sometimes embodies a postmodern attitude to art is a very 
important effect when Christabel appears in Possession. 

Re-reading Maud 
Maud is not the most obvious of Tennyson's poems to function intertextually in 
a postmodern romance, so it is rather striking that it appears in both B y att's 
Possession and Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman.18 The way Maud 
functions in these two works illustrates different levels of intertextuality quite 
distinctly, because it shows both how the intertext works in its new context and 
what happens when its original location, the 'second context', is brought in. 
Further, Maud demonstrates very clearly that the inevitable inaccuracy of narra
tive representation is not a postmodern discovery. 

Ten of the chapter headings in The French Lieutenant's Woman are lines 
taken from Maud. Sometimes the quotations are merely descriptive comments 
on the content of the chapter, as when chapter 10, which describes Charles 
Smithson's first meeting with Sarah Woodruff, is headed by these lines: 

16 Coleridge, Poetical Works 215. 
17 Coleridge, Poetical Works 214. 
18 A more unambiguous romances like The Lady of Shalott would appear to be a likelier 
choice. Maud is a rather peculiar romance, but it resembles postmodern romances in that it 
transcends the borders of genre, using the form of romance for social criticism and com
mentary, developing into an almost naturalistic exploration of the nature of madness. 
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And once, but once, she lifted her eyes, 
And suddenly, sweetly, strangely blushed 
To find they were met by my own; (I. 305-307)19 

The heading of chapter 56, which describes Charles's attempts to find Sarah, 
works in a similar way: 

Ah Christ, that it were possible 
For one short hour to see 
The souls we loved, that they might tell us 
What and where they be. (II. 153-156) 

Epigraphs like these add little to the dominant text and function primarily as la
bels, but the fact that so many of them are taken from the same work strength
ens Maud's position as intertext, and signals that its presence in the primary 
work can contribute to interpretation of The French Lieutenant's Woman. 

Specific intertexts can suggest how a certain passage should be read, like 
the quotation introducing chapter 6, in which the vicar in Lyme Regis per
suades the close-minded Mrs Poulteney to offer employment to Sarah Woodruff, 
the "fallen woman." The epigraph from Maud is manifestly incongruous, par
ticularly with a knowledge of the end of the stanza: 

Ah, Maud, you milkwhite fawn, you are all unmeet for a wife. 

You have but fed on the roses and lain in the lilies of life. (I. 157, 160) 

In Mrs Poulteney's eyes, Sarah is "unmeet for a wife" because of her soiled 
reputation, a reputation which is altogether mythical. The intertext anticipates 
the subsequent revelation that Sarah at this point is actually a virgin, by linking 
her to the "milk-white" Maud, though in chapter 6 there is nothing which 
shows this aspect of the connection. Rather, the intertext supports the ironic 
tone of the chapter by being so glaringly unsuitable as a description. 

Other quotations strongly emphasise the philosophical theme of the chapter, 
like the line heading the long discussion of the writer as creator in chapter 13: 
"For the drift of the Maker is dark, an Isis hid by the veil" (I. 144). Fowles ends 
his quotation with three dots (...), thus indicating that it is not complete, and if 
the whole stanza is brought in, the last line offers a contrastive comment on the 
views he lays down in the chapter: "/ have not made the world, and He that 
made it will guide" (1.149). What Fowles in fact says in the chapter is, that as a 
novelist, he has created the world he describes, but that he is not prepared to 

19 This and all subsequent extracts from Maud: A Monodrama are taken from The Poems 
of Tennyson, ed. Christopher Ricks (London: Longman, 1969). The Roman numerals in 
brackets after the quotations refer to the section, the Arabic numerals to the lines of the 
poem. 
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guide it: "There is only one good definition of God: the freedom that allows 
other freedoms to exist. And I must conform to that definition" (FLW 86). The 
chapter epigraph from Maud contradicts this view since it presents a God who 
may be unfathomable but who has a purpose, and so the result of this intertex-
tual connection is primarily that it opens up a dialogue between The French 
Lieutenant's Woman and Victorian religious thought. 

Mahmoud Salami argues that the main reason for the Victorian epigraphs in 
The French Lieutenant's Woman is that 

the narrator is able to reconstruct, represent, and "colonize" the cultural 
milieu of the Victorian age by the representation of aspects of its literary 
world through the poetry of Hardy, Arnold, Tennyson, and Clough.20 

But the fact is that Fowles also allows his own text to be colonised by these in-
tertexts, because, since intertextual play opens a dialogue, the outcome cannot 
be quite controlled. One example is the references to Jane Austen's Persuasion, 
which appear to be employed only as mood-setting pictures of Lyme Regis. But 
because their original location is evoked as second context, these references 
also support the theme of feminism in The French Lieutenant's Woman, show 
that a romance can be a suitable form for expressing feminist ideas and fore
ground the circumstance that both narratives deal with people's freedom to 
make their own choices. If Fowles's intention is to use the chapter epigraphs in 
order to lay a foundation for his critique of the nineteenth century, this is not 
something he can be certain of achieving via intertextual linking. 

One element in the connection between The French Lieutenant's Woman 
and Maud which should not be overlooked is that they are both eponymous 
pieces in which the characters giving their names to the works are conspicu
ously absent. Maud is not the protagonist of Tennyson's poem, and, like 
Fowles's Sarah Woodruff, she never speaks in her own voice. Just as Sarah is 
consistently presented as an enigma, the "indistinctness of [Maud's] characteri
zation suggests that her function in the poem is not as a character at all but as 
the obscure object of the narrator's desire."21 What the reader gets is someone 
else's view of her - an interpretation provided, moreover, by a narrator who is 
distinctly unreliable: "The speaker in Maud is not the Poet but an imagined 
madman deranged by debility and injustice."22 

20 Mahmoud Salami, John Fowles's Fiction and the Poetics of Postmodernism. 
(Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1992) 107. 
21 Susan Shatto, Introduction, Tennyson's Maud: A definitive edition, ed. Susan Shatto 
(London: Athlone P, 1986) 37. 
22 A. S. Byatt, "Insights ad nauseam" rev. of Reading "In Memoriamby Timothy Pelta-
son; Tennyson: The Muses' Tug-of-War, by David Albright; Tennyson's "Maud": A defini
tive edition, by Susan Shatto; Alfred Tennyson, by Alan Sinfield, Times Literary Supplement, 
Nov. 14, 1986: 1274. 
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Possession, on the other hand, operates as a re-writing of Maud, because it 
gives Maud Bailey the position of speaking subject and reverses the negative 
comments of Tennyson's narrator about his Maud by supplying a contrasting 
interpretation of the matter. Maud Bailey in Possession is clearly connected 
with Tennyson's Maud: she works "at the top of Tennyson Tower," 
(.Possession 39) and, trying to avoid an argument with Leonora Stern, she be
comes "like her namesake, icily regular, splendidly null" {Possession 316). This 
description, used about the Maud in Tennyson's poem (I. 82) is one which both 
Maud Bailey and others apply to her. She quotes it to Roland Micheli at the 
end of the book, and he replies: 

'How did you know I used to think that?' 
'Everyone always does. Fergus did. Does.' {Possession 506) 

The quotation from Maud continues "[d]ead perfection, no more,", and in line 
with this Maud Bailey describes her face as a "doll-mask" {Possession 57). She 
is afraid of her beauty because, like the narrator of the poem, she knows that 
outward appearance does not define a person, but that she will nevertheless be 
judged by it: "People treat you as a kind of possession if you have a certain sort 
of good looks," she says {Possession 506). The narrator of Maud fears that 
there may be no heart behind the beauty of his Maud, but Maud Bailey realises 
that heart, passion and individuality may simply be overlooked in someone who 
possesses a beautiful face. 

The main difficulty for the lovers in Tennyson's text - as the speaker in the 
poem sees it - is their social and financial inequality. In this, Roland Micheli in 
Possession resembles the narrator of Maud: 

in some dark and outdated English social system of class, which he did 
not believe in, but felt obscurely working and gripping him, Maud was 
County, and he was urban lower-middle-class, in some places more, in 
some places less acceptable than Maud, but in almost aU incompatible. 
{Possession 425) 

This shared inequality supports the intertextual relationship between the two 
works, but Maud Bailey and her lower-middle-class lover finally get together, 
because they belong to a time when class is less significant. One effect of con
necting and contrasting the fates of Roland Micheli and the narrator in Maud is 
that the importance of time and place in a work of literature is emphasised: ideas 
and conditions are not universal, but products of specific periods and societies. 

Descriptions of characters or chapter content could have been provided by 
quotations from any number of poems, and this does not explain why Maud, in
stead of other possible texts, should be used. There are, however, thematic cor
respondences between the texts, like the fact that Maud, as well as postmodern 



154 

romances, questions the idea that love is the remedy for everything. To know 
Maud's beauty, says the narrator, may be 

the one bright thing to save 
My yet young life in the wilds of Time, 
Perhaps from madness, perhaps from crime, 
Perhaps from a selfish grave. (I. 556-559) 

Ironically the narrator's deluded conception of what kind of relationship he has 
with Maud leads him to both crime and madness: he fights, perhaps kills, 
Maud's brother in a duel and has to flee to France where he goes insane. A 
reader needs considerable knowledge of Maud to recognise this similarity, but 
once recognised it helps to strengthen the view of love-as-a-problem in post
modern romance. 

Part I of Maud seems to be tracking the course of a love affair, but Part II 
divulges that the person narrating these events is in fact mentally disturbed, 
which casts doubts on his account: does his relationship with Maud exist any
where besides in his head? The narrator's (in)ability to represent characters and 
occurrences is consequently of great importance in Maud, and his subjectivity 
and unreliability are underscored.23 As a result, the intertextual connection be
tween the Victorian poem and postmodern romances shows that Maud pro
vides, or at least emphasises, an interpretative tool needed for an understanding 
of postmodern romances, namely the fact that narrators cannot be trusted but 
will convey their own biased version of the truth. In Possession several narra
tors are engaged to distribute several different truths, in The French Lieuten
ant's Woman the narrator consistently stresses his inability to know the whole 
truth, and in Part II of Maud the narrator demonstrates that he is unable to dis
tinguish between truth and wishful thinking when he recollects meetings with 
Maud which never took place. Consequently, the intertextual link between 
Maud and postmodern romance draws attention to the postmodern tenet that 
textual representation is always inaccurate, while highlighting the fact that the 
problem of representation is addressed in literature long before the time of post
modernism. 

Victorian models remodelled 
Some of the favourite periods for writers of historiographie metafiction are the 
Restoration, the Augustan Age and the early nineteenth century. One reason for 
this is that these periods, perhaps more than others, seem to be permeated with a 

23 See Marilyn Kurata, " 'A Juggle Born of the Brain': A New Reading of Maud " for a 
discussion of the narrator's ability to represent Maud and her feelings. Victorian Poetry 21 
(1983): 369-78. 
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"basic dualism."24 They are not, even to begin with, unambiguous, easily inter
preted times, but are marked by social change and conflicting paradigms -
steady progress and revolution, Enlightenment and Romanticism, to name but a 
few. The Volcano Lover is set in one of these preferred periods, the late eight
eenth and early nineteenth century, and Sexing the Cherry in the Restoration; 
but Possession, The Chymical Wedding and The French Lieutenant's Woman 
all use the mid-Victorian era as their setting, a period which is generally por
trayed as fairly stable. In some ways the middle of the nineteenth century even 
appears as a quite unsuitable setting for a romance. Victorian authors did not see 
themselves as romance writers, nor is the Victorian age particularly well-
represented in popular romances before the emergence of the family sagas of the 
1980s. What, then, is the attraction of the mid-nineteenth century for postmod
ern romances? 

An exotic setting, in the sense of strange, unusual and interesting because of 
its unfamiliarity, is usually seen as the hallmark of romances, and when the ex
otic element consists of history, the past is usually regarded as self-contained, as 
another "place". Hence the predominance in gothic romances of medieval set
tings, since the less we can know about a historical period the more alien it be
comes and the more credible the unrealistic components of the plot. The Victo
rian past is perhaps foreign, as a time before there were modern conveniences 
like freezers, cars and aeroplanes, but it is not very distant, and we know a great 
deal about it. By choosing the middle of the nineteenth century as a setting for 
romance, Byatt, Clarke and Fowles indicate both that the history of the period is 
less accessible than we think and, in apparent contradiction to this, that ro
mances do not need extravagantly exotic settings. One effect of using the Vic
torian period as a background is that it forces readers to reassess their interpreta
tions of what a romance is, and to realise that the form is not dependent on evo
cations of exotic times and places. In this way other distinguishing features of 
the genre are foregrounded, such as its uneasy relation to agreed-upon truths, 
which is particularly important in a postmodern historical romance. 

