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ABSTRACT 

While Freud concentrated on libidinal repressions, 

especially those associated with the oedipal struggles of 

father-son relationships, Jung was more interested in shared 

repressions--repressions that transcend nationality and 

history. An inherent sexism, however, permeates the works 

of both men. The theories of Heinz Kohut, on the other hand, 

expand the findings of Freud and Jung in a more gender-equal 

way by focusing on empathic interrelationships. 

Some psychological approaches to literature fail to 

consider empathic responses of readers. Certain authors, 

however, expose repressive tendencies in their fictional 

characters, thus encouraging readers to recognize and 

acknowledge these repressions in themselves and in others. 

Blake, Coleridge, and the Shelleys attempted to blur 

gender distinctions in some of their works, especially when 

those distinctions impose limitations or prescribe 

behaviors. These Romantic authors expressed alternative 

visions of the world by turning their focus inward, 

exploring the repressed characteristics of the human psyche. 

Rather than accept the cultural personas of the time, they 
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chose to examine aspects of the psyche which their culture 

tended to discredit, repress, or ignore. In the process, 

these writers anticipated certain trends in current feminist 

theory, which suggest that the terms "feminine" and 

"masculine" are adjectives describing culturally constructed 

traits rather than biologically conditioned ones. Cultural 

norms shape feminine and masculine identities. How a reader 

reacts to a literature that disrupts those norms is the 

focus of this study. 

V 



CHAPTER I 

NARCISSISM AND THE ROMANTICS 

My interest in the writings of the British literary 

period of the Romantic Age began when I was in undergraduate 

school in the late 60's and early 70's. The Romantics 

seemed to glorify drug use, liberate sexual expression, and 

endorse active social rebellion; I sensed that they were my 

kind of people. In my own hazy state of awareness, I 

assumed that Coleridge was inspired to write "Kubla Khan" 

because the power of opium enhanced his creative genius. 

Blake appealed to me because I believed him to be a 

gloriously mad nonconformist, celebrating an active 

rejection of traditional Christian values. The Shelleys, 

however, were my true heroes. Their Bohemian lifestyles, 

blatant disregard for societal approval, and apparent 

experimentation with alternative sexual lifestyles--all 

appealed to my own sense of disassociation with the rules of 

my society. 

Twenty years later when I began graduate study, my 

initial infatuation had been tempered by some rather obvious 

facts. Although Coleridge's biographers disagree about many 
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facets of his complex personality, most of them are 

convinced that he did not accomplish his best work under the 

influence of opium and, in fact, was probably severely 

hampered in his creative efforts because of his addiction.^ 

In addition, the more I read and studied Blake, the more I 

realized that my original assessment had been ridiculously 

reductive and insultingly judgmental. As for the Shelleys, 

I discovered that their rebellious attitudes were stimulated 

as much by the luxury of inherited money as by idealistic 

motivations;^ my romantic vision of Mary Shelley's composing 

Frankenstein with the support of her male comrades was 

tainted when I learned more about how these same men reacted 

to unromantic realities, such as illegitimate children, sick 

babies, and financial obligations.^ Nevertheless, despite 

my revaluation of the inspiration behind their work, my 

fascination for the literature itself has never diminished. 

In fact, I respect now more than ever their willingness to 

entertain alternative visions of the world and their 

determination to turn inward and explore th\e repressed 

characteristics of the human personality. I finally came to 

understand that they created these literary works because 

they were able to remove themselves from the confines of 



ordinary, everyday society. Rather than accept the cultural 

persona prescribed for them, they each chose to explore a 

different realm of reality by examining aspects of the 

psyche which their culture tended to discredit, repress, or 

ignore. 

Because such an inward journey requires intense 

subjectivity and introspection, many of the Romantics (and, 

consequently, some of their devotees) were accused of 

narcissism in its most negative aspect, a narcissism that 

ignores the rest of the world and becomes so narrowly 

focused on self that the benefits seem negligible.'' 

By using Heinz Kohut's theories of empathic 

interrelationships, I want to show that narcissism can be 

used to explore how people form self-identities, a study 

which has been the focus of recent literary inquiry. 

Although an inherent sexism permeates the works of both 

Freud and Jung, Kohut tried to expand their findings in a 

more gender-equal way. Therefore, I intend to look at the 

fluid psychological contours of Romantic literature from 

post-Jungian and post-Freudian perspectives because the 

older psychology is too rigid. Of these more modern 

perspectives, the theories of Kohut provide the most 



illuminating insights for my study because he incorporates 

certain theories from both Jung and Freud to expand the 

concept of what Jung calls individuation but Kohut calls 

self-psychology. Kohut says that narcissism is not an 

abnormal condition but rather a healthy self-exploration. 

Only through a narcissistic journey can one discover the 

repressed parts of the psyche. Because society dictates 

what men and women are expected to repress according to 

their gender, this repression leads to gender bias. 

Some of the Romantics, especially Blake, Coleridge, and 

the Shelleys, understood that anatomical and physiological 

differences were not sole determiners of gender identity. 

All four of these Romantic writers attempted to convey an 

exploration of masculine/feminine character traits to their 

audience. The problem was to persuade an antagonistic 

audience to confront, and perhaps even accept, a repressed 

part of their own psyche. The connection between literature 

and the awakening of the unconscious is a basic tenet of a 

psychological approach to literary criticism. 

Some feminists, like Margaret Storch, argue that 

certain male Romantic writers usurp rather than validate 

feminine values.^ While such views certainly demand 



attention, I find much to criticize in the debate over how 

feminists can best promote their agenda, and I resist the 

trend toward isolationism.^ I do not believe that feminist 

political ends can be achieved by focusing on women rather 

than men. Although some women have certainly benefited from 

the publicity and attention generated by creating "Womyn's 

Studies" and holding "Womyn's Conferences," such tendencies 

seem to foster separatism and even elitism.'' 

Toril Moi takes issue with such radical and narrow 

views held by feminists like Storch. Moi suggests that the 

terms "feminine" and "masculine" represent "social 

constructs (patterns of sexuality and behaviour imposed by 

cultural and social norms)," while the terms "female" and 

"male" are reserved for the "purely biological aspects of 

sexual difference" (65). I agree with Moi that one goal of 

feminism should be to disentangle the confusion between 

being "female" and being "feminine" (65). Moi argues that 

"though women undoubtedly are female, this in no way 

guarantees that they will be feminine"(65). I also agree 

with critics like Judith Butler who oppose biological 

determinism as a basis for establishing one's intrinsic 



"femininity" or "masculinity." Butler uses the concept of 

women as an example: 

There is the political problem that feminism 
encounters in the assumption that the term women 
denotes a common identity. . . . If one "is" a 
woman, that is surely not all one is; the term 
fails to be exhaustive, not because a pregendered 
"person" transcends the specific paraphernalia of 
its gender, but because gender is not always 
constituted coherently or consistently in 
different historical contexts, and because gender 
intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual, and 
regional modalities of discursively constituted 
identities. (3)^ 

My interest, then, does not concern women per se; 

rather, I am concerned with the concept of feminine traits 

and masculine traits as reflected in much of Romantic 

literature. Basing my approach on a synthesis of ideas 

drawn from feminism and psychology, particularly self-

psychology, which concerns itself primarily with a 

narcissism like that of Blake, Coleridge, and the Shelleys, 

I will use feminist theory to examine how cultural norms 

influence society's view of femininity and masculinity, and 

how the psychological dimension of reading prompts a 

reaction to literature that disrupts those norms. 

I am not concerned with trying to distinguish between 

male readers and female readers;^ I will assume, however, 

that a culture's attitude toward feminine traits and 



7 

masculine traits strongly influences the way readers react 

to a text. My study will focus on the idea of reading as a 

form of dialogue, a way to ask questions rather just accept 

answers. I approach literary criticism not with a desire to 

conquer but with a desire to recognize, explore, and even 

celebrate the diverse nature of human beings, rather than 

categorize them. As Elizabeth Freund suggests, 

"Indeterminacy invites a resistance to closure and an 

insistence on greater reflection and self-reflection" (156) . 

I believe that, at least for some texts, an awareness of 

empathic theory will advance this reflexivity because 

empathy connotes the idea of temporarily abandoning our 

self-interest in the pursuit of someone else's self-

interest. In the case of literature, I support critics who 

recognize an explicit connection between the reader and the 

text, especially those critics who investigate cultural 

differences (or similarities), biographical data, historical 

contexts, and contemporary critical views. Such 

investigations can help expose and thus alleviate biases 

against feminine values. ̂° Furthermore, a feminist 

perspective can elaborate these investigations and use 
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literary inquiry to substantiate accusations of sexism in 

the political realm. 

Jane Tompkins explains that by relocating "meaning 

first in the reader's self and then in the interpretive 

strategies that constitute it, [some critics] assert that 

meaning is a consequence of being in a particular situation 

in the world"; as a result, "when discourse is responsible 

for reality and not merely a reflection of it, then whose 

discourse prevails makes all the difference" (xxv). 

I believe that much of the discourse generated during 

the British Romantic era challenges readers to explore a set 

of possibilities that the dominant culture either denies or 

represses because of the threat to the patriarchal 

hierarchy. The Romantic vision resists the tendency to 

privilege masculine character traits and insists that 

feminine/masculine traits are not determined by gender nor 

is one set superior to another. Wolfgang Iser claims that 

some texts force the reader "to reveal aspects of himself" 

previously hidden or ignored (Implied Reader 81-82). In the 

process, Iser believes we may "formulate ourselves and so 

discover what had previously seemed to elude our 

consciousness" (Implied Reader 294) . Because traditional 



society invariably places great emphasis on gender 

differences, then any self-formulation will hinge on one's 

attitude toward those differences. 

Freudian views have influenced many of the prevailing 

psychoanalytical attitudes toward gender differences, 

especially those associated with oedipal struggles resulting 

in penis envy in women and a castration complex in men; in 

other words, according to Freud, the differences between the 

genders revolve around presence or absence of male 

genitalia. ̂^ As some Lacanian feminists have pointed out, 

however, such phallocentric approaches to determining self-

worth are misogynistic and often contradictory.^^ Likewise, 

Jung's binary system of the anima/animus concept centers 

around the idea of exclusion rather than inclusion. 

According to Jung, the anima is a repression opposite in 

gender to a male ego, the animus is a repression opposite in 

gender to a female ego, and the shadow is a repression the 

same in gender to an ego. ̂^ While Jung, however, encourages 

men to explore their anima and accept their shadow, he 

discourages women from exploring their animus.^'' Jung 

believed that a woman's feminine traits are the part of her 

sexual identity that our culture approves of; therefore, it 
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is her animus that society encourages her to repress. 

Simultaneously, while a man feels free to acknowledge his 

masculine traits, he learns to shun, repress, ignore, and 

abandon his anima if he wants to gain the acceptance of 

mainstream society. As Jung separated the feminine/ 

masculine concepts into a man's persona and anima and a 

woman's persona and animus, he also created a gender gap 

that, rather than advancing feminist theory, helped to 

reinforce the patriarchal value system of his culture. 

I believe eighteenth-century women were conditioned to 

repress those qualities that Jung associated with the anima, 

as well as those qualities associated by him with the 

animus. They were not encouraged to express the positive 

anima traits: creativity, sexual expression, universal 

nurturing, and caring. Neither were they encouraged to 

express traits of the animus: aggression, abstract 

thinking, and competitive productivity. They were left with 

only the negative aspects of the anima: submissiveness, 

denial of self, and concern with only immediate material 

gratification (food, shelter, clothing). I abjure from 

Jung's distinction between anima or animus and shadow as 

inherited and instinctual. For him, not merely the details 
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of reproduction but of gender role (the difference between 

anima or animus and shadow) were preordained.^^ Although 

cerebral research confirms that gender has some influence on 

brain structure, ̂^ such discoveries came after his death and 

do not corroborate the specific gender differences that he 

presumed. What he did was conflate human instincts with 

patriarchal culture, as if no non-patriarchal culture had 

ever existed. Yet, anthropology finds traces of matriarchal 

and other social configurations . ̂'̂  

Although Jung tended to value the masculine in men, he 

emphasized its negative side when talking about women. ̂^ 

Likewise, he valued the feminine in men but saw its value in 

women largely in terms of their usefulness to the men.^^ I 

suggest that men and women need to explore qualities 

associated with both the feminine and the masculine. The 

so-called "animus women" have reduced their femininity to a 

shadow self. Simultaneously, traditional feminine women are 

simply adopting the persona society prescribes for them. 

According to Jung, it is healthy and necessary for a man to 

explore his anima, but it is destructive and aberrant for a 

woman to explore her animus. As a result, the "archetype" 

becomes a category to enclose woman, to exclude her. Jung 
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blindly accepts these repressive cultural norms.^° Although 

Jung recognized the positive attributes of feminine traits, 

he failed to recognize that both men and women experience 

repressed traits, including both those qualities 

traditionally considered masculine and those deemed 

feminine. 

Cultural norms dictate how deeply we must repress 

certain contents of our psyche in order to be accepted by 

our society. Toward the end of the eighteenth century when 

feminists such as Mary Wollstonecraft challenged the 

patriarchal structure of society, the reaction included a 

deeper entrenchment of those values she criticized because 

one alternative to a confrontation with one's own 

repressions meant to cling even more fiercely to the 

accepted persona.^^ 

Since feminine traits have been traditionally 

associated with the female and, therefore, given little 

respect, most men try to deny that they have these traits. 

As the male continues to repress these feminine traits, the 

patriarchal system becomes even more entrenched. This helps 

explain the reactionary attitude of the Victorians to the 

Romantics' attempted affirmation of the positive, desirable 
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aspects of the feminine principle. Such an affirmation w-is 

viewed as a threat to the power structure because patriarchy 

depends on a clear delineation between men and women and a 

hierarchy based on those differences. 

As early nineteenth-century women became more involved 

with political and social decision-making, writers began 

experimenting with androgynous female figures, those who 

exhibited both strong feminine characteristics as well as 

masculine. The fate of Bronte's Catherine, however, serves 

as an example of what often happened to such characters in 

nineteenth-century literature. As Estella Lauter maintains, 

"in Jung's archetypal rebirth journey, the male hero crosses 

the threshold from the conscious to the unconscious world in 

an attempt to come to terms with his internal nature" (101). 

Lauter continues to explain that after the male hero masters 

both his shadow and his anima, he returns--reborn--to 

everyday life. Although he may have trouble reintegrating 

his androgynous self into society, he is nonetheless an 

admirable figure, "the stuff of legend and religion" (102). 

Lauter, however, establishes that "when women heroes emerge 

from such quests, the least suggestion of androgyny makes 

them fearfully odd creatures and they become social 
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outcasts" (101). For example, when a man (Dante) accepts 

his anima (Beatrice), he arrives in heaven and becomes a 

famous author. On the other hand, when a woman (Catherine) 

accepts her animus (Heathcliff), she is ruined forever and 

dies a miserable death; in addition, the author is seen as a 

freak (Lauter 102). 

The Romantics, though, writing during an age of 

revolution and often self-exiled from mainstream society 

anyway, seemed willing to explore the possibility of 

androgyny, trying to deconstruct the traditional views of 

gender-specific personality traits. Simultaneously, they 

encouraged their audience to experience a similar 

deconstruction. Readers, then, are faced with a series of 

contradictions. According to reader-response theory, as 

readers process the information in a poem or story, they 

begin to identify with the sympathetic characters--those 

characters who possess the accepted characteristics of the 

cultural persona--and to resent the actions of the villains 

--those characters who defy -̂he rules and norms of society. 