The Victorian novel is still very popular in Britain: in a Sunday Times survey 
a few years ago, nineteenth-century novels were most frequently mentioned as 
readers' favourites, among them Great Expectations, Middlemarch, and Tes s of 
the d'Urbervilles.25 Like many popular romances, Possession, The Chymical 
Wedding and The French Lieutenant's Woman have affinities with the Victo

24 Susana Onega, "British Historiographie Metafiction in the 1980s," British Postmodern 
Fiction, ed. Theo D'haen and Hans Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993) 57. John Fowles's 
A Maggot is set in the eighteenth century, and other writers of historiographie metafiction 
who have set their works in the Restoration, the Augustan Age and the early nineteenth 
century are, for instance, Peter Ackroyd, John Banville, Charles Palliser and Rose Tremain. 
25 David Mills, "Masters of the arts." Sunday Times 24 Sept. 1995: The Culture 28. The 
survey referred to was based on 1,098 questionnaires, and cannot be regarded as statistically 
valid. The survey can, however, "be understood as an expression of values, rather than an 
analysis of practice," and as Mills suggests, probably "some of these values are ideals." 29. 
I am grateful to Philip Grey for showing me the article. 
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rian novel, but Byatt's and Fowles's postmodern romances in particular also 
question the form. Victorian writers could usually take for granted a certain 
knowledge of moral and religious standards and a grounding in history and lit
erary conventions among their readers. Their audience, despite the fact that it 
was larger than ever before in the history of literature, did not include all groups 
in society and was consequently comparatively uniform, so that "most Victorian 
novelists were conscious of writing for a middle-class and predominantly family 
audience."26 This situation no longer exists, since the present-day reading pub
lic is larger still and characterised by its diversity, and our society much less sta
ble.27 There is scarcely any moral, ethical or cultural view today which does not 
have its own opposing counterpart. Through devices like Fowles's commenting 
twentieth-century narrator and Byatt's multiple narrative voices, the problem of 
creating meaning when a commonly shared value system no longer exists is 
highlighted, but at the same time the stability and universality of Victorian be
liefs are questioned. A common view of the Victorian novel is that it is "the ve
hicle best equipped to present a picture of life lived in a given society against a 
stable background of social and moral values by people who were recognizably 
like the people encountered by readers."28 Consequently an important charac
teristic is a belief that the novel can represent reality more or less objectively, as 
readers experience it. This picture of reality is always shaped by the author's 
world-view, however, and Victorian narratives have a capacity for totalisation, 
ostensibly permitting no contradictions or loose ends. Obviously their ability to 
represent the external world truthfully is questioned in postmodern literature, 
but frequent allusions to instances of Victorian literature and reworkings of its 
themes ensure that such questioning also foregrounds the complexity of Victo
rian novels, the layers beneath the surface of the texts. 

One of the themes in The French Lieutenant's Woman is the nature of fic
tion itself, and it is precisely against the background of the conventions of the 
Victorian novel that Fowles's declarations are to be read. Novelists, he says 

wish to create worlds as real as, but other than the world that is. Or 
was. This is why we cannot plan. We know a world is an organism, not 

26 Robin Gilmour, The Novel in the Victorian Age: A Modern Introduction (London: Ar
nold, 1986) 6. 
27 The Victorian society was of course far from stable, but its social rules and taboos sug
gest the existence of at least superficial stability. In Walter Allen, The English Novel: A Short 
Critical History (1954; Harmonds worth: Pelican, 1971) 141, the "great achievement" of 
the Victorian age is summarised as "the universal acceptance of the idea of respectability." 
This description, however stereotypical, is still used about the period, even though a more 
recent study, Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-
Victorian England (1988; London: Virago, 1989) 3, shows that "the middle-class ideology 
we most often associate with the Victorian period was both contested and always under con
struction; because it was always in the making, it was always open to revision, dispute, and 
the emergence of oppositional formulations." 
28 David Daiches, A Critical History of English Literature, 2nd ed. vol. 4 (1969; London: 
Seeker & Warburg, 1971) 1049. 
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a machine. We also know that a genuinely created world must be inde
pendent of its creator; a planned world (a world that fully reveals its 
planning) is a.dead world. It is only when our characters and events be
gin to disobey us that they begin to live. (FLW 86, original emphasis.) 

Victorian novels seem to be "planned worlds" where mediation between op
posing ideas is the way to deal with a world which is changing. Even though 
contrasting ideas are accepted and reflected in such novels, compromise is fa
voured before contradiction in an effort to combine irreconcilable elements with 
a reassuring sense of closure. Painful and incomprehensible themes are explored, 
but there is an overriding sense of order and shape in life, in spite of insecurity 
and change. In Robin Gilmour's words, the "central task of Victorian culture 
was mediatory, seeking always to reconcile and synthesize - reform with tradi
tion, present with past, doubt with duty, romantic feeling with domestic stabil
ity."29 Such reconciliation and synthesis depend on an authority which post
modern writers - at least on the surface - deny themselves. 

The strategies used in postmodern romances largely challenge school-book 
simplifications of the Victorian novel, but by doing so they also highlight the 
fact that the Victorian narratives, far from being total world visions, present a 
disparity of attitudes. As Bakhtin has shown, they incorporate heteroglossia, 
and even though the various opinions included are chosen and shaped by the 
author's imagination, one result is that the Victorian novel becomes double-
voiced, because it "serves two speakers at the same time and expresses simulta
neously two different intentions: the direct intention of the character who is 
speaking, and the refracted intention of the author."30 The works are distinc
tively intertextual, incorporating frequent allusions to Shakespeare, Milton, the 
Bible and even contemporary works, often using Christianity as a cultural in-
tertext against which the whole work should be read, whether it attacks or ad
vocates it. By focusing readers' attention on these and similar techniques, post
modern romances simultaneously attack and restore our faith in Victorian narra
tives. 

The fact that Victorian techniques are parodied does consequently not only 
mean that they are criticised. The conventional intrusive author often seems di
dactic, patronising, authoritarian, but as A. S. Byatt says of George Eliot, an in
trusive author need not be at all as constricting for the reader as she might at 
first seem, because Eliot "demonstrates and argues the case for independent 
thought, in reader as in characters and writer."31 Byatt and Fowles use intru

29 Gilmour, 11-12. Seeing the role of the Victorian novel as mediatory is of course to ac
cept that the genre is both "multivoiced and internally contestatory," as Donald E. Hall 
expresses it. Donald E. Hall, Fixing Patriarchy: Feminism and Mid-Victorian Male Novelists 
(London: MacMillan, 1996) 9. 
30 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. 
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (1981; Austin: U of Texas P, 1985) 324. 
31 A. S. Byatt, Passions of the Mind: Selected Writings (1991; London: Vintage, 1993) 4. 
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sions into the text as enhancements of their subjectivity, their lack of authority, 
and this parodie reworking of the device has the potential effect of making 
readers reconsider the authorial comments in the Victorian novels. 

The conventions of narration are brought to the fore in postmodern ro
mances, and the unreliability of narrators is constantly stressed. In The Chymical 
Wedding, the nineteenth-century sections of the story are told by an omniscient 
narrator, in accordance with Victorian fictional practice. The twentieth-century 
sections, on the other hand, are told .by a first-person narrator whose vision is 
necessarily subjective. But there is one important occasion when the first-
person narrator Alex Darken assumes omniscience: when he describes the near-
death experience of Edward Nesbit (CW 475-76). As an effect of this, the illu
sion that omniscient narration is just a transparent medium for the event is ex
posed, since this is clearly an episode Darken cannot know first-hand. Similarly, 
it is the narrator's omniscience that Fowles attacks in the often-quoted chapter 
13 of The French Lieutenant's Woman: 

I do not know. This story I am telling is all imagination. These characters 
I create never existed outside my own mind. If I have pretended until 
now to know my characters' minds and innermost thoughts, it is be
cause I am writing in (just as I have assumed some of the vocabulary 
and 'voice' of) a convention universally accepted at the time of my 
story: that the novelist stands next to God. He may not know all, yet he 
tries to pretend that he does. (FLW 85) 

By stressing the story's status as "imagination," Fowles deflates the Victorian 
idea that fiction reflects reality. But by claiming not to know the "innermost 
thoughts" of his characters he also undermines the idea that an author/narrator 
exercises control over his work, which paradoxically seems to return a quality of 
"reality" to the narrative. Omniscient narration is held up for scrutiny, but the 
fictional reality of the narrative remains in place. 

There are only three sections in Possession where the events of the past are 
narrated by an omniscient author, passages which are very significant because 
they "tell what might be thought of as the most important, beautiful and terrible 
moments in the lives of the Victorian characters."32 The installation of this Vic
torian device seems to counteract all the questioning of the accessibility of the 
past which has been going on in the book, and readers have indeed criticised 
Byatt for using the technique, saying that she is "breaking [her] own conven
tion incompetently." So why does Byatt suddenly use another narrative mode? 
Her reason was "partly polemical," she says: 

32 Chapter 15 in Possession, pp. 273-88, which describes Ash's and LaMotte's stay in 
Yorkshire is told by an omniscient narrator, and so is the section in Chapter 25, pp. 446-62, 
describing Randolph and Ellen Ash, ending with the poet's death, even though the narrative 
is interspersed with documents. Finally, the Postscript, pp. 508-11, is written from an omnis
cient perspective. The description of the passages is Byatt's own, in A. S. Byatt, "In the grip 
of Possession," Independent, 2 Feb. 1995: 26. 
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I also believe the third-person narrator has been much maligned in the 
recent past - it does not pretend to "God" - simply the narrative voice, 
which knows what it does know. And I wanted to show that such a 
voice can bring the reader nearer the passions and the thoughts of 
characters, without any obligation to admire the cleverness of the nov
elist. There is a nice irony about this - the writer and reader share what 
critics and scholars can't discover.33 

Quite clearly, Byatt argues against Fowles, and when she assumes the position 
of omniscient narrator, it is more to introduce yet another version of what hap
pened than to reveal any complete truth. 

It seems clear that The French Lieutenant's Woman appears as an intertext 
in Possession. It is also clear that the relationship contains an element of re
writing. Byatt depicts the Victorian age as multi-faceted and unstable, a period 
irrevocably tied to the present: Fowles presents it as rigid, an era which needs to 
be replaced by a new order. Possession was "partly provoked" by The French 
Lieutenant's Woman, and both meanings of the word - 'prompted' and 
'annoyed' - should be recognised.34 Byatt describes Fowles's work as "a Vic
torian novel within a novel," which invites the reader "both to experience 
imaginatively the sexual urgency and tension it evokes, and to place such 
imagining as a function of that kind of story, that kind of style and, Fowles sug
gests, that period of history."35 Fowles's depiction of the Victorian age is basi
cally unfair, she argues, because his "understanding of Victorian life and litera
ture is crude and derived from the Bloomsbury rejection of it."36 It is true that 
Fowles's twentieth-century narrator seems to mock Victorians and their society, 
and it is also true that the sense of period and the feeling that history matters 
come through much more strongly in Possession, partly as a result of the way 
Byatt uses techniques, metaphors and references which also appear in Fowles's 
story. 

The French Lieutenant's Woman mimics a number of Victorian novels by 
authors such as Charles Dickens, George Eliot and Thomas Hardy. The imita
tions and travesties are "matched by more generic ironic play on nineteenth-
century authoritative narrating voices, reader address, and narrative closure."37 

One point where Possession grapples with Fowles's parody of Victorian strate
gies is in the matter of endings. In Fowles's - or his narrator's - opinion, Victo
rian novels are "closed texts," in the sense that they provide a final explanation 
of events before the book ends: "the conventions of Victorian fiction allow, al
lowed no place for the open, the inconclusive ending" {FLW 348). Fowles has 

33 Byatt, "In the grip of Possession" 26. 
34 Byatt, "Self-portrait of a Victorian polymath" 45. 
35 Byatt, Passions 173. 
36 Byatt, Passions 174. 
37 Hutcheon, Poetics 45. 
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provocatively equipped The French Lieutenant*s Woman with a closed, Victo
rian ending in chapter 44, and at least in theory it is possible to skip the remain
ing seventeen chapters of the book. Obviously most readers would be reluctant 
to do so, but the final chapters of the book only confront them with two further 
endings. Critics generally agree that Fowles presents the three different endings 
in order to emphasise his philosophy that authors do not control the characters 
they create, but Byatt objects on the grounds that these endings do not suggest 
a number of potential stories, but programmatically deny the reality of all the 
stories and their conclusions.38 Yet Possession also has alternative endings, so 
why the disagreement? The difference is that Fowles produces three separate 
and fixed endings to the same story, all of them in the narrative past tense, and 
all, in Byatt's view, thereby invalidating each other. The endings in Possession, 
on the other hand, conclude different strands in the narrative and function as 
alternative endings because the different stories echo each other: Melusina's 
tragedy is transformed into resignation in the case of Christabel LaMotte and a 
tentative solution in the case of Maud Bailey. Moreover, the only ending which 
is truly fixed is that of Melusina's story, because the end to Christabel's story is 
modified by the Postscript, and the end to Maud's story is projected into the fu
ture. 

Criticism offered in postmodern works is seldom unequivocal, and can some
times fold back on itself. This explains why Fowles's play with the structures of 
the Victorian novel has been interpreted both as an attempt to affirm the Victo
rian tradition and as an attempt to reject it.39 Similarly, it seems clear that Byatt's 
use of the conventions of the nineteenth-century novel is frequently ironic, but 
the postmodern condition, particularly its theoretical aspects, does not emerge as 
superior to its Victorian equivalent. The Victorian characters in Possession have 
"vital inner lives," whereas the modern characters are crippled and confused by 
academic postures that see everything, including love and knowledge, as cul
tural constructs.40 Possession is in many ways a negotiation between the beliefs 
of nineteenth-century scientists who "talked about truth and the immutable 
laws of nature" and twentieth-century scientists who are "excited by ideas of 
things and theories as human fictions."41 Neither position is seen as wholly sat
isfactory, which accounts for their presence as competing, not conclusive an
swers in Possession. 