This pattern is fairly easy to identify in popular 

literature where characters are clearly delineated both 

morally and sexually.^^ In more complex literature. 
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however, the boundaries become blurred. Readers may find 

themselves sympathizing with, or at least admitting a 

grudging admiration for, a so-called villain--for instance, 

Milton's Satan or Mary Shelley's monster. Often this 

identification is with a manifestation of one's own 

repressed psychic contents. Some readers resist this 

identification with an "evil," dark character whose behavior 

is abnormal. Many literary works, however, challenge 

society's definition of abnormal in much the same way that 

Jung did.^^ 

More often than Freud, Jung describes normal 

personality types as well as abnormal. In fact, according 

to Jung, so-called abnormal people may just be misfits who 

have been forced into a neurosis or even psychosis by the 

prevailing societal rules.^^ When the Gothic writers began 

depicting societal rejects and shadow selves, they created a 

form of "psychological monstrosity" with "ambiguous 

presentations" (MacAndrew 4). According to Elizabeth 

MacAndrew, the Gothic characters forced readers to see evil 

not as "a force exterior to man, but as a distortion, a 

warping of his mind" (5). This ambiguous distortion caused 

a change in society's view of moral behavior. In fact, "the 
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moral absolutes of eighteenth-century thought [began to] 

crumble before a shifting, relative morality" (MacAndrew 7). 

Readers began to understand that anomalous personality 

characteristics may reside in all humans but are often 

repressed to one degree or another. 

The repressed trait becomes negative only because it is 

unacknowledged and underdeveloped. Repression of a trait 

can result in a psyche that is out of control and may 

manifest itself in destructive ways--cruelty, jealousy, 

irritability. The same trait, when recognized and nurtured, 

however, can result in attractive and positive behavior.^^ 

To admit that feminine traits are important, however, 

changes the power advantage in a patriarchal society. To 

maintain power, the power structure must emphasize its own 

obvious strengths while belittling and dismissing the 

attributes of the powerless. Oppression, restriction, 

ridicule, and punishment inevitably await those men who 

either consciously or unconsciously express their feminine 

characteristics. 

As a result, fear prevents some men from seeing the 

Other as she truly is. Instead, she is a distortion of 

their own projected animas. In addition, since men's 
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projections of their anima onto women help create women's 

perceptions of themselves, women in a sexist culture absorb 

much of the dominant culture's viewpoint, helping to 

proliferate the prescribed self-image.^^ 

Since the Romantics directed their attention away from 

reasoning about matter (focus of logos) and toward loving 

and trying to ameliorate humanity (eros), their quest to 

nurture their repressed femininity was a quest for action: 

they searched for and explored the hidden self through their 

creative works. Indeed, I suggest that Jung was misled into 

seeing as two different "archetypes" of a man his repressed 

male characteristics (shadow) and repressed female 

characteristics (anima). Distinguishing between masculine 

and feminine personality traits has as much to do with 

social conventions as with biology. 

In parts of the Middle East, emotionality is considered 

a male characteristic, practicality a female one. Does this 

mean that an American man who represses some emotions is 

adding them to his anima while an Iranian repressing the 

same emotions contributes them to his shadow? Since Jung's 

distinction between anima/animus and shadow is culture bound 

and problematic, the terms lose their gender-specific 
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attributes; therefore, I shall speak of psychic repressions 

in a general way as experienced by both males and females. 

Although I am forced by the constrictions of language to 

rely on the terms feminine and masculine, I make every 

conscious attempt to disassociate these terms from their 

traditional connection to biological beings. The Romantics 

also experimented with this disassociation, or at least with 

the idea of genderless personality characteristics. 

In the process of exploring traditionally repressed 

aspects of the psyche, literary writers often create alter 

ego projections or doubles disguised from the reader in 

various ways: mythological creations, androgynous 

characters, anima/animus figures, and doppelgangers. Each 

represents a fear--something to be avoided or projected or 

repressed or killed. They are asocial creations, freed from 

the traditional customs and norms of the prevailing society, 

creating distance both for the writer and the reader. In 

the case of simplistic doubling, the reader fails to achieve 

any real identification because of the obvious melodrama or 

allegory. For example, in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde or 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner, most readers suspect, 

after just a few pages into the novels, that the "evil" 
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character is a double of the "good" character. In complex 

doubling, however, the reader identifies with the 

protagonist consciously and with the antagonist 

unconsciously.2'' Gradually, the projection becomes part of 

the reader's conscious thought patterns. A writer who is 

exploring repressed personality traits transfers that 

exploration to the reader who then goes through a similar 

process. If a reader admits that a certain repression is a 

part of the protagonist's psyche, then there is also the 

possibility of admitting that the projection is a part of 

the reader's psyche. 

Through literature, the configurations of 

shadow/anima/animus repressions can be exposed, as can the 

cultural norms. That a culture should so devalue the role 

and function of its women reflects the unconscious 

discomfort the male feels with his own feminine character 

traits. Consequently, when writers such as Blake and 

Coleridge began exploring masculine/feminine issues, they 

produced works that seemed strange, almost incoherent, to 

their contemporaries who often criticized the Romantics for 

their solipsism, their narcissism, and their rejection of 

societal values in favor of individual standards of 
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behavior. ̂ '̂ According to Jungian theory, inward exploration 

has the positive value of allowing an individual to direct 

energy to the unconscious.^^ This process of integrating 

the consciousness with those parts of the psyche which are 

usually hidden often results in a more enlightened attitude 

toward traditional roles. However, the process is 

frightening, challenging, and sometimes even dangerous. To 

reject or even to question the tenets of one's society 

requires strong conviction. 

The Romantics had to struggle to accept a side of 

themselves that was devalued by their society because 

nineteenth-century England continued the ubiquitous nature 

of an inherited patriarchy: a tradition steeped in misogyny 

and machismo. Assimilation and integration of the masculine 

and feminine archetypal images represented anarchy to a 

sexist society. 

Perhaps Blake produced the most blatant exposure of 

that sexism, introduced in his Songs and then later 

developed in his prophecies. Rather than delineating the 

boundaries between men and women, he blurred them, meshed 

them, made them seem interchangeable. The result was the 

androgynous figure. Confronted with a literary figure who 



cannot be classified as masculine or feminine, readers must 

try to reconcile the confusion. Either they reject Blake's 

challenge and dismiss the idea of androgyny, or they 

consider a deconstruction of previously held beliefs and 

tenets .̂ ° 

In "Christabel," Coleridge also seems to be confronting 

the problem with gender-specific character traits. 

Christabel certainly appears to portray all the passive 

elements associated with the anima--naivete, unquestioning 

acceptance, and gullibility. Geraldine, on the other hand, 

exhibits characteristics of both the anima and the animus. 

First, she assumes the persona of the stereotyped woman, a 

helpless victim of man's superior strength. As the poem 

progresses, however, she drops her persona and adopts an 

aggressive stance. A nineteenth-century woman who portrays 

this kind of aggression would then seem possessed, a demon 

in disguise. Geraldine's apparent perversion has troubled 

critics ever since, causing a continuous reexamination of 

both Geraldine and Christabel .̂ ^ 

Although many people accept the stereotype of Shelley 

as a womanizer, I suggest that his continual association 

with different women might stem from his need to express his 
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own repressed femininity, thus his tendency to project it 

onto other women, in his life as well as in his writing. He 

saw himself as a mediator between his culture's denigration 

of feminine characteristics and his own exploration of them. 

Poems such as Alastor and Prometheus Unbound explore 

androgynous character traits and present the possibility of 

a society where personality traits are not restricted to one 

gender or another. On the other hand. The Cenci illustrates 

the tragic consequences of one woman rebelling against the 

power structure. 

Blake, Coleridge, and Percy Shelley portray their 

concept of the feminine by projecting it onto literary 

figures. Mary Shelley, however, seems to explore her own 

repressed masculine traits, not by projection, but by 

associating with and, above all, by trying to understand 

males. In her Frankenstein. the shadow self is a complex 

creature--both terrifying (embodying aggressive masculinity) 

and yet pitiable (because most readers empathize with his 

need for understanding and acceptance). The monster is both 

a double for Frankenstein and for Mary Shelley. As the 

latter, it is a composite of the people through whom she 

understood masculinity (father, dead child, and lover). 
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As I stated above, post-Freudian/post-Jungian studies 

promise to complement the already considerable contribution 

that psychological critics have made to the study of 

literature. Peter Homans explains that Heinz Kohut's theory 

of self-psychology provides an important link between modern 

studies and former studies still locked into a rigid 

devotion to either Freud or Jung.^^ Kohut proposes a theory 

of self-psychology that is based on the power of empathy in 

human relations. He suggests that many individual problems 

result from a sense of fragmentation, what he terms 

narcissistic injuries, that occurs naturally in the process 

of confronting society. ̂^ This sense of a fragmented self 

can be alleviated if we can realize in another person or in 

a literary character, that which we lack in ourselves. 

Blake, Coleridge, and the Shelleys all created literary 

characters which could serve as selfobjects. These 

selfobjects are objects which we experience as part of our 

self. During childhood, we look to our parents as our 

selfobjects. If, however, our parents fail to fulfill their 

role as selfobjects, we are left with a gap in our sense of 

self-cohesion. One way this gap has manifested itself is 
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through the repression of certain personality traits, 

including those associated with masculinity and femininity. 

Since, as I have suggested, the dominant culture of the 

Romantic writers encouraged the repression of certain 

psychic qualities, then writers whose perceptions allowed 

them to venture outside of prescribed cultural boundaries 

would be compelled to describe it, perhaps by creating 

characters who expose the distorted image of masculine 

and/or feminine traits. A reader, then, might be able to 

reconnect with that repressed fragment of his or her 

personality. According to Kohut, though, healing the part 

of the self that is fragmented often depends on an empathic 

reading--whether the "reading" occurs between an analyst and 

patient or between a critic and a work of literature. 

Unlike Freud, Kohut diminished the importance of drive 

theory in psychological therapy, suggesting that linguistic 

signals also influence behavior. I am well aware of some 

deconstructionist arguments that deny the possibility of 

assigning meaning to these signals; however, if we wish to 

establish intersubjective connections with one another, we 

must continue experimenting with our linguistic codes, 

however unreliable they may be. According to J. Brooks 
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Bouson, what Kohut sees as fundamental to the self are not 

biological instincts or psychological drives but rather "the 

desire for a sense of relationship with and responsiveness 

from others," a sense of connection and shared experience 

(13). One way to achieve this connection is through 

literature. 

In a survey of critical responses to several literary 

works, Bouson demonstrates how different readers/critics 

react to the various conflicts generated by narcissistic 

characters. Some "will deny a character's negativity or 

endorse his or her aberrant behavior and self-destructive 

impulses" (6) . Others will try to rescue a needy character, 

protecting him or her from negative criticism. Almost all 

try to assert some sort of authority over the character, the 

text, or previous critical misreadings. What all of these 

approaches have in common, nevertheless, is a shared 

affinity between self and other. An empathic reading, 

"which locates itself in the transitional space between the 

subjective and objective," helps us recognize this 

reciprocal relationship (Bouson 6). 

Although critics have tended to distrust affective 

approaches to reading literature, Bouson insists that "texts 
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often unconscious responses in readers" (26). Like the 

analyst, readers focus their attention on the "disruptive 

and disturbing responses--the anger, anxiety, disgust, 

boredom, fear of encroachment, need to master or desire to 

rescue--engendered by the characters and texts being 

investigated" (Bouson 27). 

Likewise, consciousness--whether one is on the freeway 

or reading a poem--is only one part of our total perception: 

"Consciousness assures that signals arousing attention, but 

not matching existing patterns, will be temporally retained 

and not be disregarded until their significance, if any, for 

the organism becomes comprehensible" (Lee and Martin 43). 

Therefore, our response to literature depends on both pre

existing perceptions and our current stimulus. If that 

stimulus is a piece of literature, our consciousness is 

piqued when we are unable to assimilate the ideas presented 

into our previous cadre of facts. 

This post-empiricist attitude toward knowledge 

parallels the attitudes of the Romantic writers who also 

questioned the objectivist positivism of many of their 

predecessors. Ronald Lee and J. Colby Martin list four 
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arguments that indicate the shortcomings of inductive 

thinking: " (i) theory influences the perception and 

selection of facts, (2) subject and object lack a clear 

division, (3) words fail to refer adequately to the objects 

they denote, and (4) objectivity denies natural selection of 

ideas" (93). Of course, this honest recognition of 

ambiguity and challenging uncertainty causes some resistance 

in that sector of the community that demands a clear-cut 

objectivity. Nevertheless, the wish for some kind of all 

powerful critical Truth is futile: "Such a hope for theory-

neutral observations, however, may be a naive wish [even for 

the rare] community of investigators who are like-minded 

enough to agree on what they see" (Lee and Martin 97). 

Since readers occupy only partly connecting cells in the 

prison house of language, a theory of literary criticism 

which investigates intersubjectivity must also address the 

controversy surrounding narcissism and its relationship 

between the reader and the text. 

The classical school of psychoanalysis views narcissism 

as a pathology. According to one study, most Freudian 

analysts see narcissism as characterized by a pronounced 

self-concern which results in a relative lack of concern for 
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other people (Silverman, Lachmann, and Milich 178). Kohut, 

though, believed that a healthy narcissistic equilibrium 

could best be maintained by interaction with other people--

specifically selfobjects, those whom we can experience as a 

part of our self (in Silverman, Lachmann, and Milich 181). 

Empathy failures are inevitable, of course. As Hyman Muslin 

and Eduardo Val explain, "a person with little worth, whose 

self-strivings were repressed . . . will be unable to 

genuinely recognize or appreciate the other's need in 

him/herself" (7). In addition, the observer may lack a 

sense of relevance, causing "difficulty in empathizing with 

people from grossly dissimilar economic, social, or gender 

circumstances" (Muslin and Val 7). 

Nevertheless, empathic theory is not just a case of 

intuition (as some critics view reader-response theories). 

As Lee and Martin explain, empathy "is a trial-and-error 

process of coming to understand how the patient feels and 

thinks. It involves the 'feedback' of the hermeneutic 

method" (112). The empathic reader gathers data, of course. 

The difference is that the data are based more on 

introspective than extrospective observation. Such a 

phenomenological approach attempts to displace, at least 
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temporarily, prior judgments. For example, Martin Heidegger 

explains that when tradition becomes 

master, it does so in such a way that what it 
"transmits" is made so inaccessible, proximally 
and for the most part, that it rather becomes 
concealed. Tradition takes what has come down to 
us and delivers it over to self-evidence; it 
blocks our access to those primordial "sources" 
from which the categories and concepts handed down 
to us have been in part quite genuinely drawn. 
Indeed it makes us forget that they have had such 
an origin, and makes us suppose that the necessity 
of going back to these sources is something which 
we need not even understand, (qtd. in Latimer 127) 

The object is not to provide an exclusive interpretation, 

but to further one's understanding of another as well as 

one's self. Nonetheless, empathic data can be misused to 

achieve a purely objective, negative purpose. For example, 

many of the Victorian novels are concerned with the 

devastating consequences of bearing illegitimate children or 

cheating on a husband. In this case the empathy generated 

by the text suggests a means of control, appealing to a 

woman's worst fears and, in the process, attempting to 

manipulate her behavior. 

Lee and Martin also explain what empathy is not. It is 

not identification, because understanding someone's motives 

does not necessarily lead to the support of that person's 

actions. Likewise, empathy is not projection, because the 
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motivating factor is to understand the other person first. 

and the self second (112-13) . I see this distinction as 

essential to literary theory: The writer projects his or 

her images onto the text. The reader, though, temporarily 

agrees to receive and try to process those projections, 

which are now just part of the text. Coleridge called this 

process a "suspension of disbelief"; Keats labeled it 

"negative capability." Kohut calls it "empathy," a way of 

connecting with the human factor in literature. According 

to Bouson, "Empathic reading . . . makes us aware of our 

affective and collusive involvements with literature. . . . 

In the 'potential space' of literature and literary 

criticism we discover both the other and mirror reflections 

of our selves" (171). 

Perhaps the most useful term for my study of the 

Romantics is attunement. According to Kohut, attunement 

includes recognizing one's self in another, creating a bond 

which includes the Other and accepting that state of affairs 

as a way to connect with the rest of humanity (qtd. in Lee 

and Martin 114). In Kohut's view, nurturing one's own 

narcissistic nature, healing the gaps, and repairing the 

wounds are ways to gain some cohesion in an increasingly 
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fragmented world. This cohesion benefits both self and 

other. 