38 Byatt, Passions 174. 
39 Sabine Hotho-Jackson, "Literary History in Literature: An Aspect of the Contemporary 
Novel," Moderna Språk 86.2 (1992) views The French Lieutenant's Woman as an affirma
tion of the Victorian tradition, whereas Byatt, as I have shown, sees it as a rejection of it. 
40 Frederick M. Holmes, "The Historical Imagination and the Victorian Past: A. S. Byatt's 
Possession " English Studies in Canada 20 (1994): 324. 
41 A. S. Byatt, "The dangerous belief that there is no such thing as knowledge," Independ
ent 29 Apr. 1988: 16. Above the article, A. S. Byatt's name appears as Antonia Byatt. 
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* 

The ways in which Christabel and Maud function in Possession and The 
French Lieutenant's Woman indicate that intertextuality amounts to much 
more than an author's exploitation of a previous text. Specific intertexts can 
certainly be used as descriptions of the content of a chapter, for example, but 
there is always the possibility that the original context of the intertext will sub
tly alter this content or even contradict it. Generally intertexts enhance themes 
and foreground artistic practices in postmodern romances, but they also destabi
lise the main narratives by introducing other voices. These contradictory effects 
are possible because the relationship established between the texts is dialogic. 

Intertextual linking also enables postmodern romances to engage critically 
with prestigious texts of their tradition, and often takes the form of a re-
interpretation of the texts in question. In certain ways Possession performs a 
critique of both Christabel and Maud, or at least of conventional interpretations 
of these works. This re-reading emphasises postmodern traits in previous exam
ples of the romance, and so negotiates the boundaries of the genre as a whole. It 
also suggests new ways in which significant works can be understood or, as is 
the case with the connection between Possession and The French Lieutenant's 
Woman, criticises influential works by using the same themes, structures or sym
bols in a different way. But even though the dominance of the primary text 
should not be denied, it is important to recognise that dominant text and in
tertext affect each other. As a result, intertextual strategies help us to think 
about literature as discourse, fluctuating with time, situation and reader instead 
of as a stable entity, because one of the most prominent effects of textual in
tertextuality is that the context of each of the texts involved is changed and 
broadened. 
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6 

POPULARISING THE POSTMODERN: 

EQUIVOCATING THE POPULAR 

The mass market variety of the romance genre has often been ignored by the 
academic establishment,1 and a question that needs to be asked is why the con
nection between popular and postmodern romances exists, and what its conse
quences might be. Possession, The French Lieutenant's Woman, The Chymical 
Wedding and The Volcano Lover all relate to the subgenre of popular romance 
in various ways, as do The Passion and Written on the Body by Jeanette Win-
terson and The Crown of Columbus by Michael Doiris and Louise Erdrich, and 
I would suggest that an important, perhaps even crucial, reason for the relation
ship is that the choice of a popular form establishes a common basis for reader 
and writer. Titles and subtitles announce their adherence to a form of fiction 
which already has a large readership, which suggests that postmodern romances 
are intended for a larger audience than the cultural élite. "What makes romances 
so easy to read," says Catherine Belsey, "is precisely their familiarity,"2 and it is 
this familiarity that postmodern romances draw on. A shared knowledge of the 
conventions of popular romances provides the stability which allows ambiguity 
in postmodern romances to function, since to be ambiguous without a stable 
background all too easily results in confusion. Postmodern romances depend on 
the conventionality and predictability of popular romance, because without this 
background they cannot articulate their own particular complexity. 

1 Harriett Hawkins introduces her study of the cross-fertilisation between 'high' and popu
lar literature by saying that "until recently it would most certainly have been, even as in 
certain circles it may still be, academic suicide to admit to any interest in, much less enjoy
ment of, certain works popular with 'bourgeois* (middle-class, middle-brow) audiences " 
Harriett Hawkins, Classics and Trash: Traditions and Taboos in High Literature and Popu
lar Modern Genres (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990) xiv. Bridget Fowler also com
ments on the academic establishment's tendency to ignore the popular romance, saying that 
romantic fiction is "so stigmatised at present that it has received very little academic atten
tion." Bridget Fowler, The Alienated Reader: Women and Romantic Literature in the Twen
tieth Century (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991) 1. 
2 Catherine Belsey, Desire: Love Stories in Western Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994) 31. 
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In many ways the relationship between postmodern and popular romances 
resembles that between postmodern romances and feminism. Moreover, the cul
tural intertext of feminism is continually played off against the generic intertext 
of mass market romance. The ways in which the conventions of the latter are 
utilised in postmodern romances entail an implicit critique of the form, question
ing the values of mass market literature by attempting to cancel the conservative 
assumptions embodied in the genre. But the dialogue between the two romance 
forms also reveals traits in the popular category which have sometimes been 
overlooked. This means that the postmodern appropriation of the subgenre 
partly functions as an act of restoration, a way of showing that popularity itself 
has led to unfair dismissals of the group. Despite their stereotypical nature, 
popular romances may still have something to say. Interpretations of popular 
romances have hitherto concentrated on the political messages transmitted in 
them, and "the study of popular texts has often focused on the potentially 
'progressive' or 'regressive' aspects of a particular genre."3 Because of this, 
there has been quite a debate as to what the works actually say, and popular 
romances have been shown to be sometimes patriarchal, sometimes feminist 
statements, in accordance with the theoretical models used by the critic exam
ining them. But the fact that different readers are able to discover completely 
contradictory messages in the works suggests that they are far more complex 
than their stereotypical plots and sets of characters indicate. When the ambigu
ous postmodern romances use structures from romantic category fictions, one 
important effect is that the double nature inherent in the popular form is brought 
to the surface.4 

I use the term 'popular romance' as denoting the Mills & Boon or Harlequin 
variety of the genre, as well as romances by authors like Mary Stewart, Eleanor 
Burford Hibbert (writing as Victoria Holt and Jean Plaidy), Phyllis Whitney, 
Anya Seton, Georgette Heyer, Jackie Collins and Jilly Cooper: romantic sus
pense, contemporary gothics, romantic biographies, historical romances and the 
more recent, sexually explicit type of romance. The books are identified through 
their authors' reputation as romance writers, through cover art, through typical 
titles or by being published in romance fiction lines, and even though there are 
individual variations between the works, their main focus is the development of 
a heterosexual love relationship. The underlying formula appears to be very sta
ble. 

3 Susannah Radstone, Introduction, Sweet Dreams: Sexuality Gender and Popular Fiction, 
ed. Susannah Radstone (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1988) 
4 For the double, or feminist-patriarchal, nature of popular romances and the debate about 
what messages these texts contain, see for instance Fowler 7-19; Kay Mussell, Fantasy and 
Reconciliation: Contemporary Formulas of Women's Romance Fiction (Westport CT: 
Greenwood, 1984) 3-28; Jean Radford, Introduction, The Progress of Romance: The Poli
tics of Popular Fiction, ed. Jean Radford (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986) 1-19; 
Janice A. Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy and Popular Literature 
(1984; London: Verso, 1994). 
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The intertextual link between postmodern and popular romances is based 
on genre conventions, and for my comparisons of the two kinds of romances I 
have therefore selected popular texts where the conventional structures are 
clearly visible. Barbara Cartland, with more than 500 popular romances behind 
her, is perhaps the best-known romance writer in the twentieth century, and I 
refer to two fairly recent books of hers, Afraid from 1981 and Desire in the Des
ert from 1989. I also provide examples from Valerie Parv's A Royal Romance 
and Living with Marc by Jane Donnelly, both published by Harlequin Mills & 
Boon in 1996. Like Cartland's books, these are instances of a remarkably long-
lived romance formula - the Cinderella story - and describe how the initial an
tagonism between a rich and powerful man and a poor but beautiful woman is 
transformed into true love. As the dates of publication suggest, there is obvi
ously still a market for books which offer this fantasy, despite considerable 
changes in society and in popular culture itself. 

Popular romances can be contrasted with 'anti-romances', which differ from 
the conventional kind in that they have 'the other woman' as protagonist.5 

These women frequently fail to accept society's constraints, and in the end they 
are punished by losing their lovers or even their lives, as in Gone With the 
Wind, Vanity Fair or Anna Karenina. Postmodern romances use conventions 
from the anti-romance primarily in constructing the heroine, but the final out
come for the postmodern protagonist is significantly different, which supports 
my claim that postmodern romance is yet another variety of the genre. 

I begin by outlining what characterises the formula of popular romance, and 
then I discuss how postmodern romances use conventional structures and 
themes to establish common ground, subsequently deviating from these conven
tions and thereby questioning the uniformity of mass market literature. Next, I 
examine various critical opinions about popular romance in order to show that 
critics trying to offer total explanations of the genre have disregarded its inher
ent double nature. An important effect when postmodern writers use the form is 
that this doubleness is re-emphasised, showing that beneath the stereotypical 
surface there is a great deal of complexity in the popular texts. Conversely, 
popular conventions are also challenged, and in the final sections of the chapter 
I discuss how the conventional images of love, hero and heroine are questioned 
and subverted in postmodern romances. 

Romantic formula 
The mark of a popular formula is its ability to be both the same as and a little dif
ferent from previous specimens of the same formula. Adventures as such may 
differ, but character-types, themes and plot structures remain the same and the 
reader is granted the comfort of recognition. Obvious examples are to be found 

5 Mussell 39. 
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in romance fiction lines like Mills & Boon, which even contain specialised sub
groups to ensure that readers will be able to find story-structures they are famil
iar with.6 

In one sense, the action in a popular romance takes place outside the char
acters' ordinary lives. The key occurrences are discovery and fulfilment of love, 
and the plot unfolds between these moments, during the period when hero and 
heroine pass through a number of ordeals threatening to part them. The severity 
of their trials does not diminish the intensity of their love, because love is gener
ally depicted as a natural force which cannot be affected by rational considera
tions.7 The chronotope of a popular romance looks like that of 'adventure-time', 
a suspended moment in time between realisation and completion. In many ways, 
popular romances are a continuation of the ancient Greek ones, and in his dis
cussion of adventure-time as a characteristic of the Greek romances produced 
between the second and sixth centuries A. D., Mikhail Bakhtin argues that this 
"adventure-time and the technique of its use in the novel is so perfected, so full, 
that in all subsequent evolution of the purely adventure novel nothing essential 
has been added to it down to the present day."8 The setting in adventure-time 
enhances the entertainment value of the works since readers can find intense 
excitement and adventure without having to confront the insecurity which 
would accompany dangerous situations in real life. 

Formulaic literature focuses on action and plot, and development of charac
ter is neither needed nor wanted, because it is difficult to "write a successful 
adventure story about a social character type that the culture cannot conceive 
in heroic terms" and thus identify from the onset as hero or heroine.9 As a rule, 
the main characters are defined as typically better or in a socially higher position 
than the average reader: the male protagonist of Cartland's Desire in the Desert 
is a marquis, in her Afraid he is a duke, and the hero of Parv's A Royal Romance 
is a prince. The social standing of the female characters in these books is signifi
cantly different, but by way of compensation they are all remarkably beautiful. 
Dominant in formulaic literature is its goal of providing escape and entertain
ment by giving the reader a vicarious experience of an ideal world inhabited by 
ideal people. As a consequence, popular literature usually confirms our idealised 
ideas about ourselves, whereas a work which sets out to reflect reality will more 
often challenge our presuppositions about life and lead to uncertainty and re-
evaluation. 

6 Jane Donnelly, Living with Marc (Richmond: Harlequin Mills & Boon Ltd, 1996) and 
Valerie Parv, A Royal Romance (Richmond: Harlequin Mills & Boon, 1996) were published 
in Harlequin Mills & Boon's series 'Enchanted'. 
7 For a discussion of the characteristics of formula fiction, see John G. Cawelti, Adventure, 
Mystery and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture (Chicago: The U of 
Chicago P, 1976). 
8 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl 
Emerson and Michael Holquist (1981; Austin: U of Texas P, 1985) 87, original emphasis. 
9 Cawelti 6. 
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John G. Cawelti describes the modern popular romance as the feminine 
counterpart of the adventure story, with the development of a love relationship 
as its organising feature. Bridget Fowler narrows this definition down to the 
two main forms of mass market romance today: "the quest of the lovers to over
come obstacles to marriage, or the restoration of marital and family harmony af
ter the threat of disintegration."10 The moral fantasy underlying such romances 
is that love will triumph over physical, psychological and social barriers between 
the two lovers. The 'Cinderella formula', in which a poor girl falls in love with a 
man of means or high social standing and the 'Pamela formula', where a girl is 
able to transform a man's shortlived passion into a lasting love relationship, are 
among the plot structures Cawelti identifies. A more contemporary formula is 
that of the woman who rejects love for her career only to realise that love is 
more important.11 Consequently, the attitude that love will conquer all is com
mon to all romantic formulas. Since mass market romances are primarily pro
duced for women, the protagonists are women and the messages the books con
tain are directed to women. Marriage and a home - "feminine domesticity," in 
Cawelti's words - are the rewards for the heroine when love has defeated all 
the obstacles in her way, and as a result, mass market romances in general rein
force the attitude that women primarily want to occupy roles as wives and 
mothers.12 

In chivalric romances action is usually undertaken by the man, most typi
cally in romances about a damsel in distress, who is rescued by the active 
knight. This division of functions has come down more or less intact through 
the ages, and even though popular romances are told from the woman's point of 
view, until recently most of the action has belonged to the man. Today it is no 
longer possible - or at least not politically correct - to allow women to occupy 
only subordinate places in fiction, and even in popular literature the romantic 
formula is changing so that the protagonists are women with what used to be 
seen as male characteristics, like work, ambition, independence or power.13 In 
the same way as the formulaic western story changed its depiction of Native 
Americans when it was no longer acceptable to describe them as savages, the 
formulaic romance has had to change the image of Woman it wants to project. 
But changes are slow, and there are frequent throwbacks: the solace of popular 
romances is that they clearly delineate men's and women's roles. By showing 
these role patterns as 'natural' they release women from the responsibility for 

10 Fowler 8 
11 Freda Bright, Decisions (New York: St. Martin's, 1984) is an example of the kind. 
12 Cawelti 41-42. 
13 Romances such as Barbara Taylor Bradford's A Woman of Substance (1979; London: 
Harper, 1989) Jilly Cooper's Riders (1985; London: Corgi, 1986) and Jackie Collins's 
Hollywood Wives (1983; London: Pan, 1984) are examples of this development. 
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changing a system which they all too often see operating in society.14 In these 
works, the activities the woman engages in are still mainly attempts to promote 
action from the man, since it is his initiative which will secure the happy end: 
marriage. 