This idea of attunement is in opposition to traditional 

Western culture's idea of competition, for capitalism itself 

poses a contradiction: Such a value system discourages 

introspection as morbid and selfish, but rewards individual 

efforts based on independent thinking. Instead, Kohut's 

theory embraces both narcissism and empathy, claiming that 

complete independence is an impossible goal which "disavows 

legitimate narcissistic needs" (Lee and Martin 126). The 

Romantics tried to examine this relationship between self 

and other; rather than follow the boundaries set by their 

predecessors, these writers explored the possibility of 

changing the concept of feminine and masculine 

characteristics into simply human characteristics, those 

that might transcend class, gender, and race. 

Efforts to introduce an audience to new possibilities 

of perception, especially when that perception violates 

cultural norms, meet resistance. Therefore, a formidable 

task confronts artists willing to take the initial risk of 

challenging these norms. Lee and Martin suggest that the 

intersubjective reality experienced during attunement is not 
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"'discovered' or 'recovered' or 'created' or 'constructed', 

but qrygtallize[d] " (233) . This crystallization is directly 

related to much of what is being done in reader-response 

theory. 

The question of authority seems to consume much of the 

theoretical discussions: Is there an ultimate point of 

reference? If so, is that point found in the author, in the 

author's text, or in the reader's interpretation of that 

text? In her insightful comparative study of reader-

response critics, Elizabeth Freund insists that "reader-

response criticisms are at once generated and undone by this 

unresolved tension" between the subjective reader and the 

objective text and that "inconclusiveness is intrinsic to 

these projects" (152-53). She sees Wolfgang Iser's attempts 

to synthesize the two poles as unsuccessful; furthermore, 

she supports Jonathan Culler's view that such a synthesis is 

impossible (153). Nonetheless, she seems intrigued with the 

notion of a "post-structuralist concern with the problematic 

of reading, not as a mastery or appropriation but as a 

patient dialogue or interrogation" (154). 

A reader can never be uncontaminated by both conscious 

or unconscious presuppositions. Thus, I support a theory 
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which attempts to explore, expose, and make those individual 

and/or cultural presuppositions explicit rather than 

implicit. The best way to experience a successful empathic 

reading is to find a part of oneself in the text. Rather 

than approach the text as an object, however, Kohut suggests 

that the exchange between text and reader is one of 

subject/subject, not subject/object. This idea is similar 

to Freund's description of Norman Holland's transferential 

model which views the encounter of reader and text as a 

"double and properly dialectical perspective on reading 

. . .; the reader reads the text, but the text also reads 

the reader" (12 9) . 

Such an approach diminishes the role of authority 

altogether; as a result, any attempt to find some sort of 

ultimate truth or final pronouncement on the Romantics will, 

I hope, be ever elusive. What I will demonstrate is how to 

read the Romantics in a way that helps us relate to the 

repressed character traits in our psyche--not by 

distinguishing these repressions into gender-related 

categories, but by viewing them from various perspectives 

besides our own and celebrating the unexpected twists and 

disturbing contradictions that encourage us to rethink. 
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reconsider, and revaluate. Despite the numerous criticisms 

of Iser's theories of determinacy versus indeterminacy, I 

applaud his attempts to narrow the gap between reader and 

text. I believe Iser is correct in viewing the reading 

process as an active one. Paraphrasing Iser's ideas, Freund 

says: "Reading is thus an active process of becoming 

conscious of otherness, as it brings about a questioning and 

probing of the validity of received norms and systems" (146-

47) . 

The Romantics found themselves in an altered literary 

climate from most of their predecessors. As Tompkins 

explains: 

The process of separation between literature and 
political life begins to occur in the second half 
of the eighteenth century when the breakdown of 
the patronage system, the increase in commercial 
printing, and the growth of a large reading public 
change the relation of authors to their audiences. 
(214) 

The formerly prevalent didacticism gives way to a literature 

"designed to give the reader certain kinds of emotional 

experience rather than to mold character or guide behavior, 

and is aimed at the psychic life of individuals rather than 

at collective standards of judgment on public issues" 

(Tompkins 215). The accompaniment to this shift in focus 
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predesignated a loss of political power for the poet because 

power in Western culture has always been granted to those 

who pursue the objective, the rational, the scientific, and 

the practical, in other words, with what we commonly 

associate as masculine. As Tompkins explains: 

when poets begin to be described as . . . inspired 
individuals, more sensitive, more passionate, more 
responsive to life than ordinary people, they are 
no longer the associates of powerful men . . . 
Literature becomes synonymous with emotionalism, 
individualism, and the contemplative life; science 
and politics with the intellect, power over the 
material environment, the life of action. (217-18) 

The shift also created more defined roles for men and women. 

Because Western culture associates power with men, all 

activity that did not produce power was deemed "feminine" 

and placed on a lower level of the governing patriarchal 

hierarchy. I believe that the Romantics attempted to explore 

this phenomenon, first by exposing the fallacy that the so-

called feminine and masculine traits are biologically 

determined and then by debunking the myth that feminine 

traits are necessarily inferior to masculine traits. 
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Notes 

^Lefebure, Bate, and Holmes all comment on the negative 
effects of opium on Coleridge's literary career. 

^King-Hele explains how the Shelleys, though certainly 
not rich, almost always had access to money through loans 
because of Percy's eventual inheritance. Therefore, they 
had the time and the means to leave their families, to 
travel, and to scorn the dictates of their society. 

^Mellor claims that Percy failed to share Mary's grief 
at the deaths of her children and offered very little 
comfort (142). In addition, after Shelley's death, Byron 
"could not long be bothered with the distraught widow and 
abruptly withdrew his support" (151). 

'^Kernberg believes that pathological narcissism 
manifests itself in the following way: 

These patients present excessive self-absorption 
hand in hand with a superficially smooth and 
effective social adaptation but with serious 
distortions in their internal relations with other 
people. They present various combinations of 
intense ambitiousness, grandiose fantasies, 
feelings of inferiority, and overdependence on 
external admiration and acclaim; they suffer from 
chronic feelings of boredom and emptiness, are 
constantly searching for gratification of 
strivings for brilliance, wealth, power and 
beauty, and have serious deficiencies in their 
capacity to love and to be concerned about others. 
Other predominant characteristics include a lack 
of capacity for empathetic understanding of 
others, chronic uncertainty and dissatisfaction 
with their life, conscious or unconscious 
exploitiveness and ruthlessness towards others 
and, particularly, the presence of chronic, 
intense envy and defenses against such envy. (qtd. 
in Restak 115) 

•'Storch claims that Blake treats women as emanations 
who are "subservient to men since they have no true 
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existence except in the state of the division of men's 
psyche"; in addition, women often represent the "cruel and 
sinister forces" in Blake's myth of the fall (97). 

^Focusing on women is just as sexist as focusing on 
men. There is no ethical superiority of women authors or 
readers or critics. In fact, Spivak calls this attitude 
"imperialism" (qtd. in Eagleton 14) . 

''Parsons believes that some feminists want to create a 
moral system based on naturalism or biological factors. 
Such feminists want to reverse "phallic morality--
domination, control, production--and substitute a more 
feminine morality. Such a view, however, is dualistic and 
uncompromising. In fact, one is as immoral as the other" 
(qtd. in Eagleton 380). 

^See Butler for an overview of this debate, especially 
4-14. 

^Eagleton explains that Anglo-American feminist 
criticism is more concerned with women's writing and 
reading, suggesting that a 

gynocritic dedicates herself to the female author 
and character and develops theories and 
methodologies based on female experience . . . 
[and] an understanding of female identity. . . . 
The most popular sequence in a gynocritical 
reading is from reality, to author, to reader, to 
reality. . . . In this paradigm author, character 
and reader . . . can even assert a collective 
identity as "we women"--and the reader is 
gratified by having her anger, experience, or 
hopes confirmed by the author narrative. (9) 

^°Lehne argues that many American men "confuse the 
homosexual male with the effeminate male" (qtd. in Warren 
2 71) . Moi adds that women who refuse to conform to chosen 
standards for femininity "can be labelled both unfeminine 
and unnatural" (65). 

^̂ See Kaja Silverman's critique of this Freudian 

concept 135-38. 
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12 Kaja Silverman 162-93 and Hendershot 4-8, 29-38 

"Storr includes key excerpts from Jung's work 
explaining the differences among persona, shadow, anima, and 
animus 91-117. 

^'*According to Jung: 
the animus corresponds to the paternal Logos just 
as the anima corresponds to the maternal Eros 
. . . . In men, Eros, the function of relationship, is 
usually less developed than Logos. In women, on the 
other hand, Eros is an expression of their true nature, 
while their Logos is often only a regrettable accident. 
. . . No matter how friendly and obliging a women's 
Eros may be, no logic on earth can shake her if she is 
ridden by the animus. Often the man has the feeling--
and he is not altogether wrong--that only seduction or 
a beating or rape would have the necessary power of 
persuasion. (qtd. in Storr 111-12) 

^^Lauter and Rupprecht explain that Jung's attitudes 
reinforce an already prevalent sexism because he seemed to 
think in terms of rigid oppositions. For example, Jung 
believed that 

Eros would remain weaker in most males and Logos 
weaker in most females. . . . [Therefore, he] 
reinforced the stereotypes of man as thinker, 
woman as nurturer. By associating men with 
thought, the cultural category with the higher 
value in the twentieth century in most Western 
societies, he helped to perpetuate the inequality 
of women. . . . He moved too quickly from a 
description of culturally induced gender 
differences to an assumption about sex 
differences, undercutting his inductive method 
with his predilection for dichotomies. (Lauter 
and Rupprecht 6) 

^̂ In her book-length study on biologically linked sex 
differences, Sayers summarizes a U.S. government-funded 
document on sex differences: 

Female biological development in interaction with 
the traditional style of female education results 
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in girls relying excessively on using their 
dominant hemisphere to process both verbal and 
spatial information. She [Judith Sherman, the 
research analyst] argues that this in turn impedes 
their spatial performance. Given appropriate 
changes in their education, she suggests, women 
might well come to use their right rather than 
their left hemispheres to process such 
information. Although she acknowledges that there 
may well be sex differences in the development and 
functioning of the brain, she also believes that 
these differences do not constitute an insuperable 
obstacle to sexual equality. Instead she 
recommends that these differences, and with them 
sexual inequality, can and should be reduced 
through the institution of appropriate reforms in 
women's education. (101-02) 

'̂'Warren argues that beginning in the mid-nineteenth 
century, "many researchers have found evidence of a number 
of early Mediterranean and Near Eastern cultures which were 
not only matrilineal, goddess worshiping and peace loving 
but--so they concluded--matriarchal" (308-09). 

^^Lauter argues that the 
animus is often described by Jungians in negative 
terms, as a void within the woman that issues 
prohibitions, gives commands, and makes 
pronouncements, as if a woman could not express 
her mind without animosity. . . . It is not clear, 
especially in a culture that values masculinity so 
highly, why the presence of the masculine in women 
should be negative; the feminine within the male 
is not primarily negative. (62) 

^^Jung claims that 
every mother and every beloved is forced to become 
the carrier and embodiment of this omnipresent and 
ageless image [of the mother-imago], which 
corresponds to the deepest reality in a man. It 
belongs to him, this perilous image of Woman; she 
stands for the loyalty which in the interests of 
life he must sometimes forgo; she is the much 
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needed compensation for the risks, struggles, 
sacrifices that all end in disappointment; she is 
the solace for all the bitterness of life. (qtd. 
in Storr 109) 

20 'According to Lauter: 
One would think that, in valuing the unconscious, 
Jung would have transcended the dualistic sexism 
that pervades Freudian theory. But Jung's 
association of emotion and illogic with women and 
logical rationality with men led him to a similar 
dichotomy. . . . Although his theory valued the 
feminine and the unconscious, Jung placed these 
ideas on one side of a dualistic value system 
along with things "cold," "dark," "south," "damp," 
and "bad," and this categorizing undermined his 
integrative goals. . . . The feminine may be 
reduced to an attribute of the masculine 
personality rather than seen as an archetype 
deriving from women's experience that is a source 
of power for the self. (97) 

^^Peter Homans explains that "the dissolution of the 
persona is a crisis in object relations in which the self 
loses its cohesion and becomes fragmented, and in which 
previously formed ideals are rendered questionable" (101) . 
Homans continues to suggest that people respond to such a 
crisis in three main ways: One, they turn their backs on 
the new awareness and simply reconstitute with society; two, 
they naively accept the sense of godlikeness that the 
awareness brings initially, resulting in forms of 
megalomania; or three, they learn to balance their ego 
consciousness and the newly realized realm of the collective 
unconscious (102). 

22i am thinking of typical romance novels and westerns, 
for example. 

^^Holden Caufield in The Catcher in the Rye is an 
excellent example of a social neurotic who seems so normal 
to me. 

24 Storr 129-67. 
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^^Mattoon observes of shadow selves that the 
content of the shadow varies with the individual. 
But the shadow self is always underdeveloped, 
awkward, unattractive, and even crude. But if 
these same qualities appear in differentiated form 
in another person--developed, graceful, 
attractive, refined--then one often becomes 
jealous of that person, probably without knowing 
why. Thus, a given quality can be part of one 
person's shadow and another person's ego, but it 
will be awkward in the one, refined in the other. 
(26) 

^^Gilbert and Gubar state that "for the female artist 
the essential process of self-definition is complicated by 
all those patriarchal definitions that intervene between 
herself and herself" (17). 

'̂'See Crook for an overview of how doubling appears in 
literature and film. 

^^Such self-centeredness worked in Byron's favor, 
increasing his notoriety and, therefore, his popularity. 
The Shelleys, however, were social outcasts with so-called 
"polite society," perhaps because of the unfortunate deaths 
of Fanny and Harriet, both of which were blamed on the 
Shelleys. According to Sunstein, Mary Shelley's "obverse 
image was that of a radical, atheist Jezebel who had lived 
in sin with [Percy] Shelley and participated in a League of 
Incest" (252) . 

29Jacobi 23-24. 

^°Speaking in a Blakean context, Frye insists that "we 
arrive at the emotions of acceptance and obedience only at 
the price of stifling part of our imaginations" (39). 

^^Nethercot argues that Geraldine might be a "she-
vampire,"an "evil and threatening element," or a lamia, 
which he defines as a "fearsome female demon" (80-83). He 
adds that "there is, of course, no possible doubt as to 
Coleridge's main purpose in these scenes" (81). 
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32--Peter Homans admits that Jung's theories provide more 
flexibility than Freud's: 

Like Freud's, Jung's thought has penetrated the 
industrialized and urbanized middle classes. But 
whereas psychoanalysis and some of its offshoots 
have become institutionalized as systems of 
treatment, Jung's work continues to be very 
explicitly and openly a theory of how to live in 
the contemporary world--a world in which religion 
no longer organizes personal and social life. (14) 

^^Kohut explains that 
the disturbances of narcissistic balance to which 
we refer as "narcissistic injury" appear to offer 
a particularly promising access to the problems of 
narcissism, not only because of the frequency with 
which they occur in a broad spectrum of normal and 
abnormal psychological states but also because 
they are usually easily recognized by the painful 
affect of embarrassment or shame which accompanies 
them and by their ideational elaboration which is 
known as inferiority feeling or hurt pride. (98) 



CHAPTER II 

BLAKE AND ANDROGYNY 

Inequality between the sexes in traditional society 

derives from coercing women to inculcate into their personas 

standards imposed by men. Blake attempted to expose Western 

society's tendency to privilege masculine qualities. Many 

of his poetic figures exhibit androgynous characteristics 

that blur the distinction between gender-linked traits.^ As 

a result, he often encourages his reader to loosen the 

culturally imposed constrictions governing expression of 

repressed character traits, especially those associated with 

femininity.2 As readers confront and attempt to assimilate 

the idea of androgyny, they often find themselves 

questioning their own preconceptions about traditional 

attitudes toward gender definitions.^ Consequently, many of 

Blake's ideas challenge some of the accepted paradigms of 

Western society. According to Stanley Gardner, Blake 

induces "an uncomfortable recognition on the part of the 

reader . . . [because his poetry] does not simply describe a 

relationship, but involves us in a relationship" (37-38; 

emphasis added). This involvement results in a new 

43 
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perspective toward the biases of our culture and "we sense 

the appalling hypocrisy of our delicate preconceptions 

unfurling in our imagination" (S. Gardner 52). 

Since my focus deals with Blake's treatment of 

repressed characteristics, I will first look at Oothoon, 

the heroine of Visions of the Daughters of Albion, who 

exhibits the potential for androgyny, although her male 

oppressors prevent her from freely expressing her potential. 

As an allegorical figure, Oothoon represents the soul or 

psyche and, therefore, embodies feminine characteristics.'* 

Concomitantly, she also exhibits traits associated with both 

the anima and the animus. The tendency to admire her is 

based not on her allegorical portrayal of the soul but 

rather on her more individualistic honest recognition of her 

own sexuality and her willingness to explore that facet of 

her eroticism.^ I will also examine Thel since critics 

often contrast Thel's innocence with Oothoon's experience.^ 

Brian Wilkie argues, however, that Thel and Oothoon cannot 

be reduced to such simple terms; in fact, "Thel is not very 

Innocent at all" (48). Next, having established Blake's 

concern with these masculine/feminine complexities, I return 

to the beginning and examine Sonas of Innocence and of 
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Experience and The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, focusing on 

the poems which deal with these same issues. Then, I will 

turn to the prophecies, limiting my focus to the illuminated 

works that specifically explore feminine and masculine 

repressions. 

Although Northrop Frye's seminal study. Fearful 

Symmetry, was published almost fifty years ago, I find his 

title curiously appropriate for my study of Blake. Blake 

was not afraid of exploring the realms of his imagination. 

Perhaps no other Romantic writer was as willing as he to 

attempt to transfer his dreams and visions into a visual 

medium that could be accessible to other people. Many 

readers have been intrigued by Blake's androgynous 

creations."^ In fact, because of the intellectual challenge 

Blake poses for academic scholars, he has accrued, quite 

predictably, a following whom W. J. T. Mitchell labels the 

"Blake Mafia" ("Dangerous" 411). Many of these critics 

attempt to justify, clarify, excuse, and venerate Blake.« A 

few wish to denigrate him as another sexist poet trying to 

assimilate the female.^ Still others, rather than 

worshiping or crucifying Blake, seem more interested in 

understanding him. As a member of the latter group, I wish 
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to increase our understanding of Blake by focusing on those 

works that invite readers to explore an empathic connection 

with an androgynous figure or, just as important, to examine 

a figure who resists expressing androgynous traits. 

Before addressing the works directly, I wish to comment 

on a few of my predecessors. Of the Jungian approaches, 

June Singer's The Unholy Bible, seems the most useful.^" 

Singer argues that Blake "was more concerned with the fierce 

and the frightful which threaten innocence and light . . . 

the darker area of man's life, which is hidden in shadow and 

must be invaded and explored if a man is to approach any 

degree of self-awareness" (7). Singer explains that the 

"feminine figure . . . was the one Blake always sought to 

contact" (23). Yet, this same feminine figure came to be 

associated with repression: Because "man is inclined to 

subordinate the female . . . the aspects of the feminine 

which could be positive tend to become more and more 

ambivalent under repression" (Singer 47). As a consequence, 

man's "repressed femininity acquires an inexplicable power 

over his male side. . . . Thus the female becomes the 

sinister, dark or hidden part of the personality--the anima" 

(Singer 47). 
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Although Singer certainly manages to clarify the 

problem concerning "man's repressed femininity," her study 

does not focus on the reasons why femininity is repressed. 

Nor does she examine the equally intriguing issue of 

repressions in Blake's women. She does, nevertheless, 

present an interesting result of repression: 

A too one-sided conscious attitude has been 
secured at the cost of repressing the attitudes 
which tend to threaten the stability of the 
conscious attitude. The one-sidedness then 
results in a failure to adapt to the fullness of 
life and this may be expressed, as it was in 
Blake's case, in a violent outcry. (63) 

In other words, man represses his feminine traits because 

they represent a threat to him. If he continues to repress 

this threat to his perceived masculine consciousness, the 

expression of that repressed energy could be (and very often 

is) violent. The most obvious target for that violence is 

the woman, since, according to society's rules, she embodies 

all that is feminine. By beginning my study with Visions. I 

will establish what Blake's truest expression is of the 

positive traits associated with the anima and the animus as 

portrayed by Oothoon. His explanation of the perversion of 

these traits by society's repressive institutions is first 

described in Songs. with his descriptions of androgynous 
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children being assimilated into a system that suppresses 

their healthy instincts and teaches them to privilege 

masculine characteristics, but only if expressed by males. 

The result of such twisted stipulations is revealed first in 

Visions with the frustrated bondage of Oothoon, who rails 

against the injustice of her oppressors and then in Thel. 

whose protagonist runs in horror from her fate. 

In Visions of the Daughters of Albion, the roles of 

perpetrator and victim appear to be fairly stereotyped, even 

for modern society. Bromion feels no apparent guilt or 

shame for the rape. In other words, he fails to recognize 

the manifestations of his shadow self. In fact, he brags 

about his conquest: "behold this harlot here on Bromions 

bed, / And let the jealous dolphins sport around the lovely 

maid; Thy soft American plains are mine" (1:18-20).^^ After 

all, rape is the ultimate expression of power over and 

hatred toward women. Likewise, Theotormon is no longer 

willing to view Oothoon as a love object, despite her 

protestations that she is still a worthy lover. As Mary 

Lynn Johnson and John E. Grant explain in a footnote to the 

poem, "Compliance as a result of intimidation, particularly 

in women, is taken as evidence that the victims actually 
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desire violence" (72). Blake's frontispiece to Visions 

illustrates Bromion and Oothoon chained together, thereby 

insinuating that because she is sexually conquered, she now 

belongs to Bromion. Blake depicts Oothoon with a bowed 

head, suggesting shame and submission; Bromion's face, on 

the other hand, is contorted by an expression of horror and 

agony. This is not the face of a proud, gloating victor. 

His hair stands on end; his eyes are wide and staring; his 

mouth gapes open. Yet, the text suggests that Oothoon is 

the one who is protesting: "Oothoon weeps not: she cannot 

weep! her tears are locked up; / But she can howl incessant 

writhing her soft snowy limbs. / And calling Theotormons 

Eagles to prey upon her flesh" (1:11-13). The juxtaposition 

of these contradictory views creates a puzzle for the 

reader. 

Oothoon claims that she reflects the image of 

Theotormon; in other words, she reflects his anima. Yet, he 

refuses to acknowledge her now that she has been defiled. 

In traditional society, a woman's value resides in her 

virginity; therefore, in Theotormon's eyes, she is no longer 

worthy of him. The concrete emblem of his anima is a 

hateful object. On the other hand, the character in this 
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drama who would typically be the most subdued and 

downtrodden, Oothoon, is full of life and sexual vitality. 

She protests, cajoles, berates, and proclaims her essential 

purity--based not on whether she has been penetrated but on 

her love and affinity to Theotormon. She protests, "How can 

I be defild when I reflect thy image pure?" (3:16). 

The reader of Visions must confront the ugly fate of 

the anima as it is played out by Oothoon (and the daughters 

who echo her lamentations). The question is not whether we 

pity Oothoon. Her predicament is clearly not her fault; 

however, her attraction for sexual activity described at the 

beginning of the poem tends to diminish her image as a pure 

virgin. Traditionally, respectable women are not supposed 

to enjoy sex, much less pursue it. So the questions seem to 

arise from Oothoon's attitude toward sex and marriage. 

Apparently she views her sexuality with eager anticipation. 

It is difficult for modern readers to find much fault in 

this attitude. Yet later in the poem, Oothoon places the 

blame for her situation at the source, Urizen, and his 

repressive prescriptions for a woman's life: 

Till she who burns with youth, and knows no fixed 
lot; is bound 
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In spells of law to one she loaths: and must she 
drag the chain 
Of life, in weary lust! . . . 
To turn the wheel of false desire: and longing 
that wake her womb 
To the abhorred birth of cherubs in the human form 
. . . Till the child dwell with one he hates. 
(5:21-23,27-28,30) 

In this kind of social order, marriage becomes a 

metaphor for prison. Oothoon does not understand how 

Theotormon could want her to play this false role: "And 

does my Theotormon seek this hypocrite modesty! / This 

knowing, artful, secret, fearful, cautious, trembling 

hypocrite" (5:16-17). This false relationship between the 

sexes is "a sick mans dream" (5:19) that leads to jealousy, 

unregenerative masturbation, and secrecy. The feminine 

impulse in such a system must be relegated to "A solitary 

shadow wailing on the margin of non-entity" (7:15). 

Likewise, love becomes a "creeping skeleton / With lamplike 

eyes watching around the frozen marriage bed" (7:21-22) . 

Visions ends with the vision of Oothoon still calling in 

vain to her would-be lover: "Thus every morning wails 

Oothoon, but Theotormon sits / Upon the margind ocean 

conversing with shadows dire" (8:11-12). 
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Thus, when Singer insists that "man must acknowledge 

and come to terms with the feminine principle within 

himself" (90), she may be asking him to confront an 

uncomfortable reality which contradicts hundreds of years of 

patriarchal conditioning. Acknowledging a shadow self is 

difficult enough, but for some men to admit that feminine 

traits are a part of their own psyche is fearful indeed. 

Nevertheless, I agree with Singer's conclusions about Jung's 

theories: "Only when the shadow is integrated in man's 

personality, according to Jung, can man fully and adequately 

relate to his feminine side, his anima" (221). I suggest 

that the interrelationship among the three characters in 

Visions helps create a sense of shared repressed character 

traits and tries to illustrate why repression is necessary 

to maintain the patriarchal power structure. 

Oothoon seems to embody the positive traits associated 

with the anima (sexual expression, caring, nurturing--eros) 

and the positive traits associated with the animus 

(aggression, abstract thinking, action--logos). It is not 

surprising, then, that the overwhelming critical output on 

v-i sions tends to admire and support Oothoon, but the 

situation is still dismal. ̂^ 
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Oothoon's expression of these qualities dooms her to 

the shadows--chained in a cave with her two oppressors. As 

Kathleen Raine explains, "This poem is Blake's indictment of 

the cruelty of the sexual morality of the world. The 

unmarried are driven into sorrowful fantasies, and for woman 

indissoluble marriage is an enslavement to lust when law and 

not love is the bond" (67). 

I want to stress that although men and women probably 

do read somewhat differently from one another because of 

cultural conditioning, I do not believe that selfobject 

transference is limited or controlled by gender any more 

than I believe that it is limited or controlled by race or 

religion or national heritage or sexual preference or 

vegetarianism. In a society based on patriarchal 

principles, women also participate and contribute to that 

state. As I have already explained, the tendency to 

acknowledge certain personality traits and suppress others 

is part of our assimilation into our culture. Blake's 

portrayal of Oothoon violates two of Western society's 

cultural norms for a woman: That she should allow herself 

to be ruled by men and that she should exist for man's 

sexual pleasure, rather than her own. By attempting to 
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judge the situation for herself and make her own rules, she 

exhibits traits normally associated with the animus but 

usually expressed only by men. Therefore, readers who see 

Oothoon as a mirroring selfobject experience her 

frustration, her anger, her sense of injustice, and support 

her expression of outrage. It is difficult, then, to betray 

Oothoon when she begins her tirade against marriage. Even a 

very conservative, traditional reader would find it 

difficult to congratulate Bromion on his successful violent 

conquest. Likewise, Theotormon does not earn much sympathy 

for his callous rejection of Oothoon's declaration of love. 

Confronted with the illustration of the cowed, submissive 

Oothoon, but empathizing with the aggressive, defiant 

Oothoon, the reader must either reject these conflicting 

images or attempt to evaluate the conflict in light of 

previously accepted cultural standards. 

Oothoon is only one example of Blake's allegory of the 

soul. Thel, one of Blake's earlier female characters in The 

nnnk of Thel. has a clear affinity with Oothoon; both 

descend to the underworld--Oothoon to a cave, Thel to a 

grave. While Oothoon submits to her destiny, Thel resists 

the urge to fulfill her desire. Diana Hume George believes 
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that the "topography of The Book of Thel is symbolic psychic 

topography; above ground are consciousness and manifest 

content, and beneath the earth are unconsciousness and 

latent content" (93). The allegory, then, is Freudian in 

that the grave represents death on the conscious level but 

symbolizes sexual knowledge on the unconscious level. 

George reasons: "That [Thel's] personality development has 

undergone this process of repressions is evident in her 

mistaken understanding of what she fears and why. . . . Fear 

of mortality is ultimately revealed as a cover for fear of 

sexuality" (95). Thel is afraid, unwilling to participate 

in the world of experience, and, in fact, shrieks in horror 

at what she imagines her role as a woman to be. Brian Wilkie 

claims that the story of Thel is myth, "but it is also 

anchored in the most poignantly individual circumstances" 

(55). Wilkie sees Thel's predicament as "a human dilemma 

calling, if not for praise, at least for understanding" 

(68) . If a society labels sexually aggressive men "studs" 

and sexually aggressive women "sluts," then one's own 

individuation process takes on a truly distorted image--an 

image based on gender rather than worth. 
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W. J. T. Mitchell suggests that Thel's flight back to 

the Vales of Har may be seen "not as a failure to face life, 

but as the sign of a revelation" (Blake's 91). The world 

calling to her from the grave is not a "pastoral retreat of 

'eternal values,' but the 'Furnaces of Affliction'--the 

world, in other words, of Oothoon . . . who loves without 

shame and is rewarded with rape, enslavement, and ostracism" 

(Mitchell, Blake's 94-95). Nevertheless, Thel's story is an 

allegory representing the kind of woman that our culture 

tries to nurture; she is fearful, protected, curious, but 

restrained. She represents many of the childlike creatures 

in The Songs of Innocence who lack sophistication but sense 

a darker tomorrow. Thel's predicament conjures up 

conflicting emotions. Should we admire her for resisting 

the world of experience, or should we reproach her for 

resisting the fulfillment of her procreating role in 

society? Either way, the reader is required to impose 

external values or to consider a revamping of those 

culturally determined values. Mitchell explains: 

By subjecting the reader's imagination to a 
vicarious analogue of Thel's experience, Blake 
encourages us to identify with Thel, or at least 
to refrain from passing externally derived value 
judgments on her behavior. . . . [Perhaps] Blake 
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is trying to subvert [a] sort of univocal judgment 
and confront us with a human dilemma that eludes 
any fixed moral stance. (Blake's 80-81) 

Blake's illustration on the title page also invites 

conflict. Thel is standing alone on the left side of the 

engraving (left, of course, traditionally representing the 

evil or suspicious side). She shows an ambivalence in her 

attitude toward the lovers whose activity commands the 

middle of the scene. While her upper body leans away toward 

the margin, her lower body curves inward toward the sexual 

activity. In fact, a bud of the flowering plant which holds 

the lovers almost touches the lower part of the woman's 

dress. Thel's face looks unabashedly at the lovers; her eye 

is wide open, and her head is tilted down toward the middle. 

The lovers themselves suggest some ambivalence. The figure 

dressed like a woman holds her arms above her head in a 

gesture of abandon, allowing the other figure, which is 

naked, to possess or "take" her. The former assumes a 

stance of submission; the latter, one of aggression. Even 

the juxtaposition of the three figures is important. Thel 

appears to be stable, standing on solid ground. The lovers, 

however, are airborne, barely connected to the flowers which 

evidently produced them. 
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Because we view Thel's conflict from her perspective, 

we are "lured into sharing Thel's dilemma vicariously, 

continuously creating and then discarding the moral systems 

evoked by the interlaced plots of the poem" (Mitchell, 

Blake's 95). Her hesitation and her fear of sexual 

initiation seem to reinforce the division of sexual and 

spiritual worlds that Blake wanted to expose and destroy. 

Because Thel refuses the knowledge of good and evil (or the 

fortunate fall), she cannot experience the marriage of 

contraries that Blake advocated. As Melanie Bandy argues, 

"Blake made no such distinctions [between spiritual and 

physical], any more than he separated God and Man, man and 

woman, art and religion, marriage and harlotry, religion and 

politics, or dung and the perception of the infinite" (153) . 

Thel lacks substance, intelligence, and stamina--all traits 

associated with the animus; therefore, she cannot actually 

experience life. 