Postmodern romances, on the other hand, promote the change by asking 
questions about sexual identity and submitting examples of women who do not 
want to give up everything for love, yet do not refuse the importance of it ei
ther. Thus, the love relationship between Roland Micheli and Maud Bailey in 
Possession is based on equality and mutual respect, but Byatt does not repre
sent love as a solution which will gloss over all difficulties. Rather, love is intro
duced as an inconvenience. Even though the book ends with the triumph of 
love, love's victory is considerably more precarious than in popular fiction: 

'I love you. I think I'd rather I didn't.' 
'I love you,' said Roland. 'It isn't convenient. Not now I've acquired a 
future. But that's how it is. In the worst way. All the things we - we 
grew up not believing in. Total obsession, night and day. When I see 
you, you look alive and everything else - fades. All that.' {Possession 
506-07) 

Maud and Roland will still have to work out a way to reconcile their love with 
their other ambitions, and the view of love relationships in Possession, as in 
most postmodern romances, is one of negotiation, acknowledging the power 
and importance of love but describing the reconciliation of love and independ
ence as a problem. 

Common ground made unstable 
In her Sexual/Textual Politics Toril Moi discusses the feminist claim that the 
reader has to be supplied with all the necessary information about the limitations 
of the writer's perspective even from the beginning. The problem with this pos
tulate, important as it is, is that we are often unaware of both what our limita
tions are and the fact that we have them. Moi rightly comments that the 
"prejudices one is able to formulate consciously are precisely for that reason 
likely to be the least important ones."15 Social conditioning works on the un
conscious and shapes our attitudes even when we are not aware of it, and there 
is no position outside patriarchy from which women could view the world. It is 

14 Susan Faludi describes the return to conventional role patterns in popular film, claiming 
that "only for domestic reasons - for the sake of family and motherhood - can a woman 
shout and still come out a heroine in the late-1980s cinema." The underlying message in 
such film sequences is that to fight for any other reason, such as equal rights or independ
ence, is "unwomanly." Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women 
(1991; London: Vintage, 1992) 144. 

Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (1985; London: Routledge, 
1994) 44, original emphasis. 
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no coincidence that the concept of 'Archimedes's lever' is often evoked by 
scholars voicing theories of marginalised writing: there is no vantage point out
side the world from which the world can be scrutinised, or as Archimedes 
thought, lifted.16 Postmodern fiction recognises this limitation, and consciously 
works inside the conventions of our culture, instead of trying to find an outside 
perspective. 

Modernist writers could challenge the apparent universality of the Victorian 
novel without making use of its structures, because the form was so popular and 
so widely used. Today, with the variety of genres and literary practices that ex
ist, there is no form of literature which is so generally accepted, nor are there any 
values as seemingly stable as those of the Victorian period to confront. But am
biguity needs stability in order to have an effect, and structures from popular 
literature are used in postmodern romances to provide a stable framework, a 
background against which postmodern questioning can function. The 'form' of 
popular romance consists of a system of principles developed over a long time, 
its clichés so readily identified that they can easily be installed, recognised and 
subverted. Stereotypical situations and themes function as intertexts, and many 
effects in postmodern romances cannot be seen without knowledge of and re
course to these. Readers are put in a position where they believe they know 
what to expect, and consequently their immediate responses to characters and 
situations will be to interpret them as they would, had they been reading a 
popular romance. These preconceived notions are necessary if the interrogative 
nature of the postmodern variety is to have its full impact and postmodern ro
mance is not to become yet another unitary, totalising genre. 

It follows that a postmodern romance needs to install both formulaic ele
ments from popular romances and features which counter the formula: a love 
story which structures the work but is also shown to be problematic, a happy 
ending which is only provisional, a picture of active masculinity which is un
dermined, a conventional situation which is developed or interpreted in an un
expected way. An example of this in The French Lieutenant's Woman is when 
it is disclosed that Charles, the seducer, is really tricked and manipulated by 
Sarah into seducing her. This revelation sheds new light on both Sarah and 
Charles, but as the effects of the supposed seduction are still the same socially, if 
not morally, Fowles does not simply offer a reversal of the roles of victim and 
assailant: Sarah and Charles play both these parts simultaneously. To reach its 
full effect, the episode described has to rely on the reader's knowledge of the 
conventional way of dealing with seduction in literature. Since the story is set in 
1867, the way Victorian novels - which are important models for popular ro-

16 The limitations in outlook suggested by this lack of an outside perspective are also dis
cussed by Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (1993; London: Vintage, 1994) 65. 
Said's discussion focuses on questions of the Empire in literature, and the difficulties faced 
by both writers and theorists dealing with literature from the imperialist part of the world 
and those concerned with literature from the former colonies. 
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mances - treated the issue becomes particularly significant. Fowles's refusal to 
select a victim or to punish an aggressor is a conscious straining against the limi
tations of the form, which is exactly what creates deeper meaning when the fa
miliar theme is reworked. 

The very word 'romance,' however, has negative connotations for many 
people, denoting works which are intended for uneducated women readers, are 
superficial, show a conventional or even condescending view of women and 
employ a great number of easy solutions. As Catherine Belsey says, the romance 
"is widely held in contempt in Western culture."17 For a serious author to 
choose such a form is to ask for trouble, because the work will be laid open to 
attacks from both sides of the audience: from readers whose expectations have 
been thwarted, if it does not introduce the stock items of romance, from schol
arly or high-brow readers if it does. Thus to choose a label like 'romance' is to 
be defiant, to assert both an authorial right to write within the traditions of mass 
culture and a right to refrain from fulfilling all the expectations raised thereby. 
According to Linda Hutcheon, postmodern discourses "need the very myths 
and conventions they contest and reduce," and one of the aims of postmod
ernism is to investigate the reasons for the existence of these myths and conven
tions.18 But even though the link with mass market culture is one of the distin
guishing features of postmodern art, postmodern literature does not become 
mass literature in the process: on the contrary, "the increasing uniformization of 
mass culture is one of the totalizing forces that postmodernism exists to chal
lenge," and it does so by seeking to "assert difference, not homogeneous iden
tity."19 It is important to recognise that this involves a critique of élitism as well 
as a critique of capitalist consumer culture. The romance-label indicates a liter
ary-political view which interrogates the whole relationship between art and 
mass culture. 

Because they change the conventions of the genre, postmodern romances 
make a statement about popular narratives at the same time as they deny mass 
literature absolute sway over the form. Since a characteristic of popular litera
ture is its uniforming quality, identifying works like Possession, The Chymical 
Wedding or The Volcano Lover as romances flouts these formative impulses 
from mass culture and places a value on that which is different. At the same time 
the popularising label states that 'different' is not to be equated with 'élitist', in 
a typically postmodern paradox. 

In part postmodern use of narrative structures from popular romances is a 
recognition of the fact that great experimental leaps leave a large section of the 
potential readership behind. This is what A. S. By att realises when she says 

17 Belsey 32. 
18 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (1988; New York: 
Routledge, 1992) 48. 
19 Hutcheon 6. 
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about Possession that "I set out to write a novel that I thought people would 
want to read, the way I like reading (Regency romance writer) Georgette Heyer. 
You can have two sorts of readers, the ones who see beyond the story, and the 
ones who read only the story - if you play fair with them."20 As Anne Cranny-
Francis points out, the great advantage of using a popular form is that it attracts 
readers, and whether the writer is a propagandist for a cause or just wants to 
make people reflect, it "makes sense to use a fictional format which already has 
a huge market."21 Linda Hutcheon's suggestion that the postmodern novel's 
complicity with popular culture is the reason why such novels have frequently 
been bestsellers supports this view: accessibility is guaranteed through the in
scribing of conventional structures. But she also argues that "although post
modern art does indeed acknowledge the commodification of art in capitalist 
culture, it does so in order to enable a critique of it through its very exploitation 
of its power."22 Romance, appropriated by writers who subtly change its struc
tures and question its values, is a suitable bearer of such critique, and at the same 
time the power of the literary market is exploited since the genre appeals to so 
many readers. 

Discussing literary reception, Terry Eagleton says that 

Every literary text is built out of a sense of its potential audience, in
cludes an image of whom it is written for: every work encodes within it
self what Iser calls an 'implied reader', intimates in its every gesture the 
kind of 'addressee' it anticipates.... It is not just that a writer 'needs an 
audience': the language he [sic] uses already implies one range of pos
sible audiences rather than another, and this is not a matter in which he 
necessarily has much choice. A writer may not have in mind a particular 
reader at all, he may be superbly indifferent to who reads his work, but a 
certain kind of reader is already included within the very act of writing 
itself, as an internal structure of the text.23 

As Byatt's declaration shows, however, postmodern romances presuppose dif
ferent types of readers at the same time. The works are multi-layered, and 
through their intertextual links with popular culture as well as their simultane
ous interrogation of the conventions of mass market literature, they include sev
eral kinds of implied reader and constantly fight against a narrowing of their 
audience. 

But to use the form of romance while attacking the very conventions inher
ent in it is a technique which by no means originated with postmodernism. Jane 

20 A. S. Byatt, Interview, "A Writer Possessed By Words," by Alix Madrigal, San Francisco 
Chronicle Review 17 Nov. 1991: 11. I am grateful to Dr. Monica Loeb for giving me the 
article. 
21 Anne Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction: Feminist Uses of Generic Fiction (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1990) 2. 
22 Hutcheon Poetics 207. 
2^ Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (1983; Oxford: Blackwell, 1993) 84. 
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Austen's Northanger Abbey is structured as a romance, and is simultaneously a 
caricature of a literary fashion.24 The main difference is that Austen's purpose of 
mocking the gothic style is obvious from the outset: 

No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland in her infancy, would 
have supposed her born to be an heroine. Her situation in life, the char
acter of her father and mother, her own person and disposition, were all 
equally against her. Her father was a clergyman, without being ne
glected, or poor, and a very respectable man, though his name was 
Richard - and he had never been handsome. He had a considerable in
dependence, besides two good livings - and he was not in the least ad
dicted to locking up his daughters.25 

Austen's ironic introduction shows quite clearly that her aim is to make fun of a 
novelistic practice, and when the gothic romance's characteristics are installed 
they are directly shown up. The best example is perhaps the episode when 
Catherine finds a manuscript, supposedly hidden in a cabinet, and this is almost 
immediately discovered to be a laundry list. In a similar, but less ridiculing way, 
postmodern romances challenge the literary uniformity of mass market romances 
by adopting a parodie relationship to their conventions. Using structures com
mon in popular romances, the postmodern breed tell stories that differ in signifi
cant ways from what we are led to expect from previous encounters with the 
genre, and as a result the validity of the formula is questioned. 

Popular romance - patriarchal or feminist? 

One of the most glaring paradoxes of postmodern romances is that the popular 
variety has the reputation of being conservative and anti-feminist, whereas 
postmodern romances commonly apply the form to feminist expression. Diane 
Elam suggests that 

the identification of romance as a woman's genre, the site of female fan
tasy, is not coincidental. By revaluing the romance of women's desires 
as "postmodern" rather than simply "unrealistic" or "foolish," I want 
to link feminism to postmodernism's calling into question of the estab
lished rules of historical and cultural representation. If realism can only 
deal with woman by relegating her to romance, if real history belongs to 
men, and women's history is merely the fantasy of historical romance, 
postmodern cultural analysis of history and the "real" offers a way of 
revaluing female discourse.26 

24 The same is true of Henry Fielding's Joseph Andrews which ridicules Samuel Richard
son's Pamela, and of course, of Cervantes's Don Quixote. 
25 Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1818; Ware: Wordsworth, 1993) 3. 
26 Diane Elam, Romancing the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1992) 2-3. 
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Postmodern use of the traditional popular form provides readers with a combina
tion of reading for pleasure and reading for empowerment which involves an 
assertion of women's right to a tradition of their own that does not only include 
the great authors and works chosen by male literary critics, but is based on what 
women have actually read and written. In Bridget Fowler's words, romances 
have certainly "legitimated female subordination" but they have also "spoken 
of the needs of women."27 

Popular romances written specifically for a female audience began to appear 
on a larger scale in the late seventeenth- and early eighteenth centuries, but 
there are earlier examples of prose romances by women, such as Lady Mary 
Wroth's The Countess Of Montgomery's Urania (1621), which both satirises 
and valorises women's social position. Most of the early popular romances were 
written by women and many of them, like Eliza Haywood's Love in Excess 
(1719), were hugely successful in the literaiy marketplace. Even though writers 
like Haywood, Jane Barker and Penelope Aubin commonly include ideals of 
womanly behaviour that are hard to accept today, they also, in the tradition of 
Wroth, supply visions of autonomous and resourceful women. Some of the early 
popular writers, like Delarivière Manley and Aphra Behn, have even been de
scribed as proto-feminists. Women's situation in society and the nature of femi
ninity as perceived by a woman form the ideological undercurrents in these 
popular works.28 

As my discussion of chivalric romance shows, the romance genre quite read
ily accommodates ideas not immediately visible, but in the case of the popular 
romance the radical elements have become more attenuated with time, so that 
mass market romance today seldom openly resists patriarchal ideology. It may 
show, though, that actions and attitudes we tend to view as oppressive can 
function in a different way: a strong, competent hero will after all be able to take 
care of the woman he loves, and for women who spend large portions of their 
time nurturing others, "this romance convention can thus represent a Utopian 
aspiration."29 Popular romances pose a problem for scholars since they strain 
against both conservative-patriarchal and feminist interpretations. 