Both Visions and Thel. published early in Blake's 

career, expand on the dichotomy which Blake first 

established in Songs of Innocence and of Experience, a 

dichotomy forced upon society by Urizenic law. This law 

prescribes behavior patterns and attitudes that not only 
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violate normal biological desires by repressing sexual 

expression but also impose deterministic gender roles on men 

and women. These gender roles are a result of the initial 

division caused by an adaptation to the fallen condition. 

Irene Tayler explains that "division into sexes is a type of 

all division: child from parent, class from class, man from 

God" (541) . Blake relentlessly exposes this condition in 

the Songs. The alienation of children not only from their 

parents but also from all adults is a common theme. 

In "The Little Boy Lost," the boy pleads with his 

father for recognition and communication, but "no father was 

there" (1. 5). In the companion poem, "The Little Boy 

Found," God rescues the child and leads him to his mother. 

The accompanying illustration belies the simplicity of the 

text. An adult figure leads the child by the hand, just as 

the text describes: "God ever nigh, / Appeard like his 

father in white. / He kissed the child & by the hand led / 

And to his mother brought" (11. 4-6). The figure in the 

picture clearly has the breasts of a woman; Blake ironically 

renounces the archetypal pattern of God as wholly male. The 

reader, then, must determine why Blake would depict God with 

female attributes. Both of these poems are found in 
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Inngggnce, thereby suggesting that the Urizenic god is still 

hidden away in the dark forest that looms behind the lost 

boy. The god who appears in this poem is infused with 

light, a god who possesses characteristics associated with 

both male and female. In addition, this god leads the lost 

boy back to his mother, rather than to his father. Again, 

the poems suggest that figures associated with the feminine 

aspect of the psyche can supplement or at least complement 

the boy in his struggle to find his way out of the lonely 

fen in which he is lost. 

The children depicted in the "Holy Thursday" poems are 

not only alienated from their parents but are also alienated 

from society because of class distinctions. In Innocence 

this day supposedly celebrates and recognizes the good 

graces of the children's kind benefactors. As the "Holy 

Thursday" in Experience shows, however, there is little 

cause for gratitude or celebration for a system that 

privileges one class over another. The narrator asks, "Is 

this a holy thing to see, / In a rich and fruitful land, / 

Babes reducd to misery, / Fed with cold and usurous hand?" 

(11. 1-4). The illustration to "Holy Thursday" in Innocence 

shows the boys and girls separated, a portent foreshadowing 
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of the division imposed by society's institutions and laws. 

The illustration to the companion poem in Experience is even 

more foreboding. The juxtaposition of the verdant landscape 

with the dead children creates a vision of a "life in death" 

existence for these children. Both adult figures resemble 

women. The one at the top of the picture appears curiously 

detached from the corpse-like figure of a naked child which, 

nevertheless, captures her gaze. The other adult, while 

striking a maternal pose, endures passively the 

solicitations of the two distraught children. The positive 

attributes of the anima--compassion, comfort, loving 

concern--are restrained in this picture and are, therefore, 

ineffective. 

While Blake kept his little boy lost and found poems in 

Innocence, he moved the little girl lost and found poems to 

Experience, which also includes a separate poem entitled "A 

Little Girl Lost." Irene H. Chayes suggests that these 

"little girls lost" are connected to an archetype associated 

with the Persephone myth, representing an "unremitting 

struggle between male and female wills that brings victory 

to neither but which neither can give over" (72). In "The 

Little Girl Lost," however, Lyca does not appear to be 
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struggling with anyone. According to Robert Gleckner, 

Lyca's sleep is the "passage of the soul into experience and 

is associated with the kind of Meath' presaged by the 

grave's voice in Thel" (76-77). 

The opening lines of "The Little Girl Lost" suggest 

that the feminine aspect, the sleeping earth, actively seeks 

"her maker meek" (11. 4-9). Lyca does not exhibit the 

behavior usually associated with lost children. On the 

contrary, she seems to enjoy her wandering--listening to the 

birds sing, succumbing to a "sweet sleep" underneath a tree 

(11. 15-18). The accompanying picture indicates that Lyca 

is not a victim. First, the female figure is much older 

than Lyca's seven years. Second, this woman embraces a man, 

her arm raised upward, in a gesture of submission much like 

the female lover on the title page of Thel. The females 

depicted on both plates of "The Little Girl Lost" are 

sexually aware women, not little girls. As the text of the 

poem explains, Lyca is undressed and carried away--still 

sleeping--by a lion and lioness. 

As "The Little Girl Found" opens, we experience the 

fear of Lyca's parents who imagine the worst as they search 

for their little girl: "And dream they see their child / 
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Starv'd in desart wild. / Pale thro' pathless ways / The 

fancied image strays, / Famish'd, weeping, weak / With 

hollow piteous shriek" (11. 11-16). Their fears seem to be 

partly justified when a "couching lion" obstructs their 

path. The lion, however, attempts to allay the parents' 

fears by licking their hands (as he licked Lyca in the 

previous poem) and by standing back in a non-menacing 

manner. His appearance, though, as a "beast of prey" still 

frightens them. Not until he changes his appearance do they 

accept him and trust him: "And wondering behold, / A spirit 

arm'd in gold. / On his head a crown / On his shoulders 

down, / Flow'd his golden hair. / Gone was all their care" 

(11. 35-40) . 

Nearly all commentators agree that the two poems are 

about the sexual awakening of a girl/woman, ̂^ but readers 

may wonder why Blake associates that awakening with a beast 

of prey. Blakean ambiguity is present when the beast of 

prey, rather than behaving like the beastly Bromion in 

Visions. instead assumes the countenance of peace, the 

demeanor of kindly protection, and the solicitude of a 

loving friend. These two poems seem to provide the link 

between the unquestioning acceptance of the child of 



64 

innocence and the passionate energy of the beast of 

experience. If a girl/woman is allowed to discover her 

sexuality in a loving, natural way--free from the 

restricting confines of societal rules--then the 

consequences which she fears are diminished.^'* The most 

disparate elements in these two poems are the parents who 

cry and tremble, questioning and fearing the violation of 

their daughter's innocence. Such behavior reflects the 

sentiments of their society. 

The illustrations accompanying "The Little Girl Found" 

continue the pictorial discrepancies from "The Little Girl 

Lost." The tiger in Plate 35 appears docile, trusting 

(notice the upturned head), and non-menacing--all qualities 

we do not ordinarily associate with this animal. Of the 

human figures in Plate 36, only the adult, whose body is 

curved like that of a female, is apparently asleep. The 

shape of this reclining body resembles the recumbent figure 

in Plate 30, which illustrates the introduction to Songs of 

F.yperience. Taken altogether, the evidence points toward 

the idea that "Lyca" is calm, safe, and relaxed--even though 

she has tasted experience. The other three humans in Plate 

3 6 are androgynous children, who also seem to be at home and 
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comfortable playing with the lions. All of the figures are 

naked, but while the older figure is sensuously stretched 

out on the grass, the children seem innocently blissful: 

the juxtaposition of innocence and experience. 

Although many of the Songs focus on androgynous 

children, some of the poems differentiate between little 

boys and little girls. One of the first modern commentators 

viewed the difference as one of logos and eros. Joseph H. 

Wickstead points out: 

The difference between boys and girls in Blake's 
symbolical mind lies in the Miltonic principle 
that woman worships Man as man worships God. 
"Little boys" in the "Songs" are concerned with 
theological or philosophical ideas and "little 
girls" with affections. (39) 

Wickstead reinforces this basic principle throughout his 

comments on Songs: "The thought-experience is dealt with in 

poems about little boys. The love-experience is treated in 

poems about little girls, or flowers and gardens 

representing women" (61). "The adventures of little boys in 

these songs are religious, or philosophical, as those of 

little girls are romantic" (Wickstead 105). "The Little Boy 

was 'found' in the first experience of his own Thought. The 

Girl 'blossoms' into experience through consummated love" 
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(Wickstead 125). One problem with these comments, a proble 

that has been repeated during the sixty years since they 

were first published, is the separation of girls into one 

category and boys into another. This separation contradicts 

what the poems actually portray--a blending of traits 

normally associated with males and those normally associated 

with females. As Diana Hume George argues, "Blake is . . . 

the first and perhaps the only reader of history and of 

psychological process who rejects the antithesis of 

masculine/reason and feminine/emotion" (178). Her 

assessment is not just a modern feminist rendering. As 

early as 1907, Arthur Symons recognized Blake's purpose: 

"There are no men and women in the world of Blake's poetry, 

only primal instincts and the energies of the imagination" 

(in Critics 24). 

Of all the poems in Songs of Innocence of Experience. 

"The Tyger" seems to be the most unsettling and disturbing 

for its readers, based on the amount of criticism and 

conflicting commentary that critics have devoted to it. The 

questions posed in that early poem are continually repeated 

in many of the prophecies; the shadows that lurk in Blake's 

"forests of the night" are directly related to the 



67 

unresolved tensions between the male and female characters 

who pervade his work. A natural setting (such as a forest) 

is often associated with the feminine. Likewise, while day 

is associated with the masculine (especially the light of 

Christ), Blake often connotes night with the dark, 

mysterious realm of the feminine. Even more important, Blake 

uses the Biblical connotations which equate the lamb with 

Christ (also male). To continue the dichotomy, the tyger 

could be the feminine counterpart of the lamb. Such binary 

distinctions, however, create enigmatic contradictions. 

After all, the connotations associated with tigers are often 

masculine: A tiger suggests a threatening and ferocious 

deadliness, a creature who actively stalks its prey, and 

deadliness in human beings is thought of as a male 

prerogative. The phlegmatic tyger depicted in the plate 

opposite the "The Tyger," on the other hand, looks quite 

tame and harmless. Its face has a blank passiveness, void 

of malicious intent. 

This dichotomy becomes even more complex because of the 

structural similarities of "The Lamb" and "The Tyger." 

There are many implicit pairings between poems in Songs of 

Tnnnf^ence and Songs of Experience; however, Blake demands an 
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explicit comparison between "The Lamb" and "The Tyger" by 

posing the same question in both poems: Who made thee? In 

"The Tyger," this question becomes a direct connection 

between the two creatures: "Did he who made the Lamb make 

thee?" (1. 20). 

The hand which forged the tyger is referred to by a 

masculine pronoun, but even assuming that Blake used the 

masculine as a generic, other images in the poem also 

connote a masculine identity for the molding force behind 

the tyger. The tools (hammer, chain, furnace, anvil) are 

associated with traditionally masculine occupation of 

smithy. The verbs (frame, seize, twist, grasp, clasp) 

suggest power, possession, and conquest. The tyger, then, 

is created by a masculine force but exists in a feminine 

forest. This juxtaposition of masculine and feminine traits 

creates an uneasy and even "fearful symmetry" for a 

patriarchal society because such amalgamation of 

traditionally gender-specific traits exposes a burning 

awareness of self that is usually hidden in the darkness of 

the forest. Blake insists that his readers confront the 

dark reality of the Tyger, however fearful it may be. 
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The difficulty arises from the language itself. Blake, 

influenced so strongly by Biblical metaphors and Miltonic 

semiotics, could hardly be expected not to exhibit similar 

patriarchal linguistic patterns. Inherent in Blake's 

illuminated works is his struggle to break free of that 

dichotomy and to encourage his readers to explore those 

parts of their psyche that society tries to stifle. As I 

have already shown in Songs. Visions. and Thel. Blake 

attempts to challenge societal stipulations governing the 

perception of men and women. 

As George points out, however, the very confines of 

language hindered Blake in his efforts to break through 

these boundaries. George makes a very important observation 

about Blake and the limitations of language. She explains 

Blake's attempts to cross gender boundaries in his work: 

It is not through repression, diversion, or 
displacement that sex may be brought to the 
service of the intellect, and thereby to the 
service of cultural achievement. Rather it is 
through these psychic processes that sexuality is 
perverted into forms that annihilate intellect. 
The pressure of culture artificially separates the 
sexual and the intellectual. (144) 
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Trying to express that separation using gender-linked 

language proves a difficult task. Concerning Blake's 

earlier poem. Visions. George explains, 

the feminine principle is active and energetic, 
precisely the reverse of conventional femininity. 
Blake does not abandon the idea of active-positive 
femininity in the prophecies, but he does make an 
implicit decision to retain the conventional 
connotations of femininity and masculinity, in 
order to disclose their contents and redeem their 
values. (169) 

As a result, rather than continuing to disclose the positive 

traits associated with the feminine and the masculine, Blake 

instead concentrates his energies in the later prophecies on 

exposing the negative traits that society has assigned to 

those parts of the psyche. Part of the reason must have 

been the difficulty of talking about "people" rather than 

men and women. Although we do see androgynous figures in 

the illustrations, Blake never used the word itself.^^ He 

does use the word hermaphrodite. but only in a disparaging 

way--not as an absence of gender (which would be a unifying 

force), but as a grotesque example of the division of the 

sexes based on genital differences: "For Blake, the 

hermaphrodite . . . represents the sterile fusion of 

masculine and feminine in collusion against the human. . 
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Masculine and feminine principles, instead of enriching one 

another as contraries, act as negations of each other" 

(George 177). 

The result is a divided world. Since the male claims 

intellect as his domain, his sexual energy and passion are 

then repressed, denied, and projected onto the female. The 

female, denied access to intellectual power, must then 

resort to sexual manipulation and emotional hysterics. In 

other words, the system is supported by both men and women 

playing their respective roles.^^ Those critics who accuse 

Blake of antifeminism may not be totally wrong; however, 

Blake was, after all, a part of the society he was 

attempting to portray--an antifeminist society. To insist 

that he personally harbored "deep-rooted feelings of 

animosity" (Storch 97) toward women in general seems to be 

an unnecessary exaggeration. 

Margaret Storch suggests that Blake has "personal and 

partly unconscious feelings about women . . . that 

determined the destructive function he often gave to women" 

(97-98) . She believes that the "roots of such elemental 

emotions must surely lie in the tensions of his early family 

life"; however, Storch admits that "we have little direct 
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knowledge of Blake's childhood, his relationship with either 

of his parents, or their personalities. . . . [In addition,] 

the childhood anecdotes of the nineteenth century 

biographies are unreliable" (99). Nevertheless, Storch 

assumes that the attitudes expressed by the characters in 

the prophecies are identical to Blake's personal attitudes 

and concludes that "threatening women are such a powerful 

and insistent element in Blake's work that one must suspect 

a real experience of hostility toward his mother" (100) . 

Blake's portrayal of a patriarchal system gone awry is 

relevant and important; unsubstantiated feelings toward his 

mother are unverifiable speculations because of the lack of 

biographical information. 

Blake not only wanted to expose the hypocrisy and 

hatred of his culture, but he also wanted to express the 

potential positive energy that might result from a union of 

masculine and feminine qualities in a human being. When he 

began trying to develop that idea, using symbolic language 

in terms such as "Female Will" or "emanation," however, his 

symbols were destined to evolve into words with masculine 

and feminine connotations: 
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Blake was obviously disturbed that his language 
would not serve him in this most important issue 
[of avoiding gender-linked words]. . . .The 
masculine a^ a quality is as emanative as is the 
feminine. But the entire weight of Blake's 
mythology has already fixed in his reader's mind 
and his own the idea that emanation is feminine. 
(George 188-89) 

Like most literary theories, a theory of empathy 

depends on a reader's willingness to entertain what might be 

foreign ideas; therefore, a Kohutian reading of Blake 

demands that individual works must be read in the context of 

the corpus, rather than just one or two poems or excerpts. 

Since Blake's provocation of his reader culminates in the 

sarcastic upside down world presented in The Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell. I want to look at some of the incongruous 

elements in his cosmological system before approaching the 

prophecies. 

As many critics have already noted. The Marriage 

presents--although often in an exaggerated, overcompensated 

form--much of what Blake was to expound upon over and over 

again in the later prophecies: the essential value of 

recognizing and celebrating our contrary nature. The 

illustration on the title page shows a cross section of a 

stereotyped vision of the world. The sky (what we often 
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refer to Heaven) is at the top. The earth (what we label as 

our reality) is a horizontal line drawn one-third of the way 

down the page. The bottom two-thirds of the page (what we 

might point to as Hell) is below the surface reality. This 

lower two-thirds of the illustration commands attention, 

both by its size and by its contradictions. On the left are 

the licking flames of Hell; on the right are the fluffy 

clouds of Heaven. Blake is careful, though, not to assign 

either male/female or devil/angel characteristics to the 

human figures who embrace between the flames and the clouds, 

suggesting that such contraries should not be separated, 

privileged, or distinguished. 

Plate 2 contains text called "The Argument," which 

challenges the traditional sense of propriety: "Now the 

sneaking serpent walks / In mild humility. / And the just 

man rages in the wilds / Where lions roam" (2:17-20). The 

engraving also offers an incongruous picture. The two 

figures on the right side of the plate resemble the familiar 

picture of Satan's temptation of Eve: One figure, who is 

intertwined in the tree, hands something to another figure 

standing on the ground. In this depiction, however, both 

figures are apparently female, suggesting that knowledge--
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whether forbidden or otherwise--belongs not altogether to 

the province of men. 

The text on Plate 3 insists that we have accepted the 

tenets of religious morality without considering the 

devastating consequences: "Without Contraries is no 

progression. Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy, 

Love and Hate, are necessary to Human existence." The 

pictures reinforce this need for a new perspective by 

placing the flames of Hell at the top and the clouds of 

Heaven at the bottom. The female figure at the top welcomes 

and even embraces her enveloping flames. The female at the 

bottom gives birth to this new idea, represented by the babe 

who also reaches up toward hell. This marriage of 

contraries is portrayed by the male and female figures 

embracing in flight. 

Likewise, "The voice of the Devil" on Plate 4 argues 

against separation of body and soul or energy and reason. 

This artificial separation is called an "Error" and is 

perpetrated by the confining codes of religious 

institutions. The three human figures at the bottom of 

Plate 3 are all restrained by one means or another. The 

child is physically restricted by the woman; the woman is 
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burdened and off balance by the weight of the child; and the 

man (at least in copies E through I) is chained and 

manacled. 

Plate 5 explains that the separation of energy and 

reason creates a usurpation of power: "Those who restrain 

desire, do so because theirs is weak enough to be 

restrained; and the restrainer or reason usurps its place & 

governs the unwilling." This sublimation of the "energetic" 

anima by the "reasonable" animus results in absence: "And 

being restraind it [desire] by degrees becomes passive till 

it is only the shadow of desire." 

The need to nurture and recognize all aspects of the 

psyche achieves expression in its negative sense in the 

"Proverbs of Hell." For example, prudence is analogous to a 

"rich ugly old maid courted by Incapacity" (7:4) . Likewise, 

the man who "desires but acts not, breeds pestilence" (7:5). 

Society reflects its own perverted paradoxes: "Prisons are 

built with stones of Law, Brothels with bricks of Religion" 

(8:21). Although religion preaches shame, "The nakedness of 

woman is the work of God" (8:25). Perhaps the most relevant 

idea in The Marriage to a Kohutian reading is in the second 
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Memorable Fancy. After explaining about the prophesied 

apocalypse, the speaker warns that 

first the notion that man has a body distinct from 
his soul, is to be expunged; this I shall do, by 
printing the infernal method, by corrosives, which 
in Hell are salutary and medicinal, melting 
apparent surfaces away, and displaying the 
infinite which was hid. (14) 

As he does so many times, Blake fuses the concrete with the 

abstract. What he describes is not only his actual method 

of printing, but also his method of connecting with his 

readers--stripping away the superficial covering of societal 

rules and exposing the repressions sleeping deep in the 

psyche. This idea is reflected in the picture which 

portrays a female hovering with outstretched arms over the 

figure of a sleeping male. This plate encourages readers to 

connect with the image and allow their own repressions to 

surface. 

In "A Song of Liberty," Blake introduces some of the 

main characters that will appear in his prophecies: the 

Eternal Female (later named Enitharmon), the new born terror 

(who becomes Ore) , the starry king (probably Urizen), and 

Urthona (who is the unfalien Los). He ends The Marriage 

with a line that is repeated in Visions and America: "For 
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every thing that lives is Holy" (45). Thus, he sets the 

stage for a dramatic interpretation of the human psyche 

which will be played out in the prophecies--variations on a 

theme. As Blake introduces and develops his mythological 

creations in the prophecies, his focus turns inward toward 

the human mind in all its intricacies. Morris Eaves claims 

that if 

the mind is central, its most immediate expression 
is the individual personality. Recovering 
projection is recovering imagination, and thus the 
prominence of the romantic theme of the loss and 
restoration of imagination, which is among other 
things, the loss and restoration of identity, or 
personal integrity. (785-86) 

However, to sense the loss and experience the restoration, a 

reader must be willing to open his or her mind to the 

possibilities presented. Eaves echoes Kohut when he says, 

"The reader is not a passive receptacle or an impassive 

judge; the poem is not an instrument of stimulation or an 

object to be judged by a set of external standards. To 

judge a poem," the reader must become intimate with it 

(794) . Such a relationship will increase our understanding 

of others as well as ourselves. ̂"̂  

David Erdman explores the idea that America and Europe 

have strong historical and topical allusions to events 
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actually occurring in Blake's lifetime. Nevertheless, 

Erdman admits that "Blake looked upon psychology as a phase 

of politics and upon politics as an acting-out of mental 

strife. He saw revolution freeing infinite desire" (Prophet 

3 93) . In America. Ore takes center stage and acts out the 

rage and fury that result from bondage and repression--both 

physical and mental: "Fury! rage! madness! in a wind swept 

through America / And the red flames of Ore that folded 

roaring fierce around / The angry shores, and the fierce 

rushing of th'inhabitants together" (14:10-12). The 

revolution not only physically frees America from British 

rule, but it also promises hope of a release from an overly 

restrictive morality in Britain as well: "[The female 

spirits of the dead] feel the nerves of youth renew, and 

desires of ancient times, / Over their pale limbs as a vine 

when the tender grape appears" (15:25-26). The title page 

for America seems to stress the need for active feminine 

traits to be expressed in typically masculine realms, such 

as academia and war. At the bottom of the title page, a 

female figure crawls on top of a supine male figure. He is 

lying atop a pile of dead bodies, and apparently she is 

trying to revive him with a kiss. Similarly, at the top of 



80 

the page, the female figure is engrossed in her book while 

the male figure seems to sleep over his. 

The revolutionary spirit continues in Europe. except 

now the main actor is Enitharmon, and the energy that was 

loosed in America seems to be folding in upon itself in the 

form of this powerful but ineffectual tyrant. This transfer 

of power from a male to a female provides no satisfactory 

solutions to tyranny because Enitharmon abuses her power 

just as Urizen does. Dialogue is difficult to trace in 

Europe because of Blake's absence of quotation marks; in 

addition, many commentators have noted the confusion over 

genealogy. In 1924, however, S. Foster Damon made an 

observation that still applies to readers seventy years 

later: 

Blake did this [created inconsistencies], I think, 
deliberately; so that commentators in the future 
would be baffled by the inconsistency of the 
myths, and therefore be obliged to seek more 
deeply for Blake's intentions. He was quite 
justified in his theory, since spiritual states 
like Ore and his brethren may be the children of a 
variety of other spiritual states; and in turn 
they may be the progenitors of various sets of 
emotions. (343-44) 

One fact is clear; Enitharmon attempts to use the separation 

of the sexes as a means of perverted power for women: 
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Who shall I call? Who shall I send? 
That Woman, lovely Woman! may have dominion? 
Arise O Rintrah thee I call! & Palamabron thee! 
Go! tell the human race that Womans love is Sin! 
• • • 

Forbid all Joy, & from her childhood shall the 
little female Spread nets in every secret path. 
(5:2-5, 8-9) 

The results are devastating: "Every house a den, every man 

bound; the shadows are filld / With spectres, and the 

windows wove over with curses of iron: / Over the doors Thou 

Shalt not; & over the chimneys Fear is written" (12:26-28). 

Europe ends with the overthrow of Enitharmon, but the coup 

d'etat will bring no resolution: "Then Los arose his head 

he reard in snaky thunders clad: / And with a cry that shook 

all nature at the utmost pole, / Call'd all his sons to the 

strife of blood" (15:9-11). 

The frontispiece to Europe shows Urizen with his 

compass, creating the binding rules of "shalts and shalt 

nots," setting boundaries between men and women, reason and 

energy, body and soul. Plate 41 shows yet another picture 

of a female hovering over a male, but this time the female 

(Enitharmon) appears to be covering up or hiding the male 

(Ore), trying to render him powerless. He is prone rather 

than supine, and his face is hidden. Yet, the flames 
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issuing from his head suggest that his fury is about to 

burst forth in revolutionary terror. 

The same atmosphere of impending violence and 

destruction pervades in The Song of Los: In "Africa," "the 

terrible race of Los & Enitharmon gave / Laws & Religions to 

the sons of Har, binding them more / And more to Earth: 

closing and restraining" (5:13-15). In "Asia," Kings heard 

"The howl rise up from Europe! / And each ran out from his 

Web; / From his ancient woven Den;For the darkness of Asia 

was startled / At the thick-flaming, thought-creating fires 

of Ore" (6:1-6) . 

The Book of Urizen moves away from current events and 

becomes consumed by Blake's mythological creations. 

Urizen's birth is a result of Los's own fragmentation, 

caused by the fall: 

[The eternal beings] saw his pale visage 
Emerge from the darkness; 
. . . Rage, fury, intense indignation 
In cataracts of fire blood & gall 
In whirlwinds of sulphurous smoke: 
And enormous forms of energy; 
All the seven deadly sins of the soul 
In living creations appear'd 
In the flames of eternal fury. (4:41-42; 5:1-2) 

Los, like Frankenstein, is horrified by the creation of his 

monster: "Los wept howling around the dark Demon: / And 



83 

cursing his lot; for in anguish, / Urizen was rent from his 

side" (6:2-4). The illustration for Plate 7 shows Los in a 

state of terror, mirroring the words of the text: "Los 

howld in a dismal stupor, / Groaning! gnashing! groaning!" 

(7:1-2) 

Los's efforts to restrain his monster, however, are 

futile and frighteningly inept: "And Los formed nets & gins 

/ And threw the nets round about / 5: He watch'd in 

shuddring fear / The dark changes & bound every change / 

With rivets of iron & brass" (8:7-11). Eventually, his 

horror changes to pity: "In terrors Los shrunk from his 

task: /. . . 6 . Los wept, obscur'd with mourning: / . . . 

He saw Urizen deadly black, / In his chains bound, & Pity 

began" (13:20, 48, 50-51). Because pity cannot exist except 

in a divided state, it separates from Los; the first woman 

is born of pity: "A female form trembling and pale / Waves 

before his deathy face" (18:6-7). But this is only cause 

for more sorrow because this division only exacerbates Los' s 

already fragmented self. The birth of Ore is only the 

beginning of many such divisions and subdivisions--all 

symbolic of humanity divided against itself, i.e., "Man 

begetting his likeness / On his own divided image" (19:15-
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16) and "the birth of the Human shadow" (19:43). The 

illustration for Plate 19 shows the female figure turned 

away in a contorted, twisted motion, and the male figure 

hides his head in his hands in a gesture of utter sorrow. 

The result is a world "Frightning; faithless; fawning / 

Portions of life; similitudes / Of a foot, or a hand, or a 

head / Or a heart, or an eye, they swam mischevous / Dread 

terrors!" (23:3-7). These creatures are no longer able to 

see the wholeness of their being, only fragments. Readers, 

though, can empathize with this sense of fragmentation, both 

in themselves and in their society. 

These separate fragments are more fully delineated in 

The Book of Ahania. Blake uses Urizen's wife (Ahania) and 

son (Fuzon) to represent the conflicting attitudes born of 

repression. Because Urizen tries to rid himself of his 

complementary opposite, Ahania, she is separated from his 

conscious mind and becomes an anima. Fuzon, representative 

of Urizen's repressed passion and sexual energy, divides 

Urizen from Ahania. Urizen then 

hid her in darkness, in silence; 

Jealous tho'she was invisible. 
8: She fell down a faint shadow wandring 
In chaos and circling dark Urizen, 
As the moon anguishd circles the earth; 
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Hopeless! abhorrd! a death-shadow, 
Unseen, unbodied, unknown" (2:36-42). 

Urizen tries to kill his passion, Fuzon, by publicly 

rejecting it--nailing Fuzon's body on the "Tree of MYSTERY" 

(4:6). The result is pestilence, pain, torment: "Wailing 

and terror and woe / Ran thro' all his dismal world" (4:38-

39) , As the book ends, Ahania, formless and impotent, 

reminisces about the golden days before Urizen and she were 

split into separate fragments, when they knew a joyful 

fecundity and pleasure-filled bliss. Now, however, they 

experience a self-destroying "Cruel jealousy! selfish fear!" 

in "chains of darkness" (5:41-43). 

These minor prophecies, then, establish a background 

for the two later major prophecies, Milton and Jerusalem, in 

which Blake attempts to examine these male/female tensions. 

Robert N. Essick believes that these two epics have "a 

special rhetorical purpose. They invite the reader to 

engage the poetry so intensely that he becomes a participant 

in it, breaking down the distinctions between reader, poem, 

and poet that pertain in conventional aesthetic experiences" 

(398). Blake admired Milton's genius and dedication but 
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wanted to expose the sexist inequities prevalent in Milton's 

work. 

I agree with the overall attempt by Blake to infuse 

Milton with a feminine counterpart to Milton's traditional 

male bias. Without attempting to lessen the charges against 

Milton for his apparent antifeminist attitudes, I also want 

to acknowledge his active efforts--both poetic and 

political--to change the political system. Blake's Milton 

"centers on the inclusion of the feminine as a primary 

principle in humanity and divinity" (George 151). His 

method was just as revolutionary as his idea. Rather than 

describe Milton's attitudes or assume a first-person account 

from Milton's point of view, Blake insists that the poet-

narrator and Milton actually mesh together, forming a double 

consciousness. As George explains, Milton's "values for the 

feminine were in many respects revolutionary. His program 

for pursuit of the good was not passive, requiring as it did 

the active participation of mankind's free will" (149). 

This sense of connectedness echoes throughout Milton as 

Shadows, Spectres, and Emanations experience epiphany. 

Although most Jungians separate the anima/animus from the 

shadow, this separation, as we have seen, applies to some of 
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Blake's poetry, but certainly not to Milton. In his study 

of Blake, W. P. Witcutt admits that both the anima and the 

shadow are connected with repressed functions (43), but he 

insists on labeling them: "One could say that the Shadow 

consists of the repressed functions seen under the aspect of 

wickedness, the moral aspect; and the Anima, still more 

strangely, the repressed functions seen under the aspect of 

femininity" (43). Witcutt later admits, however, that the 

incomplete (though normal) personality stresses 
one function and represses the others, often so 
far into the unconscious that it forgets all about 
them and is incapable of consciously using them. 
The Anima is the symbolic representative of these 
repressed functions. (92) 

Similarly, Christine Gallant, in her discussion of 

Blake, makes this distinction between the anima/animus and 

the shadow: 

The Shadow is fairly accessible to consciousness; 
it is far more difficult to become aware of the 
presence of the archetype of the anima (or the 
animus, for the woman). It appears as a 
projection, which might seem to belong to the 
Shadow but does not, since it refers to the 
opposite sex. (118) 

The act of assigning gender roles to these archetypes 

counteracts Blake's intentions. I suggest that repressed 

functions defy such labeling, and I only use the terms when 
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Blake's imagery seems to indicate that he is making 

conventional gender distinctions. 

Although most commentators grant that Milton presents 

formidable challenges even for the most astute Blakean 

scholar, almost all of those who attempt to read this epic 

agree that the "marriage" of Milton and Ololon signals an 

apocalyptic change in the traditional perception of male and 

female. I agree with George Digby who explains part of the 

process in reading Blake: 

His myths and symbolic figures and personages are 
intent with implicit meaning, which is not reduced 
to the familiar word, or concept, or formula; he 
avoided the labels of conventional knowledge and 
left his images and symbols undetermined, but 
still in contact with the flux of life. So 
Blake's art can open our eyes, and shock us into 
relationship with the living experience. Out of 
this experience, when gradually and intelligently 
assimilated, can grow understanding. (83) 

In Book I, Milton realizes that he is not one of the 

true Elect because he has denied the feminine expression of 

his personality; he has been part of the Urizenic system 

rather than a truly enlightened being. Early in the poem, 

the Bard describes Los's fragmentation into female and male 

forms, explaining that Los "became what he beheld" (3:29) . 