There is consequently a tradition of 'double-talk' in women's writing. San
dra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar say in their study of nineteenth-century women 
writers that they 

from Jane Austen and Mary Shelley to Emily Brontë and Emily Dickin
son produced literary works that are in some sense palimpsestic, works 
whose surface designs conceal or obscure deeper, less accessible (and 
less socially acceptable) levels of meaning. Thus these authors managed 

27 Fowler 7 

28 For an introduction to early popular writing by women, see Popular Fiction by Women 
1660-1730: An Anthology, ed. Paula R. Backscheider and John J. Richetti (Oxford: Claren
don, 1996). 
29 Radford 15. 
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the difficult task of achieving true female literary authority by simulta
neously conforming to and subverting patriarchal literary standards.30 

To conform to and subvert the standard at the same time is a difficult balancing 
act, however. When Jane Eyre was reclaimed from the schoolroom, it was as a 
feminist text, but it is still also a romance, highly contradictory, introducing very 
complex characters and a world-vision which is never really unified. Jane comes 
back to a reformed - according to Gilbert and Gubar castrated31 - Rochester in 
the end, but she comes back as his nurse, still defined in relation to a man. Jane 
may be in control, since Rochester is blind and maimed, but she gives up other 
plans, albeit not very exciting ones, to be with him when he calls her. In a sense, 
Jane has an independent life with money of her own, which she sacrifices for 
Rochester's sake. He needs her, and they seem to be equals in the end, but it is 
primarily his need of her which brings about their reunion. The argument can go 
on, but one conclusion has to be that there is no such thing as a coherent, total 
vision of either Woman or the world, in Jane Eyre or in other romances. Ro
mances display an intrinsically double nature, on the one hand subverting the 
rules of the patriarchal society by describing women as powerful and valorising 
their positions, on the other granting women their power only within the 
bounds of patriarchy. 

Feminist scholarship has often disregarded the appeal of romances, because 
they rarely make women recognise oppression, nor do they challenge traditional 
gender-roles.32 The romance reinforces what women's experience of a patriar
chal ideological system has already communicated to them, and by showing that 
complying with patriarchy's demands need not be such a bad thing after all, 
popular romances may well encourage women to accept their relegation to a re
stricted place in society. It is not so much that women are denied other options 
than relationships with men, but that they are shown not to want them. Thus, 
the popular romance supports the idea that a woman derives her identity 
through a man, and from this it follows that there is no need for women to look 
further for fulfilment. Women who believe in the final statement of mass market 
romances that love will erase every difficulty may disregard other methods 
through which they could change their lives, and thus acquiesce in their own 
subjugation. There is, after all, always the chance that there is someone out there 
waiting who will put things right. At the same time, romances may help modern 
women to satisfy their need to address questions of love and self-fulfilment in a 
world where the difficulties women encounter in their careers sometimes force 
them to define their relationships with men primarily in terms of controversy. At
tempts to determine exactly what messages are transmitted in popular romances 

30 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and 
the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (1979; New Haven: Yale UP, 1984) 73. 
31 Gilbert and Gubar 368. 
32 Mussell xi. 
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are bound to fail because, depending on the outlook of the critic, interpretations 
will inevitably contradict each other. At best, the popular romance achieves a 
shaky balance between woman triumphant and woman submissive. 

In discussions of literature about women, the working-class, or the former 
colonies the focus is often on explicit political content, whereas literary forms 
which seem to conform to the political aims of the oppressor are overlooked. 
Thus, studies of popular romances have often focused on the impact such books 
have on readers and, implicitly, whether the messages transmitted in them are 
morally desirable. Jean Radford notes that "the effects of popular texts are read 
off from their ideological content," and goes on to say that "this is particularly 
the case with discussions of women's popular writing."33 It would be a mistake, 
however, to believe that people's needs are only political. John G. Cawelti 
claims that "most modern romance formulas are essentially affirmations of the 
ideals of monogamous marriage and feminine domesticity,"34 but through this 
very affirmation, romances place value on aspects of life that women have too 
often found to be their only choices: 

romances center on the problems of love, commitment, domesticity and 
nurturing. These are values assigned by culture to female sensibility, and 
they are frequently neglected or devalued. But romances place these 
female values at the center of the fantasy. Romances are stories of femi
nine women who make a difference.35 

Romances are frequently attacked because they clearly delineate a woman's 
sphere, but the woman in a romance is not powerless: on the contrary, she is the 
protagonist of one of the few fictional plots where women have power. Women 
keep reading romances, despite changes in society that have led to the creation 
of other options for women than the tending of house and family. Obviously 
there is something in even trashy romances that speaks to women, and recent 
criticism has had to take account of this fact. How can so many women read ex
amples of a genre whose messages seem to be on a collision course with the 
aims of the women's movement today? 

The dilemma for critics writing about the romance is how to attack the texts 
without attacking the readers. In an attempt to avoid this problem, Janice Rad-
way tries to explain the attraction of the romance genre by concentrating on the 
act of reading instead of on the texts themselves. Radway suggests that ro
mances offer a vicarious experience to women who have "an intensely felt but 
insufficiently met need for emotional nurturance."36 For these women, romance 
reading answers a need that political activism probably cannot satisfy. Para

33 Radford 7, my emphasis. 
34 Cawelti 42. 
35 Mussell 59. 
36 Radway 119. 
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doxically, Western women's new freedom to choose what to do with their lives 
may have given way both to an "imperative to have it all" - home, family, a ful
filling professional life - and "to a new orthodoxy that devalues women's tradi
tional roles and functions."37 Popular romances offer consolation for women 
when they show loving, nurturing and creating a home as valuable actvities, a 
consolation absent from popular literature written for a male audience, despite 
the fact that men as well as women possess domestic lives. 

The urge to reduce expressions of popular culture to manageable manifesta
tions of ideology is what makes it so difficult to understand a genre like the ro
mance today. Totalising definitions tend to undervalue the reader, and to view 
the romance readership as uniform. Janice Radway seeks to rehabilitate the ro
mance reader when she argues that the very act of reading romances can be re
garded as "oppositional because it allows the women to refuse momentarily 
their self-abnegating social role."38 Moreover, if, as Jean Radford claims, fifty 
per cent of all women reading at a specific moment will be reading a romance, it 
is highly unlikely that these women form a unified group, and their interpreta
tions of what they read may vary significantly. In Radford's words: "though 
the text is a fixed verbal structure, its use or 'meaning' is constituted by socially 
and historically situated subjects."39 The postmodern shift from thinking about 
the literary text as a stable entity to viewing it as discourse, changing with time, 
situation and reader reinforces this idea. Postmodern romances consciously 
avoid stability, and through the intertextual connection between these and the 
popular romances, the possibility is foregrounded that fluctuating meaning may 
be a characteristic also of the latter. 

That popular romances help to maintain a patriarchal society cannot be suc
cessfully denied, but neither can the valorising of women's experience through 
the heightened importance of their roles in such texts be made to disappear. This 
is especially obvious in popular romances set in the past, where women are 
given far more significance and power than they possessed in reality. Women 
who actually did influence their times are conspicuous by their absence, how
ever, because in this type of romance, and specifically in romanticised biogra
phies of women 

history occurs as a series of domestic dramas with the women wielding 
power and influence in traditionally feminine ways. Women who actu
ally shaped historical events rarely appear as heroines. Joan of Arc, for 
example, is not an appropriate character for romance in the mythological 

37 Mussell xiv. 
38 Radway 210. Radway provides a new interpretation of the effects of "reading for es
cape," and even though her comment relates to the group of romance readers she inter
viewed for her study, her view that the act of reading escape fiction has an element of oppo
sition in it can certainly be applied more generally. 
39 Radford 14. 
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past, for her life does not lend itself to an interpretation that would make 
the power of love the dominant motivation in her life.40 

The protagonists of popular historical romances are instead women who live 
close to the sources of power, and change events by exercising their emotional 
influence over powerful men. A double message is given: women have their 
separate sphere and do not belong in the world of action, yet they are able to 
control much of what goes on in the outside world. 

Popular romances, in contrast to postmodern, presuppose a clear difference 
between male and female, and are built on the tension this difference creates. 
There is a dialectic in such works, because the plot revolves around the struggle 
between and reconciliation of feminine and masculine worlds. The ambiguous 
politics of popular romance become problematic, because as the role of women 
is portrayed it entails claiming a position of power within patriarchy, but on pa-
triarchy's terms. Women characters are still defined in terms of gender, and it is 
their feminine qualities which are valued. 

In postmodern romances the presence of double voices is no longer a prob
lem. On the contrary, since they refuse to give final answers through their use of 
multi-layered narratives, multiple narrative voices and endings which are only 
provisional, this doubleness is a conscious effect. With the advent of postmod
ern theories, and particularly through the foregrounding of contradictions in 
postmodern romances, it may be possible to accept that popular romances, too, 
are both patriarchal and subversive at the same time. Seeing such romances as 
examples of feminism is not wholly acceptable, but nor is the dismissal of popu
lar romances as patriarchal tools a completely satisfying view. Both these ap
proaches are open to attack, precisely because they exclude each other. That 
popular romances have a potential for equivocation, a simultaneous advocacy 
of opposing views, becomes clear when postmodern romances make use of 
popular genre conventions, thus foregrounding elements that were always there 
in the romance. 

Images of love 
The central paradox in popular romance is that the woman is the undisputed 
protagonist, but only has the one story. She cannot repeat the experience, be
cause "repetition would, in fact, undermine the entire premise of her story - and 
her life is, for dramatic purposes, over."41 This is not the case in formula fiction 
for men: James Bond can chase villains in book after book, because he is always 
defined in relation to himself and to society, justice and fair play. His story can 
be repeated over and over again, because with each new plot he gets involved 

40 Mussell 52. 
41 Mussell 6. 
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with new characters. In a popular romance for women, there can be only one 
man who is right for the heroine, and consequently she must be consigned to 
oblivion when her story has been told. Popular romance upholds the idea of 
true love, and ideal romances should have a "resolute focus on a single, devel
oping relationship between heroine and hero" according to the readers Rad-
way has interviewed.42 Romance readers know that they can expect stories 
about lovers who overcome obstacles to their union, and are rewarded by mar
riage. 

Postmodern romances make use of the conventions of the popular variety 
when a love story is introduced as the organising principle around which other, 
perhaps more significant, themes are arranged. The reader's automatic response 
will be to expect a story about love which follows its 'natural' course through 
obstacles and misunderstandings to a happy ending, where characters depicted 
in familiar ways are finally united. But unlike the popular, postmodern romances 
show the love story as not the only possible one for the protagonists, but as an
other of the sense-making systems of our culture: 

Coherence and closure are deep human desires that are presently un
fashionable. But they are always both frightening and enchantingly de
sirable. 'Falling in love', characteristically, combs the appearances of the 
world, and of the particular lover's history, out of a random tangle and 
into a coherent plot. Roland was troubled by the idea that the opposite 
might be true. Finding themselves in a plot, they might suppose it ap
propriate to behave as though it was that sort of plot. And that would 
be to compromise some kind of integrity they had set out with. 
{Possession 422) 

In popular romance, the characters are driven by their love, because love is in
evitable and leaves them with no other choice. In Possession, the plot of the 
love story drives the characters, but there is no natural, organic progress in
volved. Instead, there is an ironic distance to love that ensures that the charac
ters are not reduced to 'lover' and 'loved one'. Jeanette Winterson's Written 
on the Body, on the other hand, is precisely about characters reduced in this 
way, but the irony remains: "Why is it that the most unoriginal thing we can say 
to one another is still the thing we long to hear? 'I love you' is always a quota
tion" (WB 9). As a quotation, "I love you" is unavoidably associated with 
popular romance. 

Dealing with love is dangerous ground for women writers in particular, as 
Ellen Moers points out: 

In no area of literature have women writers been subjected to such ear
nest, constant and contradictory advice as in the literature of love. 
Women are the passionate sex, they are always told, and therefore love 
is their natural subject; but they must not write about it. If they avoid 

42 Rad way 122. 
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love, that proves they are mere women, inferior to men, next to whom 
women are always told they are cold, narrow, childish. If they dwell on 
love they are doing what is expected of the worst of women, who are 
said to be stupid, sentimental, hysterical creatures incapable of thinking 
of anything else. And by the ladies on my left, the radical feminists, they 
are berated as traitors to their sex, for love is the snare by which women 
are made the slaves of men.43 

The very fact that the issue has given rise to so many contradictory opinions 
shows that there is a strong need for women writers to address questions of 
love, and for readers to read about it. The trouble is that the stereotypical de
scriptions of love in popular romances have suppressed the complexity of love, 
showing it as a simple solution to all problems and the only road to happiness. 
"Love," says Catherine Belsey, "occupies a paradoxical position in postmod
ern culture: it is at once infinitely and uniquely desirable on the one hand, and 
conspicuously naive on the other."44 Postmodern romances recognise the de
sirability of love, but in their play with popular romantic structures they also 
show an awareness of the naivety involved; a naivety that popular romances 
generally fail to admit. One of the projects in postmodern romance is therefore to 
recover love from the simplifications of popular romance by refusing to accept 
any simple connection between love and happiness. Instead, postmodern ro
mances depict love as something very complex and problematic in all its desir
ability. Heroes and heroines inhabit the world of love, but do not accept the 
problem-solving qualities of passion, and thus postmodern romances attack the 
ideological core of popular romance.45 

One point where Possession and The French Lieutenant's Woman clearly 
deviate from the narrative norm of popular romance is in their perspectives: both 
stories unfold mainly from the men's point of view, and this is the case also of 
large portions of The Volcano Lover, The Crown of Columbus and The Chymi-
cal Wedding. But this attempt to change the well-known focus of popular ro
mance also invites critique: "What is silent," Catherine Belsey says about Pos
session, "is the desire of the women."46 Belsey's observation is to some extent 
true of both Possession and The French Lieutenant's Woman, but cannot be 
applied to The Chymical Wedding and The Crown of Columbus. In other 
postmodern romances, like Jeanette Winterson's works, Sontag's The Volcano 
Lover, the novellas in Byatt's Angels and Insects and the title novella in her The 
Djinn in the Nightingale's Eye, women's desire is even a prominent theme. 