Milton is part of the assembly in Eternity listening to the 
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song which reveals Satan as a Urizenic fraud. Milton 

realizes that he, too, is a part of the perverted hierarchy 

of his society which viewed a Satan/Urizen as one of the 

Elect. As a result, he vows to renounce his selfhood and 

seek reincarnation in hopes of finding his Emanation. 

Plate 18 shows Milton grappling with the "Self-hood of 

Deceit & False Forgiveness." Milton curls his hand around 

the neck of a Urizenic figure who is so concerned with 

clinging to his tablets of rules and regulations that he 

cannot even defend himself. In the background are several 

figures (mostly female but at least one male) with musical 

instruments, who perhaps represent the collective artistic 

imagination calling to Milton to join them. 

Milton claims that his purpose is to annihilate his 

"selfhood" (14:23, 30), i.e., the separate self (with a 

small s) . What follows, however, leads to a more 

encompassing, empathic Self--a process called Individuation 

in Jung. Mark Schorer explains: 

The Buddhist abolishes self, Blake reorganizes it. 
The mystical death of self is achieved when the 
last claim of personality has been annihilated; 
the annihilation of selfhood in Blake is achieved 
when the last claim of personality has been 
harmoniously fulfilled. (74) 
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The series of mergers in Milton certainly complemenrs 

Kohut's theories on selfobjects. Milton realizes that only 

in his Emanation can he experience that part of himself that 

he knows is absent. Even though it means Eternal Death for 

him, he hopes that this action will also save him during the 

Apocalypse: "What do I here before the Judgment? without my 

Emanation?" (14:28). Milton's sense of fragmentation urges 

him to search for and merge with that feminine part of his 

own personality. As Schorer explains, "Order is not 

achieved by denying elements in human nature, but by 

asserting their totality and its integrity. . . . [As a 

result,] authority vanishes" (91). As Milton descends from 

Eternity, he must battle with all those confused forms that 

resulted from the fall and do not understand why he is 

returning. Urizen attempts to quench Milton's fiery 

resolve: "Urizen stoop'd down / And took up water from the 

river Jordan: pouring on / To Miltons brain the icy fluid 

from his broad cold palm" (19:7-9). Rahab and Tirzah, along 

with all their sons and daughters try to "entice Milton" to 

change his course (19:27-31). Blake says that their forces 

include the "Twofold form Hermaphroditic: and the Double-

sexed; / The Female-male & the Male-female" (19:32-33), 
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which Blake viewed as the most grotesque and obvious symbol 

of the separation of society into gender-linked 

distinctions. In addition, even many of the Eternals were 

"wrathful, fill'd with rage!" (20:45) at Milton's action. 

The illustration on Plate 17 shows Milton's dilemma. 

As Erdman explains, Los is almost headless, but his limbs 

reach forth "like the roots of trees"; on the other hand, 

Urizen, "nothing but head, peers from the ground" (in 

Illuminated 236). The picture, then "is the division of Los 

and Urizen from being fraternal contraries" and "Milton's 

task is to annihilate their separation" (in Illuminated 

236) . 

Milton eventually descends and joins the poet's 

unconscious, thereby enabling him to broaden his 

perspective: "But Milton entering my Foot [i.e., 

sole/soul]; I saw in the nether / Regions of the 

Imagination" (21:4-5). This action begins a series of 

reactions. Ololon, Milton's emanation, decides to descend 

and join him. Likewise, Los enters the soul of the 

poet/Milton: "And I became One Man with him arising in my 

strength: / Twas too late now to recede. Los had enterd 

into my soul: / His terrors now posses'd me whole! I arose 
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in fury & strength" (22:12-14). Urizen loses his battle 

with Milton and balance returns to the "World of Los" 

(29:64) . 

In Book II, Beulah appears to be a "pleasant lovely 

shadow" (30:2), which Blake describes as a passive 

stagnation "Where no dispute can come" and "the moony 

habitations of Beulah" can only prove a "mild & pleasant 

Rest" (21:3,13-14). When Ololon decides to leave this 

passive state and take action, all of Beulah laments her 

going but the inhabitants are powerless to stop her. 

Ololon's descent opens a wide road to Eternity (35:35), and 

Blake now refers to her often with a plural pronoun--as if 

to stress both a collective power and a lessening of the 

importance of gender. When she enters the garden at 

Felpham, Milton gathers strength to challenge Satan: 

Thy purpose & the purpose of thy Priests & of thy 

Churches 
Is to impress on men the fear of death;to teach 
Trembling & fear, terror, constriction; abject 
selfishness 
Mine is to teach Men to despise death & to go on 
In fearless majesty annihilating Self, laughing to 

scorn 
Thy Laws & terrors. (38:37-42) 

Satan's defeat is imminent because he must now confront 



93 

himself: "Howling in his Spectre round his Body hungring to 

devour / But fearing for the pain for if he touches a Vital, 

/ His torment is unendurable: therefore he cannot devour: / 

But howls round it as a lion round his prey" (39:18-21). 

Stripped of his mirroring selfobjects, Satan's grandiose 

demands turn in on themselves. 

As Book II closes, Milton and Ololon accept one another 

as contraries rather than negatives. Schorer insists that 

Blake's treatment of the sexes represents a 
parallel unity of opposites. They are separate, 
with separate impulses and only when the impulses 
of each are given free expression in love is the 
separateness broken down. The androgynous figure 
of Blake's eternity is the symbol of this 
attainment. (184-85) 

In fact, Blake's principle of contraries depends on this 

idea of equality. According to Irene Tayler, this move in 

Milton on the "part of the divided prophetic poet and his 

emanation has cosmic implications" because it challenges the 

"entire way of mortal life in that each part is prepared to 

join the other not by possessing it but by actually becoming 

it" (546). The dramatic ending of Milton focuses on 

Ololon's shriek when she releases her "femaleness" and 

descends to "Felpham's Vale / In clouds of blood, in streams 

of gore, with dreadful thunderings" (41:7-8). 
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Like Ololon, the reader who agrees (at least 

temporarily) to lose his or her own identity, can more 

readily accept and understand the identity of another. The 

relationship between Blake and his empathic reader is 

"something closer to the relationship of lover to beloved, a 

deep, sympathetic communion that requires sexual [or] 

religious metaphors to describe. . . . [In Blake] metaphors 

of personal relationship move toward metaphors of identity" 

(Eaves 791). Blake is a writer who demands participation 

from his readers. One of his twentieth-century biographers, 

Mona Wilson, uses two key images to describe a reader's 

experience of Blake's prophecies--fire and smoke: 

Obscure mythology and inharmonious prosody bar the 
access to the symbolic books. At a first reading 
they will appear to most--and many would never 
approach them but for their illuminated printing--
a smouldering rubbish heap dimly lit by flickering 
little flames so rare that most of them will pass 
it by. The few who read and re-read gradually 
acquire the conviction that there is no nonsense 
here, that Blake never wrote a word without a 
meaning perfectly definite to himself. The 
conviction may be strong enough to dispel the mist 
by which he had been surrounded, but the mist only 
drifts over from him to enwreathe his readers; and 
many obscurities still remain. (54) 

Judging from the recent output of criticism on Blake, 

many readers welcome the enwreathing mist. In fact, because 
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Blake enshrouded his illustrated works with cryptic 

pictures, mysterious designs, and enigmatic text, his 

mythological creations demand time, energy, and attention 

from readers. An unusually close intimacy with the work is 

often the result, prompting a revaluation of how we perceive 

masculine and feminine traits. By placing his characters in 

a mythical setting, Blake persuades the reader to respond 

freely, if only temporarily, to this exploration of 

repressed personality characteristics without the 

limitations of culturally imposed definitions of masculinity 

and femininity. Blake's mythology can be especially 

appealing for those readers who are uncomfortable with the 

gender identity that society has prescribed for them. For 

such readers, Blake's characters provide an alternative, 

more androgynous way of viewing gender identity." By 

empathizing with these characters, readers can develop 

selfobject relationships that reduce the distorted sense of 

self caused by fragmentation and subsequent repression of 

the total self-experience. 
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Notes 

^The concept of androgyny remains a topic of debate 
among feminists; however, Heilbrun's seminal book. Towards a 
Recognition of Androgyny, explains the importance of an 
androgynous vision in a patriarchal society: 

Obviously, in an age of great sexual polarization 
and great patriarchal power, where women have no 
life without husbands and no identity with them, 
the androgynous impulse and the feminist impulse 
must appear, or even be, for a time, identical. 
Yet feminist novels may perhaps be distinguished 
from androgynous novels in at least one way: in 
androgynous novels, the reader identifies with the 
male and female characters equally, in feminist 
novels, only with the female hero. (58) 

Likewise, in his poetry, Blake emphasizes the androgynous 
possibilities for both male and female characters. 
Heilbrun's comments on Richardson could also apply to Blake: 

In reflecting a society which refused to grant its 
women selfhood, which separated the sexes more 
absolutely than had ever previously occurred, 
[Richardson] perceived imaginatively the terrible 
danger inherent in such a segregation of sexual 
impulse, and prophesied the danger to society in 
denying women a channel for their energy. (56) 

^Secor objects to the concept of androgyny partly 
because she believes the constant reference to femininity 
and masculinity keeps the focus on genital differences, 
sexual union, and set personality structures (166-67) . I 
believe, however, that Blake tried to diminish genital 
differences, focus on the individual potential rather than 
the heterosexual pair, and blur the distinguishing 
characteristics of the "masculine" man and the "feminine" 
woman. Harris argues that "the myth of androgyny has been 
created by men, and its design is the co-option, 
incorporation, or subjugation of women" (172). He adds that 
"men have rarely had imaginations sufficiently capacious to 
envisage a female androgyne, i.e., a woman entitled to the 
same self-completion that men require for themselves" (172) . 
Yet while admitting that Percy Shelley could create a female 
androgyne in Cythna, Harris objects to Percy Shelley's 
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deprecating preface to the 1817 edition of Frankenstein. In 
fact, Harris believes such inconsistency is instructive: 
"Belief in the myth of androgyny, however well-intentioned, 
does not necessarily entail a corresponding alteration in 
social attitudes or behavior" (172). On the other hand, 
social evolution does not necessarily parallel the evolution 
of ideas. While much remains to be done. Western society 
has made tremendous progress concerning the breakdown of 
prescribed behavior for men and women. Part of this 
progress can be attributed the androgynous vision of the 
Romantics. 

^Although Blake anticipated the reintegration of both 
feminine and masculine aspects of the individual psyche, he 
--like Freud and Jung--was mainly concerned with the male. 
However, Blake's willingness to envision an androgynous 
being opened up a new world of possibilities. As Gelpi 
explains, even in Freudian theory "there is every 
possibility that women's potential capacities are equal to 
those of men, that the feminine can contain the masculine; 
nor does Freud deny that. Simply he leaves it out of 
account" because the Oedipus complex of the male in Western 
civilization is at the core of Freud's theories (158). 
Likewise, Jung and Neumann "praise the feminine principle to 
the skies, but they do not at the same time look forward 
with joy to woman's realization that within her lie 
masculine qualities of intellect and aggression" (Gelpi 
158). Nevertheless, I do not think the androgynous concept 
should be dismissed as just another male plot to subsume the 
female. Blake, especially, seemed to focus on the 
possibilities of the individual being, once that person is 
unconfined by cultural restrictions. As Gelpi insists, 

it is good for women to begin speculating for 
themselves on what the reintegration of the 
masculine principle into the feminine psyche could 
mean--the masculine principle, the animus, seen 
not as the "other" which possesses them and may 
overwhelm them, but as a potential which they 
possess and should use. (159) 

"Jung states: "For a man, a woman is best fitted to be 
the real bearer of his soul-image, because of the feminine 



quality of his soul" (qtd. in Storr 104). Furthermore, Jung 
explains that the 

inner personality is the way one behaves in 
relation to one's inner psychic processes; it is 
the inner attitude, the characteristic face, that 
is turned towards the unconscious. I call the 
outer attitude, the outward face, the persona.; 
the inner attitude, the inward face, I call the 
anima. . . . The complementary character of the 
anima also affects the sexual character. . . . A 
very feminine woman has a masculine soul, and a 
very masculine man has a feminine soul. (qtd. in 
Storr 100-01) 

Jung claims that very virile men are "most subject to 
characteristic weaknesses; their attitude to the unconscious 
has a womanish weakness and impressionability" (qtd. in 
Storr 101-02) . 

^Wilkie suggests that Blake's Visions seems somewhat 
limited "by a too-exclusive identification of feminism with 
erotic sexuality" (84). 

^Price explains that Thel's innocence is really a false 
innocence 110-12. See also Gleckner 161-208. 

'̂ For example, Bazin lists Blake's Jerusalem as an 
example of the "androgynous ideal" in her bibliography 
entitled "The Concept of Androgyny." See also Hoeveler's 
critique of Blake's androgynous vision, especially 38-50. 

^Three studies in particular served to establish Blake 
as a genius: Damon's William Blake: His Philosophy and 
Symbols. Frye's Fearful Symmetry, and Erdman's Blake: 
Prophet Against Empire. 

^Storch claims that Blake's "concern over woman's 
plight in a degrading world is in tension with deep-rooted 
feelings of animosity towards them" (97). Similarly, 
Hoeveler claims that the "Romantics cannibalistically 
consumed [their] female characters, shaped them into ideal 
alter egos, and most of the time destroyed them by the 
conclusion of the poem" (9). 
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^"Gallant suggests that Jungian psychology can help the 
"literary critic to understand how literature is an ongoing 
imaginative experience since, according to Jung, archetypal 
symbols are dynamic, affecting and altering the 
psychological contexts in which they occur" (43). For Jung, 
however, "the unconscious can never be fully comprehended by 
consciousness" (Gallant 51). Therefore, what we should 
strive for is 

acceptance of the unconscious by consciousness. 
Archetypes play active roles in the acceptance, 
for if they may remind a person of what has been 
repressed into the unconscious they may also help 
to protect him when that unconscious seems 
overwhelming and psychic disintegration 
inevitable. (Gallant 52) 

Gallant says that "archetypal symbols may appear to remind a 
person of split-off parts of his psyche that must somehow be 
admitted and incorporated into that psyche, or they may help 
to strengthen a person's shaky ego when it is in danger of 
dissociation" (Gallant 184-85). Witcutt also applies 
Jungian theories to the study of Blake: "Both the Shadow 
and the Anima, being creatures of the unconscious, are 
connected with the repressed functions. . . . Blake, with 
his sense of what was going on in the interior of the soul, 
felt himself accompanied by these two phantoms, the Shadow 
and the Anima" (43-44) . Witcutt adds that "for a man split 
up into his component parts (as most of us are) is an 
incomplete or disintegrated man; therefore, the connecting 
links between the disintegrated parts of his personality are 
valuable" (44-45). 

^̂ All references are to Geoffrey Keynes' edition of 
Blake: Complete Writings. 