43 Ellen Moers, Literary Women (1976; London: Women's P, 1978) 143. 
44 Belsey 72-73. 
45 This kind of questioning is obviously also present in all kinds of serious, as opposed to 
mass market, literature. What makes it conspicuous in postmodern romances is their affilia
tion with the romance genre, which in the twentieth century has mainly contained popular 
romances for women. 
46 Belsey 86. 
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This desire is not accompanied by any socialising effects, however, whereas 
popular romances generally create a framework for women's roles in society. 
For young girls in particular, reading romance fiction is a way to "ponder femi
ninity within the context of heterosexuality."47 This function is subverted in 
Jeanette Winterson's The Passion, and less unambiguously in Written on the 
Body, where the context is, or at least includes, homosexual love. The Passion 
portrays an intense lesbian love affair between the Venetian croupier Villanelle 
and an unnamed woman, but also the deserted soldier Henri's passion for Villa
nelle. Henri is Napoleon's cook, a rather feminine man, and Villanelle, the boat
man's daughter, was born with webbed feet although this is a male attribute in 
her community, where there had never been "a girl whose feet were webbed in 
the entire history of the boatmen" {Passion 51). Henri and Villanelle meet in 
Russia and make their way to Venice, where Henri recovers for Villanelle the 
heart which her lover has -literally - stolen from her and keeps locked away in 
a box. This does not mean that Villanelle turns away from homosexuality and 
becomes "socialised" in heterosexual terms: both Henri and Villanelle are cross-
gendered, or non-gendered, and this is the nature of passion, too, Winterson 
suggests. This view is strengthened in Written on the Body, where the sex of 
the narrator who describes his/her affair with Louise is never identified.48 

In Byatt's Possession, however, Maud Bailey clearly rejects Leonora 
Stern's advances: 

'A good-night kiss,' Leonora said. 
'I can't.' 
'You can. It's easy.' 
Leonora came to the bed and folded Maud into her bosom. Maud 
fought to get her nose free. Loose hands met Leonora's majestic belly 
and heavy breasts. She couldn't push, that was as bad as submitting. To 
her shame, she began to cry. (Possession 317) 

If Byatt seems to express a fear of lesbianism through Maud's reaction, Winter-
son manages to "blur the repressive regime of heterosexual hegemony" in her 
works, but in postmodern romances single-sex communities are neither pre
sented as the answer, nor condemned.49 Even though there is a very positive 
description of a not-so-pious community of nuns in Sexing the Cherry, I would 

47 Linda K. Christian-Smith, Becoming a Woman through Romance (New York: Routledge, 
1990) 115. 
48 M. Daphne Kutzer, "The Cartography of Passion: Cixous, Wittig and Winterson," Re
naming the landscape, ed. Jürgen Kleist and Bruce Butterfield (New York: Lang, 1994) 
133-145, contains an interesting discussion of "ex-gendered" or genderless passion. 
49 Laura Doan, "Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Postmodern," The Lesbian Postmodern, 
ed. Laura Doan (New York: Columbia UP, 1994) 154. It should be noted that there are also 
critics who do find an unequivocal celebration of female communities in Jeanette Winter-
son's work, such as Cath Stowers, " 'No legitimate place, no land, no fatherland': Commu
nities of women in the fiction of Roberts and Winterson," Critical Survey 8. 1 (1996): 69-
79. 
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suggest that Winterson is trying to break down the gender dichotomy, not es
tablish a new one. Similarly, a central conflict in The Chymical Wedding is re
vealed to have its roots in a homosexual affair between two of the male charac
ters, but the heterosexual relationships described in the book are shown to be 
equally, if not more, conflict-ridden. In postmodern romances, representations of 
sexual relations between women or between men foim part of a larger complex, 
where both heterosexual and homosexual relationships are presented as prob
lematic. 

In a popular romance, on the other hand, sexual fulfilment - in resolutely 
heterosexual terms - occurs when a woman has found (or been found by) the 
man with whom she will share her future life. Other sexual encounters are dis
appointing, and in extreme cases disqualify women for marriage or even for life. 
"Sexual attraction as the basis for a lasting and fulfilling marriage is crucial to 
the romance fantasy," Mussell maintains.50 It also guarantees fidelity and se
cures the succession, since there is no risk of extramarital affairs, producing ille
gitimate children, in a marriage based on true love and satisfying sex. The impor
tance of having a family is clearly illustrated in Barbara Cartland's Desire in the 
Desert, where the female protagonist Shamara will even be able to save the life 
of the Marquis of Peverell by bearing him a child: 

"Captain Coombe told me that they also .. threatened to .. kill you 
.. please, darling, be .. very careful!" 

"There is only one way you can prevent them from doing that," the 
Marquis said with a smile. 

He pulled her a little closer to him and his lips were near to hers as 
he said: 

"If I have a son, or rather two sons, my disreputable cousins will 
find it impossible to murder a whole string of people, and will have to 
find some other means of filling their pockets, perhaps by working!" 

Shamara put her arms round his neck. 
"I want to give you a son as handsome and as wonderful as you," 

she said, "and a lot of other children besides."51 

In postmodern romances family is no longer designated as the cement of society. 
Both Sarah in The French Lieutenant's Woman and Christabel in Possession 
choose to bear children for the men they have loved, but refuse to marry or stay 
with them, and so does Vivian Twostar in The Crown of Columbus, at least to 
begin with. Their children - who are all daughters - are in a sense fatherless, and 
a denial of the patriarchal system is implied. In these works, love never becomes 
the guarantee of social stability. 

The central importance of sexual attraction as a foundation for marriage is 
challenged in postmodern romances where there is no one-way relationship be

50 Mussell 131. 
51 Barbara Cartland, Desire in the Desert (London: T. C. C. L., 1989) 151-152. 
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tween sexual fulfilment and marital bliss. In Possession, for example, Randolph 
Ash's marriage is unconsummated but not unhappy. After her husband's death, 
Ellen Ash remembers her honeymoon: 

A thin white animal, herself, trembling. 
A complex thing, the naked male, curly hairs and shining wet, at 

once bovine and dolphin-like, its scent feral and overwhelming. 
A large hand, held out in kindness, not once, but many times, 

slapped away, pushed away, slapped away. 
A running creature, crouching and cowering in the corner of the 

room, its teeth chattering, its veins clamped in spasms, its breath shallow 
and fluttering. Herself. {Possession 459) 

The Duke of Darlington in Cartland's Afraid manages to conquer his ward's 
fear of men and then proceeds to teach her about love, but Ash is never able to 
overcome his wife's terror. He stays married to her, however, even after his affair 
with Christabel LaMotte. Sexual fulfilment is not the basis for their marriage, but 
there is love between husband and wife nevertheless: 

The eagerness, the terrible love, with which she had made it up to 
him, his abstinence, making him a thousand small comforts, cakes and 
titbits. She became his slave. Quivering at every word. He had accepted 
her love. 

She had loved him for it. 
He had loved her. (Possession 459, original emphasis.) 

Ellen Ash knows about her husband's relationship with Christabel LaMotte, 
and reflects: "That other woman was in one sense his true wife. Mother, at least 
briefly, of his child, it seemed" (Possession 460). The popular romance's correla
tion of sexual attraction and marriage is completely undermined in the story of 
these two women. The Ash marriage is held together, despite lack of sexual sat
isfaction, whereas LaMotte and Randolph Ash, after giving in to the sexual at
traction they feel for each other, go their separate ways. When Ellen Ash thinks 
about LaMotte as Randolph Ash's "true wife", she qualifies her reflection with 
the words "in one sense". In many other senses, Ellen is Randolph Ash's true 
wife. The popular romance, where marriage is a reward, can accept only one pro
tagonist in the role of true wife, but postmodern romances acknowledge that life 
and love are more complicated than that. 

The relationship between sexual fulfilment and extramarital happiness is of 
course also problematic. According to Catherine Belsey, the "nineteenth cen
tury supposed that the problem was repression: desire released was therefore 
desire fulfilled."52 Perhaps it is more appropriate to say that a twentieth-century, 
post-Freud, conception of the nineteenth century is that its problem was the re
pression of sexual desire, but that the solution should be the release of passion is 

52 Belsey 91. 
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an idea questioned by Fowles, Byatt and Clarke, at the same time as they ques
tion the double morality of the Victorian world. Sexual fulfilment is not the key 
to happiness for Charles Smithson and Sarah Woodruff, for Randolph Ash and 
Christabel LaMotte and particularly not for Edwin Frere and Louisa Agnew in 
The Chymical Wedding. On the contrary, it is when the sexual dimension is in
cluded that their relationships start to dissolve. Love is a complication for the 
characters in postmodern romances, despite the fact that their sexual attraction 
to each other is not repressed. 

In many ways, the marriage proposal summarises the power structures in 
popular romance: the man chooses the woman he wants for his bride and asks 
her to marry him - he plays the active part - while the woman has the power to 
accept or refuse. But since the ultimate outcome is that the heroine says 'yes', 
her power is only superficial. That mate selection is a man's prerogative is 
clearly illustrated in such formulations as "all I need to be happy is the knowl
edge that you love me and you intend to make me your wife.9'53 Even on a syn
tactic level, the convention of the active man and the passive woman governs 
popular texts. This is particularly the case in descriptions of love scenes, as Shan 
Wareing's study of the stylistics of women's romance fiction shows. Her object 
is to investigate "the extent to which female characters, presented as assertive 
and independent in their daily lives are reclaimed in romantic encounters to the 
roles of passive romantic heroines."54 The three aspects she looks at are transi
tivity, which studies 'who (or what) does what to whom (or what)', focalization, 
which identifies the consciousness through which an event in the text is pre
sented, and fragmentation into body parts. Her study of transitivity choices re
veals that "[w]hile the male character's experience is represented in terms of the 
actions he does to her body, the female's experience is written about in terms of 
her thoughts and feelings, and her body's uncontrollable responses to the male 
character's sexual expertise."55 Wareing's examples of this are clauses like "he 
covered her body," "he cradled her," "he ran his hand through her hair," "he 
caressed her." The pattern is that the man is shown as the active party, whereas 
clauses like "her body arched," "she ached," "she marvelled," show how the 
woman is represented primarily through her reactions, not her actions. The 
popular romance Living with Marc provides a good example: 

Then he kissed her deeper, and everything in her responded as if a 
powder trail had reached flashpoint. As his lips traced a line along her 
collar-bone a fevered pulse leapt everywhere - in her throat, racing 
through the arteries of her blood, quickening her womb - and she knew 

53 Parv 188, my emphasis. 
54 Shan Wareing, "And Then He Kissed Her: The Reclamation of Female Characters to 
Submissive Roles in Contemporary Fiction," Feminist Linguistics in Literary Criticism ed. 
Katie Wales (Cambridge: Brewer, 1994) 117. 
55 Wareing 125. 
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so well what he was doing, making her moan and writhe, turning her 
body into a sensual eruption over which she had no control.56 

Focalization in the love scenes is often achieved through the man's experience 
of the event, which leads to objectification of the woman. The woman becomes 
the object of the man's gaze, and this is intensified when the man is presented as 
whole, complete and the woman is fragmented into parts of her body - arms, 
lips, eyes. 

The most important love scene in The French Lieutenant's Woman is when 
Charles comes to see Sarah at a hotel. Focalization is through Charles, but the 
transitivity choices are partly different from those in a traditional romantic scene. 
There are quite a few reciprocal acts: "they looked into each other's eyes," 
"their hands acted first," "the fingers interlaced," "their mouths met," "they 
kissed again." However, there are also conventional choices such as "Charles 
fell on one knee and strained her passionately to him" or "he covered her 
cheeks, her eyes, with kisses" (FLW 303). On a purely stylistic level it would be 
possible to prove that traditional gender roles and romantic conventions are 
embedded in the description, but such a conclusion is undermined beforehand, 
because the reader knows that the whole situation has in actual fact been con
trived by Sarah. She has sent Charles her address, and she has bandaged her 
perfectly healthy foot so that she will be forced to wear a nightgown when he 
visits her. Sarah has manipulated Charles, so even when the love scene is pre
sented in a traditional way the reader is compelled to question it. If the female 
subject deliberately brings about a situation where she will be "the object of the 
male gaze," does not then her object-status dissolve, since she is actually in con
trol? Romance conventions present the image of the active male in love scenes 
as a natural phenomenon, but in a postmodern romance like The French Lieu
tenant's Woman, this 'natural' behaviour is shown to be nothing but a role. 
Sarah assumes a role of passivity, despite the actions she has taken to bring 
about the situation, and Charles plays his part according to the norms of his so
ciety, not at that time suspecting that he has been tricked into doing so. The 
scene deviates from those in popular romances in yet another way: the ensuing 
sexual act is completed in no more than ninety seconds, so in contrast to the 
Duke of Darlington in Cartland's Afraid, Charles never becomes the expert 
lover who initiates his woman into the pleasures of love-making. 

The final love scene in Possession, on the other hand, is described in a tradi
tional way, but with a detachment created by parody: 

So they took off their unaccustomed clothes, Cropper's multi-coloured 
lendings, and climbed naked inside the curtains and into the depths of 
the feather bed and blew out the candle. And very slowly and with in
finite gentle delays and delicate diversions and variations of indirect as-

56 Donnelly 157. 
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sault Roland finally, to use an outdated phrase, entered and took pos
session of all her white coolness that grew warm against him, so that 
there seemed to be no boundaries, and he heard, towards dawn, from a 
long way off, her clear voice crying out, uninhibited, unashamed, in 
pleasure and triumph. {Possession 507) 

The active man is present, but when the narrator uses "an outdated phrase" to 
describe what happens, a distance is established. To "enter and take posses
sion" becomes a phrase, something borrowed from romantic fiction, or with 
even further ironic distance, from house ownership, and not an indication of 
Roland's superiority as a man. But the section is also connected to one of the 
most important themes in the book: can love and self-possession be reconciled? 
Do lovers always possess each other, or worse, does love inevitably lead to a 
relationship where one is the possessor and the other the possessed? The dou
ble meaning of the word 'possessed' is not coincidental; whether you are pos
sessed by demons, by love or by someone who owns you, you have given 
yourself up. 

More than anything else, we expect a romance to adhere to the convention 
of the happy ending. The predictable final union of hero and heroine is also 
what is criticised in feminist writing: "The critique of romance is a critique of the 
ending, for the love story allows woman one end: her 'end,' both in the sense of 
'goal' and 'conclusion,' is a man."57 An alternative, feminist ending could be a 
description of the woman walking out from an unsatisfactory love relationship 
in order to find a new kind of life for herself, as does Nora in Ibsen's The Doll's 
House. Postmodern romances avoid both the "Nora-ending" and the conven
tional happy ending of popular romance. 

There are variants of happy endings to be found in most postmodern ro
mances. In The Crown of Columbus, however, the ending represents a role re
versal if read against the structures of popular romance. Roger Williams is in 
charge of house and homelife, whereas Vivian Twos tar becomes a well-known 
public figure. But in contrast to many women characters in popular romances, 
Roger knows that he does not "so much live through Vivian as complement 
her" (CC 376, original emphasis). In The French Lieutenant's Woman, the 
happy ending to the book is in chapter sixty, and then another ending, which 
does not reunite Charles and Sarah, is offered in chapter sixty-one. Fowles pro
vides at least three endings to his book, suggesting that whichever ending we 
choose as readers, there are still more possible ways to end the story. Possession 
ends with Maud and Roland accepting their love for each other, but as yet un
able to find a way of reconciling it with Roland's plans and Maud's protection 
of her "self-possession." 

57 Gayle Greene, Changing the Story: Feminist Fiction and the Tradition (Bloomington: 
Indiana UP) 12. 
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A very clear subversion of the 'happy ending' formula can be found in 
Jeanette Winterson's Written on the Body. The book begins with a number of 
descriptions of the narrator's failed love relationships, and in a popular romance 
this usually signals the advent of true love, marriage and domestication. The pro
tagonist says as much: "That home girl gonna get you in the end. This is how it 
happened" ( WB 21). But the socialisation entailed in this development is chal
lenged, because since the sex of the main character is never revealed, marriage 
as the final resolution remains an uncertainty. By destabilising the conventional 
outcome, Winterson exposes the patriarchal component of popular romance, 
which is predicated on a particular kind of closure to such an extent that the ab
sence of it questions the whole ideological system. 

Constructing hero and heroine 
The conventional hero-types in twentieth-century popular romance are "the 
passionate, romantic figure with a past" and the "sensitive, mature and compe
tent husband-lover."58 According to Janice Radway, the hero is "always char
acterized by spectacular masculinity,"59 and Ann Rosalind Jones expresses 
doubts "that the romance format will ever allow writers to challenge the con
ventions through which the hero is constructed: he is still older, richer, wiser in 
the ways of the world, and more experienced sexually than the heroine."60 The 
Duke of Darlington, male protagonist of Barbara Cartland's Afraid, is described 
as "not only the most handsome member of the Peerage, but certainly the most 
important and the most wealthy," possessing a charm and an "indefinable raf-
fishness which made women follow him as if he was the Pied Piper."61 Marc 
Hammond in Jane Donnelly's Living with Marc, similarly, looks "like a well-
bred gentleman - expensively dressed, impeccably groomed," but the female 
protagonist is convinced that he could also "turn in a flash into the toughest 
street fighter she had ever encountered."62 A double standard applies, so that 
heroes are sexually experienced and may assert their authority by flaunting so
cial rules, whereas heroines have to be initiated into love and risk society's dis
pleasure if they overstep the mark. Postmodern romances are perfectly able to 
challenge the conventions of hero-construction, however, and do so primarily 
by presenting the male characters as individuals, not familiar hero-types. Since 
these characters occupy the roles reserved for the heroes of popular romances, 
the traditional ways of describing male protagonists in romances are questioned. 

58 Mussell 119. 
59 Radway 128. 

60 Ann Rosalind Jones, "Mills & Boon meets feminism," Radford The Progress of Ro
mance 214. 
61 Barbara Cartland, Afraid (London: Arrow, 1981) 9. 
62 Donnelly 26. 
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Sometimes male characters in postmodern romances take over the parts gen
erally played by women characters in popular romance. Roger Williams in The 
Crown of Columbus reverses the conventional pattern that it is the woman's 
task to domesticate the man: he is far more domestically accomplished than 
Vivian, a meticulously orderly man who is quite unprepared for the disruptions 
of love. Vivian introduces disorder, not stability, into his life, and it is Roger who 
passes what Mussell terms "the domestic test."63 Another case in point is the 
description of the frustration and meaninglessness of Charles's life as a wealthy 
Victorian gentleman in The French Lieutenant's Woman: "for Charles, and for 
almost all his contemporaries and social peers, the time-signature over existence 
was firmly adagio. The problem was not fitting in all that one wanted to do, but 
spinning out what one did to occupy the vast colonnades of leisure available" 
{FLW15-16). This is remarkably like Betty Friedan's definition of housework as 
work which has a tendency to expand in order to fill the time available.64 Char
les experiences the same lack of satisfaction as the housewife who tries to fill 
her day with activities that mean very little to her. 

To some extent Charles conforms to the ideal of the "competent husband-
lover," but since he is revealed as an inadequate lover and is unable to fulfil the 
role of husband in the end, his qualities as romantic hero are undercut. Charles is 
introduced as an aristocrat and a gentleman, but both the aristocracy and the 
gentry are shown to be dying species, unable to evolve. Charles's prospective 
father-in-law, the businessman Mr Freeman says: 

I have spent my life in a situation where if one does not - and very 
smartly - change oneself to meet the taste of the day, then one does not 
survive. One goes bankrupt. Times are changing, you know. This is a 
great age of progress. And progress is like a lively horse. Either one 
rides it, or it rides one. Heaven forbid I should suggest that being a gen
tleman is an insufficient pursuit in life. That it can never be. But this is 
an age of great doing, great doing, Charles. (.FLW 250) 

The bourgeoisie is the new species, and it is introduced as the kind taking over 
from the aristocracy, not something that the aristocracy can evolve into. Charles 
comes across as the last example of a category threatened by extinction. If he is 
to survive he must acquire the salesman mentality and adapt to the work ethic 
and value system of the new middle class. Charles, however, reflects: 

He would never be a Darwin or a Dickens, a great artist or a scientist; he 
would at worst be a dilettante, a drone, a what-you-will that lets others 
work and contributes nothing. But he gained a queer sort of momentary 
self-respect in his nothingness, a sense that choosing to be nothing - to 
have nothing but prickles - was the last saving grace of a gentleman; 

63 Mussell 89-115. "The domestic test" assesses how women conform to their traditional 
roles of wife, mother and homemaker. 
64 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Norton, 1963) 237-38. 
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his last freedom, almost. It came to him very clearly: If I ever set foot in 
that place I am done for. (FLW 256) 

"That place" is Mr Freeman's business, and Charles's encounter with the world 
of business precedes the end of his existence as a gentleman. After breaking his 
engagement to Ernestina, Charles is forced by her father to sign a document, 
admitting his guilt in the matter. The gentlemanly husband-lover with roots in 
the novels of Jane Austen, and favoured in so many popular romances, ends up 
rejecting both Ernestina, the middle-class maiden, and Sarah, the fallen woman. 

The capable, mature husband-type is the convention scrutinised in The 
French Lieutenant's Woman, and in Possession the strong, handsome hero-
type is questioned, through the contrasting figures of Roland and Fergus. The 
names of the characters in Possession are symbolic in a Dickensian way.65 Fer
gus Wolff, the undesirable man, very appropriately bears the name of a preda
tor.66 Roland Micheli, on the other hand, has a name that, among others, sug
gests the heroes of Chanson de Roland, Ariosto's Orlando Furioso, Brown
ing's "Childe Roland To the Dark Tower Came" and Virginia Woolf s Orlando, 
at the same time a hero and a mixture of man and woman. Roland is very far 
from being the ideal male protagonist of romance: weak where his rival Fergus 
Wolff is strong, unsuccessful and unemployed whereas Maud, whom he loves, is 
a successful scholar with an international reputation. 

At the beginning, Roland is defined in relation to other people, just as hero
ines in popular romances are usually defined: 

It may seem odd to begin a description of Roland Micheli with an ex
cursus into the complicated relations of Blackadder, Cropper and Ash, 
but it was in these tenns that Roland most frequently thought of him
self. When he did not think in terms of Val. {Possession 10) 

Despite bearing a hero's name, Roland is not very impressive: "He was a small 
man, with very soft, startling black hair and small regular features. Val called him 
Mole, which he disliked. He had never told her so" {Possession 11). Apparently 
the American publishers did not expect the audience to accept a romantic hero 
who conformed so little to the ideal of masculine beauty, and Byatt was asked 
"to enhance his physical attractiveness" for the American edition.67 But it is 
doubtful whether such a change would make it easier for Maud to accept him as 

65 The militant feminist is called Stern, the American biographer-collector is called Cropper 
etc. 
66 Fergus Wolffs name may also evoke the name of Virginia Woolf, but since Wolff is a 
prototypically dominant mie, the resemblance between his name and Woolf s becomes 
ironic, an association which rather highlights the differences than the similarities between 
them. The association between the name of Roland Micheli and that of the hero of Chanson 
de Roland works in the same way. 
67 Diane Johnson, "The Best of Times," rev. of Possession, by A. S. Byatt, New York Re
view of Books 28 Mar. 1991: 33. 
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a lover. It is not good looks or strong masculinity that are required as a founda
tion for the relationship built on mutual respect that Maud and Roland try to 
work out in the end. Maud's ex-lover Fergus Wolff is much closer to the image 
of the conventional romantic hero - "pleasant enough in general, though most 
people who met him formed the vaguest of ideas that he might be dangerous in 
some unspecified way" (Possession 32). A modern Heathcliff or Mr Rochester, 
Wolff still loses in the end. 

Catherine Belsey notes that both Christabel and Maud "invoke castles as 
figures of their passionately defended isolation." This is signalled even in their 
names: "Motte and bailey: the central mound and the outer wall of a castle."68 

Castles are not easily penetrated, unless their inhabitants choose to let visitors 
in, and talking about the autonomy so precious to her, Maud says to Roland at 
the end: 

'I write about liminality. Thresholds. Bastions. Fortresses.' 
'Invasion. Irruption.' 
'Of course.' 
'It's not my scene. I have my own solitude.' (Possession 506) 

Roland is no invader, but Fergus Wolff is a conqueror, currently working on 
what he calls a "siege-paper" on Christabel LaMotte's unconscious 
(Possession 138). Fergus seems perfectly willing to besiege Maud's castle and 
starts to do so by indicating to Maud that Roland Micheli is not in her class 
academically, whereas he himself is. Maud's reaction is unexpected, at least from 
a conventional point of view: 

Fergus Wolff appeared to be slightly jealous of Roland Micheli. It was 
clever, if obvious, to describe him to Maud as 'not in your class'. Even 
if she noted the transparency of this device, the label would stick. And 
she knew Roland was not in her class. She should have been less un
gracious. He was a gentle and unthreatening being. Meek, she thought 
drowsily, turning out the light. Meek. (Possession 141) 

Maud is thus perfectly aware of Roland's shortcomings, but the forceful, con
trolling man, so often the hero in popular romance, is no longer desirable. Ro
land's epithet for Fergus at the end of the book is "devourer," a subjugator 
aiming to take over, to be in charge. There would be no room for Maud's "self-
possession" in a relationship with such a man. 

If the main male character of popular romance today is characterised by 
wealth, worldly wisdom and sexual experience, the central female character is 
generally young, inexperienced and virginal. Kay Mussell gives her features like 
intuition, charity, compassion, sexual control, modesty, selflessness and caring,69 

68 Belsey 86. "Bailey" can also be the court of a castle. 
69 Mussell 90 
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and frequently she is also remarkably good-looking.70 The female protagonist of 
the Mills & Boon romance Living with Marc is introduced in the following 
way: 

Her hair was so bright a red that only those who had known her since 
she was a child believed it was natural, and she wore it almost waist-
length. But even when it was tucked away under a hat Robin Johnson 
was still a knockout. She had a model girl's long-legged figure, with 
high cheekbones, a wide mouth and restless green eyes.71 

For most heroines of popular romance, beauty means power, and it is through 
their physical attractiveness that they win their husbands-to-be. But it is power 
on male terms, because it is the man's perception of female beauty which is 
privileged. Emma Hamilton in The Volcano Lover uses her beauty as a market 
commodity, but the reader is also shown the transience of beauty and the tragic 
consequences for Emma when she loses her power to attract. As opposed to 
Emma Hamilton and the popular romance heroines, Maud in Possession regards 
her beauty as a threat, saying that if you are beautiful, "[y]ou can become a 
property or an idol. I don't want that. It kept happening." (Possession 506). As 
Maud realises, there is judgement in a look, and there is an element of submis
sion in being looked at. Maud does not want to be objectified like the heroines 
of mass market romance or idolised like the women in courtly romances, because 
she realises that for a certain kind of looker, her beauty will overshadow her 
other qualities. 

In popular romance the girl learns what it means to be a woman, and when 
the heroine is no longer a virgin technically or emotionally, she has also identi
fied the man she is to marry. Women characters in postmodern romances are 
usually older, and their relationships with men are not initiations to adulthood. 
These women already have adult lives: Louisa Agnew in The Chymical Wed
ding assists her father in his work on alchemy and eventually surpasses him; in 
Possession, Christabel is a writer and Maud is a scholar and Sarah in The 
French Lieutenant's Woman has her fictionalised life as an outcast. In many re
spects it is easier to find similarities between Louisa, Christabel, Maud and Sarah 
and 'the other woman' of popular romance, than to see them as romantic hero
ines. In point of fact, in traditional popular romances they would have been the 
'other women', because they all disrupt socially acceptable relationships which 
the male protagonists in the books already have. Edwin Frere and Randolph 
Ash are married when their affairs, with Louisa Agnew and Christabel LaMotte 

70 There are significant exceptions, however like the heroine of Daphne du Maurier, Re
becca (London: Gollancz, 1938), one of the most famous popular romances of the twenti
eth century. "The second Mrs de Winter" is quite plain, in contrast to her dead rival Re
becca. 
71 Donnelly 10. The male protagonist is also partly characterised by his looks - Marc 
Hammond in Living with Marc is described as "a tall, dark, strikingly good-looking man." 
Donnelly 11. 
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respectively, begin, and consequently the women are threats to their wives and 
marriages. Similarly, Roland Micheli lives in a common-law marriage with Val, 
who leaves him after he has met Maud Bailey and fallen in love with her. Char
les is engaged to Ernestina Freeman, and breaks off the engagement as a result 
of his association with Sarah. The romantic convention that love overcomes so
cial impediments is installed, but also subverted, since marriage and its equiva
lents are described as obstacles, not rewards for the heroines. In a popular ro
mance, the 'other women' are made to pay in the end, as in the anti-romances, 
like Flaubert's Madame Bovary, Tolstoy's Anna Karenina and Margaret 
Mitchell's Gone With the Wind, where the 'other woman' is the main female 
character. These negative counterparts of the heroine in popular romance are 
unable to domesticate the hero and transform him into a husband. On the sur
face, the outcome for Sarah, Louisa and Christabel resembles that of the pun
ished 'other women', but in significant ways it is different. Sarah might want to 
marry Charles in the end, but she has also become independent, a prototypical 
New Woman, and it is disputable whether she is punished by being deprived of 
Charles as a husband. Louisa Agnew loses Edwin Frere as a lover, but they 
keep up a lifelong friendship. Christabel chooses to end her relationship with 
Randolph Ash, even though she is pregnant with his child, but in contrast to the 
anti-romance heroines, she is not forced to do so. Maud, on the other hand, is 
triumphant in the end, left to solve the problem of how to reconcile her love for 
Roland with other aspects of her life, but definitely not unworthy of him. "Until 
the 1970s," says Kay Mussell, "antiromances explored the consequences of 
uncontrolled female sexuality, while romances asserted the value of virginity 
and domesticity."72 Now the market is flooded with erotic romances, where 
sexual relationships are not necessarily preludes to marriage. In a way, these, 
too, attack the ideals put forward in older popular romances, but they do not 
question the idea that there is a man out there somewhere who will make whole 
the heroine's life. Love is still regarded as a solution. 

* 

The relationship between popular and postmodern romances is an intertextual 
one, and consequently both modes of discourse are affected in the process. 
Since the conventions and stereotypes of popular romances are predictable and 
stable, they can provide a framework within which the ambiguity of the post
modern varieties can function. As a result, popular conventions are undermined, 
but postmodern romances are also popularised and made accessible to a larger 
readership. 

72 Mussell 41. 
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Interpretations of popular romances oscillate between viewing them as texts 
which contribute to building a feminine consciousness and works which sup
port a patriarchal ideology. They are seldom seen to be both, because the text 
becomes unstable if one interpretation is not privileged above the other. The 
expressions of either patriarchal or feminist ideology need to be suppressed for 
the work to make sense, in spite of the fact that popular romances may contain 
both these positions. Because the popular romance is closed, presenting a com
plete narrative, its double nature becomes a problem. This is not the case in 
postmodern romances, which are double-voiced to begin with, freely introduce 
contradictions and supply no final solution. The contradictory elements of 
popular romances are brought to the fore through the conscious doubleness of 
postmodern romances. 

Even so, the significantly different treatment of familiar themes like love, 
the subversion of structures like the happy ending and the representation of 
characters as individuals in postmodern romances highlights the stereotypical 
uses of description in the popular variety. Thus, the postmodern appropriation 
of the form is a way of both delivering criticism of romance formulas, and of re
storing value to popular romances by showing that the texts have potentially 
radical features, despite their ostensible adherence to a patriarchal ideology. 
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CONCLUSION 

In A. S. Byatt's Possession, Roland Micheli supposes that "the Romance 
must give way to social realism, even if the aesthetic temper of the time [is] 
against it" (Possession 425). In this study I have argued that the cultural cli
mate of the late twentieth century is eminently appropriate for romance, and 
that the romance as a narrative framework can contain the uncertainty, politi
cal instability and multiple narrative vision which is a feature of postmodern 
literature and of the postmodern world. It is hardly a coincidence that so many 
writers are attracted to the form or choose to explore related themes by using 
the romance as a vehicle. The ultimate logic of postmodern indeterminacy is 
that nothing can be represented, nothing communicated, because language is 
insufficient and can only refer to itself. Postmodern romances address this 
problem by intertextually allying themselves with the genre of romance, which 
means that they produce meaning in dialogue with previous works contained 
in the tradition. In the process, they also renew the romance, and rehabilitate 
unjustly ignored examples of it. I have suggested that works like A. S. Byatt's 
Possession, The French Lieutenant's Woman by John Fowles, Lindsay 
Clarke's The Chymical Wedding, Iris Murdoch's The Green Knight, The Vol
cano Lover by Susan Sontag, The Passion, Sexing the Cherry and Written on 
the Body by Jeanette Winterson and The Crown of Columbus by Michael 
Dorris and Louise Erdrich represent a new development of the romance which 
radically changes its twentieth-century appearance. 

The romance is an egalitarian literary model in that it offers an opportunity 
for writers to transcend the popular/serious dichotomy of literary criticism. By 
using a popular tradition instead of breaking with it, postmodern romances 
manage to challenge the academic silencing of popular writing and to raise 
questions about the exclusions of literary history. At the same time, the ro
mance has throughout its history been characterised by complexity and unre
solved tensions, which means that the return to romance strategies also repre
sents a challenge to the equalising forces of media and popular culture. Trivial 
examples of the romance genre are reappraised and rewritten when postmod
ern romances emphasise the inherent duality of the romance form. 



194 

An important force in the development of a postmodern subgenre of ro
mance is the complex relation between postmodern and feminist ideas, and the 
insights of theoretical feminism have significantly influenced the questioning 
attitudes of postmodernism. Postmodernism and feminism are not interchange
able ideologies, however, nor are postmodern romances feminist works. The 
relationship is intertextual, and builds on the fact that political feminism has 
had such an important effect on, at least Western, culture in the latter half of 
the twentieth century. This means that it can be used as a cultural intertext, 
which postmodern romances refer to but do not attempt to characterise or re
define. Feminist positions are consequently both affirmed and criticised in 
postmodern romances, and by reclaiming a place for stories of individual 
women, these works contest the recent intellectualisation of feminism. On the 
other hand, postmodern romances are clearly influenced by current feminist 
thought when they describe women and men as non-unified subjects who 
never become representatives of groups. Characters in postmodern romances 
do not occupy spaces on either side of a fence, defining themselves in terms of 
gender. Instead, both men and women are shown to possess character traits 
traditionally assigned to both their own and the other sex. As individuals they 
project differing images of themselves to other people and in varying situa
tions, because either gender carries the possibility of the other within it. This 
precludes dialectic processes, however, and destabilises the political implica
tions of postmodern romances, which means that the association between 
postmodernism and feminism becomes problematic, at least from a political 
point of view. 

Even so, the findings of feminist scholars have revealed the hollowness of 
many of the axioms which shape our society, and shown that categories like 
family, sex and gender are like the map of Africa - constructed, and not 
'natural' at all. As a result, many certainties are crumbling, and I have sug
gested that the return to the strategies of chivalric romance by postmodern 
romance writers is a response to this social and cultural instability. One of the 
foremost characteristics of medieval and Renaissance romances is that they 
transcend the boundaries between real and unreal, male and female, "high" 
and "low" literature. They also exemplify the slippage of language, of signifi
cation, through their allegorical narrative mode, which corresponds to the 
postmodern distrust of accurate representation. I believe, however, that chival
ric romances are often regarded as fairly transparent, simple tales about 
knights, dragons and unattainable ladies in castles. The postmodern connec
tion re-emphasises their complexity. Especially important is the link between 
the indefinite gender-constructions in postmodern romance and those of chi
valric romance, since this is a feature of medieval and Renaissance romances 
which is sometimes overlooked, given the male dominance of the feudal socie
ties depicted in these works. 
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At the approach of a new millennium, the importance of the past is felt 
very keenly. Many postmodern romances grapple with the meaning of history 
and, through generic intertextuality, with the presentation of the past in his
torical romances. I have suggested that postmodern romances challenge the 
view of the past as an exotic "place" by consistently relating the past to the 
present. I have also shown how the use of references to history in order to 
provide verisimilitude in historical romances is undermined in the postmodern 
variety, and how the view that people are the same, regardless of when and 
where they live, is challenged. By demonstrating that historical sources are 
fundamentally unreliable, postmodern romances shift the attention from his
torical fact to the production of descriptions of this fact. As a result, they show 
that historical events do not possess stable meanings in themselves, but are 
given different meanings by different people and periods. No single system of 
interpretation can reveal the ultimate meaning of history. 

Postmodern romances describe the past and the present as co-existing, in 
the sense that the past still has the power to affect the present, and the present 
influences the view of the past. I have claimed that postmodern romances 
stress the processes of interpretation and reinterpretation by conceiving time 
as a cycle. It follows from this that the vision of history in these works is not 
unified, and accordingly a fictional form which will contain multiple views is 
called for. The romance is such a form. 

Most of the prominent aspects of the poetics of postmodernism manifest 
themselves via intertextual connections. This is particularly obvious when 
postmodern romances recycle individual texts. I have suggested that this rela
tionship between texts takes the form of a dialogue which affects both/all of 
the works involved. Postmodern romances re-read, and sometimes rewrite, the 
texts they return to, but occasionally they are also re-read and rewritten by 
their intertexts. The ultimate effects of this dialogue cannot always be fore
seen, because the reader's knowledge of the intertext in question determines 
to what extent it can influence the dominant work. 

Divergent interpretations of the concept 'difference' lie at the core of 
what separates popular and postmodern romances. The feminism in popular 
romance is based on the assumption that a unified female subject exists and 
that there is a difference between male and female. After showing that female 
qualities have been undervalued, the popular romance proceeds to upgrade 
them. Obviously differences between male and female exist, but popular ro
mances often fail to take into account the differences within women as a 
group or, indeed, within the female subject itself. They cannot do so, because 
the progression from tension to reconciliation which is the basic structure of 
popular romance depends on there being two clearly defined categories, 
which struggle with each other until they are united in the end. This seriously 
weakens the radical potential of popular romance. I suggest, however, that 
when postmodern romances rewrite the characteristic themes of women's 
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popular romance, one important effect is that the inherent ambiguity of the lat
ter is brought to the fore, so that popular romances can be recognised as both 
conservative-patriarchal and feminist discourses. 

* 

Throughout this study I have argued that postmodern romances constitute a 
new development of the romance, but one which acknowledges and accentu
ates its literary heritage and its dependence on previous examples of the 
genre. The tradition of romance becomes a meaning-making tool in postmod
ern romances. An equally important effect of this is that postmodern romances 
re-energise the genre they belong to. Rather than a record of decadence, the 
history of the romance should perhaps be seen as a series of revitalisations and 
revivals, of which postmodern romance is the latest instance of a romance re
vived. 
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his is the first study to identify and analyse 

postmodern romances as a new development of 

the romance and to relate this late twentieth-

century subgenre to its tradition. Based on a selec

tion of works published between 1969 and 1994, 

it seeks to demonstrate how this new orientation 

of the romance produces meaning in dialogue 

with generic conventions and traditional works 

and, in doing so, both criticises and rehabilitates 

the genre. 

Postmodern romances transcend the boundaries 

between real and unreal, male and female, "high" 

and "low" literature, and in the process they show 

that this might be equally characteristic of tradi

tional romances. As a result of the fusion of post

modern and romantic literary modes, the inherent 

duality of the genre as such is brought to the fore 

at the same time as the romance is revived. 
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