^^Raine claims that in 
"The Little Girl Lost" the figure of the soul, or 
psyche (the anima. in Jung's terminology) has an 
affinity with the Kore of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries. She reappears as the gentle Thel, 
reluctant to "descend" into the Underworld of 
Generation; and in Visions of the Daughters of 
Albion (1793) she becomes Oothoon, who, more 
heroic than Thel makes the "descent" and suffers. 
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. . . Oothoon bitterly laments and protests "that 
on earth the laws are not those of the spirit." 
(66-67) 

^̂ For example, Gleckner argues that the last two 
stanzas of the poem 

with their hint of sexuality and the darkness of 
the beasts' caves, then represent innocence being 
transported bodily into experience. . . . [These 
stanzas] re-present Bromion's rape of Oothoon. 
. . . Lyca's new year will be not the higher 
innocence but the dismal and terrifying darkness 
of experience.... The rape of experience has 
begun. (222-23) 

'̂*For example, Stolorow describes Sally, a patient who 
was "severely depressed, was relentlessly self-critical and 
self-attacking, [and who] thought frequently of killing 
herself" (196) . Through analysis, the therapist discovered 
a central characteristic of the bond between Sally and her 
mother: 

[Her mother] had come to require an archaic sense 
of oneness with Sally as a selfobject--that is, 
Sally's unfailing, loving responsiveness and 
continual availability had become essential to the 
maintenance of her mother's feeling of well-being. 
Her mother thus experienced Sally's phase-
appropriate strivings for individualized selfhood 
as a profound psychological injury and made Sally 
feel as if these developmental thrusts were 
deliberate and cruel attempts to damage and 
destroy her. Not surprisingly, this pattern had 
reached crisis proportions during Sally's 
adolescence, with her mother reacting to her 
growing interest in boys by dissolving in tears 
and jealous rages. Sally, in turn, felt 
unbearably guilty and became increasingly . . . 
suicidal. (196) 

i^Gelpi, speaking of Blake and Percy Shelley, believes 
"both are troubled by modern divisions, which they see as a 
division between the masculine and feminine aspects of the 
psyche, and both rejoice in imagining a reintegration and 
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return to primal unity" (154). As Gelpi explains, however, 
both poets envision that unity occurring for a male 
character. Blake's Albion and Shelley's Prometheus are the 
"whole beings in whom all creation finally rejoices. These 
poems do not describe a similar process of integration in 
the feminine psyche" (154-55). In addition, Gelpi claims 
that neither poet could imagine "such an event with any 
clarity" (155). 

161 ^Bazin and Freeman explain why so many people fail to 
recognize their androgynous capabilities: 

Only when we completely perceive the implicit 
interdependence of the two principles within 
ourselves and in the universe, when we transcend 
the duality and opposition and perceive the 
underlying unity of the two--only then can we find 
wholeness and peace. Having thus transcended the 
opposites, we also transcend the sexual duality, 
for the whole or complete human being is 
androgynous; he or she is at once male and female. 
(191) 

'̂̂ Kohut explains that 
what moves society toward health is that of 
creative individuals in religion, philosophy, art, 
and in the sciences concerned with man (sociology, 
political science, history, psychology). These 
"leaders" are in empathic contact with the illness 
of the group self and, through their work and 
thought, mobilize the unfulfilled narcissistic 
needs and point the way toward vital internal 
change. (83) 

^̂ As Heilbrun explains, androgyny, or the recognition 
of the "feminine principle as central, is possible, perhaps 
for mysterious reasons, only to a society that does not 
consider women defined by their love of men and children; 
like men, they must live in a world of far-ranging choices" 
(100) . 



CHAPTER III 

COLERIDGE AND SELFOBJECTS 

Blake's mythological world and Coleridge's faery world 

share a common denominator: both artists explored therein 

the so-called feminine and masculine traits. While 

"Christabel" presents the most blatant exploration of these 

gender-specific personality traits, Coleridge expresses 

related views in other writings as well. Many of his works 

reflect an interest in dialectics; however, rather than 

seeking a synthesis, Coleridge, like Blake, was more 

concerned with situations where opposing forces form a 

dynamic tension--a never-concluded, ever-changing symbiotic 

relationship. One manifestation of this critical approach 

that is relevant to an empathic study appears in his 

experimentation with characters who attempt to defy the 

conventional personality traits associated with their 

gender. 

An important part of Coleridge's contribution to 

literary theory revolves around his ideas of an organic 

completeness--organic in that the Truth is constantly 

changing and adapting, but complete in that no one part can 

102 



103 

be separated from the whole.^ This Coleridgean approach to 

literature is especially important in my discussion of 

feminine and masculine traits. As Jeanie Watson explains in 

her study of Coleridge: 

Absolute masculinity and absolute femininity are, 
in and of themselves, sterile. It is equally 
true, however, that what is required is not the 
obliteration of gender . . . not annihilation but 
ongoing creative process. (4 9) 

What Coleridge understood was that men and women could 

possess equally and simultaneously both masculine and 

feminine traits. 

To present this androgynous concept, Coleridge takes us 

out of our present reality into an alternate reality, partly 

to involve us in the creation of a different world, but also 

to help us suspend our ordinary set of values in exchange 

for the values presented in the "other" imagined world. In 

a faery land, anything can happen; our judgmental censor can 

be temporarily subdued and the persona displaced. 

Therefore, when Coleridge tells us that a woman is wailing 

for her demon lover, we can imagine that it might just 

happen in some far away place called Xanadu. 

As a result, culture-induced stereotypes lose their 

potency, the darker side of the personality emerges from the 



104 

shadow, and character traits commonly attributed to one sex 

are expressed by the opposite sex. Readers who find 

themselves rediscovering these submerged personality traits 

might also find themselves identifying with certain 

characters and using these characters as selfobjects, often 

as alter ego selfobjects. In this way, the reader sees the 

character as similar to self. As Kohut explains it, the 

alter ego selfobject can confirm feelings, appearances, 

opinions, and values (Chessick 184-85). While selfobjects 

for Coleridge were not necessarily gendered objects, they 

did mirror his need to explore and embrace repressed aspects 

of his personality. 

Certain details from Coleridge's biographers support 

the idea that Coleridge might project an alter ego 

selfobject into his writing. As the youngest of fourteen 

children, Coleridge was his father's favorite, but this 

position of privilege caused resentment in his older 

brothers. According to Walter Jackson Bate, Coleridge 

simultaneously hungered for approval and dreaded 

disapproval: 

Dependent as he was on almost everyone else and 
with practically no one dependent on him, the need 
to ingratiate himself became especially strong. 
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and with it, as corollaries, a readiness of guilt, 
a chronic fear of disappointing others, and a 
fascinated admiration for people of firm--or at 
least apparently self-sufficient--character. (1) 

This admiration seems to have manifested itself in his 

personal relations as well as in his writing. 

Both Bate and Molly Lefebure reinforce earlier, 

sometimes less reliable, biographical descriptions of 

Coleridge in that almost all of his biographers discuss his 

need for moral support and his lack of a firm sense of 

identity.2 His own sense of well being seemed to depend on 

an established relationship with someone who would agree to 

act as selfobject for him. As Beverly Fields explains, 

after Coleridge enlisted in the cavalry, his letters to his 

brother, George, took on an "impassioned tone," apparently 

in an effort to get "understanding, approval, and 

forgiveness--the equivalent of ideal parental love" (11). 

Later, Robert Southey replaced George as Coleridge's 

confident, "another man for whom Coleridge [could] define 

himself through confession, self-justification, and self-

abasement" (Fields 12). After the Pantisocracy venture 

failed to materialize and his friendship with Southey had 

cooled, Coleridge wrote him a "farewell letter, full of 
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disappointed love and of bitter reproach and execration" 

(Fields 17) . Shortly, though, Coleridge began to write 

with "great intimacy" to Thomas Poole; the letters to Poole 

show that "for the third time [Coleridge] was trying to find 

perfect love in another man and trying also to define 

himself through the other man's perception of him" (Fields 

17-18).^ While Poole remained an important and supportive 

influence for Coleridge, Bate claims that what seemed to 

Coleridge to be lacking "was the sympathetic companionship 

and care of a woman" (18). Under pressure from Southey, 

Coleridge agreed to take Sarah Fricker as a wife. 

Unfortunately, however, he and Fricker were not compatible 

and the marriage eventually failed. 

After a few years of marriage, Coleridge began his 

important friendship with Wordsworth; in fact, during the 

most intimate months of their relationship--the months spent 

in the countryside near Nether Stowey--Coleridge produced 

what most critics agree are his three greatest poems: "The 

Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," and "Christabel." Bate 

explains that Wordsworth served as a sounding board for 

Coleridge and helped Coleridge to suspend his inhibitions 

about his own writing: "It was a special joy when his 
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speculations or suggestions could find secure harbor--

approval, interest, above all direct use--within the mind of 

a person of more 'rectitude' than himself" (37). Lefebure's 

description is more graphic: 

It was with William Wordsworth [rather than 
Dorothy] that S.T.C. fell headlong in love. In 
Dorothy's company S.T.C. admiringly reveled; 
before William he adoringly groveled. . . . He was 
infatuated and completely dazzled by this new sun 
in his firmament. (239-40) 

Paul Magnuson claims that Wordsworth may have found in 

Coleridge an ideal reader and critic (Coleridge and 

Wordsworth 35), while Coleridge found in Wordsworth the 

support of a stronger, more stable personality (Coleridge 

and Wordsworth 5-6). Similarly, Stephen Prickett believes 

that the "tension between the two poets actually produced 

the creativity so prevalent in the early stages of their 

friendship" (14 7) . Wordsworth, though, developed other 

resources and interests, including a devoted wife, sister-

in-law, and sister. On the other hand, "in contrast to the 

increasing self-sufficiency of Wordsworth, at the centre of 

a household of three adoring women, Coleridge's loneliness 

was increasing" as he succumbed more and more to his drug 

addiction (Prickett 170). As an example of the difference 
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between the two men. Bate describes their reaction to 

Southey's "pompous dismissal of the ^Ancient Mariner' as ^a 

poem of little merit': stern anger on Wordsworth's part, 

and hurt bewilderment on Coleridge's" (91). Bate describes 

Coleridge as a man completely without inner resources (88). 

Likewise, Kathleen Coburn notes that Coleridge often 

attempted "to describe his own consciousness of his need to 

feel himself as real, and to be reassured of his own 

identity by means of objects, including love-objects and 

symbols" (Notebooks. II, 3026n). Coleridge himself wondered 

in 18 03 what kind of support he needed: "It must be one who 

is & who is not myself. . . . Self in me derives its sense 

of Being from having this one absolute Object (Notebooks. 

II, 2 540) . Magnuson explains that 

without a sympathetic lover, Coleridge felt that 
all his thoughts would exist in a vacuum, and that 
their existing in a vacuum would be a death. The 
ability to see oneself in another frees the mind 
from the prison of subjectivity. (Coleridge's 6) 

In the context of the so-called "Conversation Poems," 

Magnuson claims that Coleridge 

realized that his aspirations for his imagination 
would be achieved insofar as he could establish an 
identity with the other consciousness in the poem. 
. . . A measure of the success of Coleridge's 
quest is the degree to which he can realize this 
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identification of his consciousness with that of 
the other mind. (Coleridge's 19) 

A shaky marriage, failed business ventures, recurrent 

health problems--all contributed to Coleridge's increased 

use of laudanum. Lefebure argues that Coleridge 

experimented with drugs as a recreational diversion earlier 

in his life, but he was fully addicted to opium by 1803 

(376) . Unfortunately, although drugs provided Coleridge 

with an important but temporary source of well being, his 

already fragmented and fragile personality coupled with 

chronic physical pain probably increased his addictive need 

for assuagement. 

Richard Holmes argues that Coleridge's opium use is 

more of a 

symptom--a recurrent physical retreat from an 
intolerable position--than a motivating cause. 
Moreover, Coleridge used other "transquillising" 
and analgesic substances as a means of escape and 
relaxation. . . . The actual causes are far more 
deep-rooted in his personality. (Coleridge 22) 

George Whalley describes Coleridge as a "restless, 

mercurial, morbid, remorseful, fearful" man who was acutely 

conscious of his "aloneness and homelessness" (42-43) . 

Likewise, D. W. Harding agrees with evidence that Coleridge 

experienced an unsatisfied need which manifested itself in a 
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search for love (60). Lefebure describes the early stages 

of Coleridge's addiction as the honeymoon period, which 

produces feelings of control, euphoria, and wisdom (54)--

feelings almost identical to those that Kohut suggests the 

fragmented individual seeks in a selfobject .'̂  Of course, 

the honeymoon period quickly ended and although he sought 

selfobjects in other people, such as Sara Hutchinson and 

James Gillman, Coleridge spent the rest of his life addicted 

to laudanum. 

I suggest, though, that during the eighteen-month 

collaboration with Wordsworth at Nether Stowey, Coleridge 

experienced empathic feedback from Wordsworth and then 

projected these images of an idealized alter ego selfobject 

into his poetry. These images were not modeled on the male 

persona carried over by British patriarchs from the 

eighteenth century. Indeed, in his three major poems, 

Coleridge creates literary alter egos that question 

traditional views of gender behavior. For example, the 

Ancient Mariner learns to regret his macho shooting of the 

albatross, Kubla Khan displays androgynous characteristics, 

and the Christabel/Geraldine scenario does not typify the 

conventional sexual standards. Coleridge rejects, at least 
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temporarily, traditional values and conservative views and 

instead projects images which play freely with concepts of 

feminine and masculine character traits. Lefebure describes 

this sensibility: 

In the context of personal relationships Romantic 
sensibility implied a special kind of sympathy: a 
warmth of tenderest understanding, a reciprocal 
feeling with, as well as for, a person, a loving 
more profound, more delicate, more sensitive, more 
innocent, more true than the love which the 
vulgar, lacking sensibility, were capable of 
experiencing. The love relationship which the 
Romantics idealized above all else, however, was 
fraternal love. (220) 

It was his fraternal love for Wordsworth that allowed 

Coleridge to experience the feminine part of his psyche, and 

it was this part of his psyche that we see projected into 

his poetry. In the process of exploring and projecting 

these feminine characteristics, Coleridge questioned his 

society's attitude toward the feminine. 

The prescription for male and female behavior is part 

of the personae demanded by a patriarchal society. As Peter 

Homans explains, Jung's concept of the persona is especially 

important to those societies most affected by the industrial 

revolution. Drawing on a study by two sociologists--

Weinstein and Piatt--Homans shows that incorporation of the 
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male persona was the only way to gain inclusion in the 

economic sphere. In traditional societies, 

the relation of subjects to authorities is 
characterized by dependency and exclusion: 
subjects are dependent upon authorities for 
nurture and protection, and they are excluded or 
removed from the sources of power. (P. Homans 13 6) 

This system is characterized by a "lack of separation 

between paternal and maternal functions--the child 

experiences both father and mother as coercive and as 

nurturent" (P. Homans 136). 

With the beginning of the industrial revolution in the 

mid-eighteenth century, however, this relationship between 

authorities and subjects changes. At first, this economic 

upheaval seemed to blur gender distinctions. As England 

changed from an agrarian, rural society to an industrial, 

urban society, factories hired workers without much regard 

to gender or age.^ In addition, caught in the fervor of 

both the American and the French Revolutions during the 

latter part of the eighteenth century, the Romantics could 

hope that society would become more egalitarian. Political 

activists began to promote even more vigorously the ideology 

of democracy and freedom. However, despite some political 

breakthroughs such as the abolition of slavery in 1807 and 
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the eventual passage of the Reform Bill of 1832, the 

dichotomy between the oppressed and the oppressors did not 

significantly diminish. In fact, the Paris massacres of 

1792, the Reign of Terror in 1793-1794, and the Napoleonic 

Wars at the turn of the century--all contributed to a 

reactionary movement in England which culminated with the 

Victorians. Staunch supporters of reform in their youth, 

both Coleridge and Wordsworth regressed to a more 

conservative political mentality as they aged. 

The political and economic changes had a profound 

effect on the family unit, and, consequently, only 

reinforced an already prevalent social code of behavior for 

men and women. As the man became free from his dependency 

upon authority figures, he became self-nurturing and self-

protective. His own self-autonomy decreased his need for 

familial support and interdependence. This, in turn, 

created a division between him and his family. As a 

result, "in the family of the autonomous individual, 

paternal and maternal functions are clearly separated, and 

this produces a capacity for separating emotional and 

abstract mental functions" (P. Homans 136).^ The relation 
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between authorities and subjects becomes one of autonomy and 

inclusion, with the man demanding and receiving inclusion: 

The history of the West from the Reformation 
onward reflects individuals' increased capacity 
for autonomy and inclusion in relation to 
different types of authority--first religious, 
then political, then economic, and finally 
familial. In each case the authority figures 
violated the morality that bound subjects to them 
--they withdrew their nurture and protection. 
Aggressive wishes for, and fantasies about, 
freedom from authority were thus for the first 
time rendered psychologically possible. (P. 
Homans 136-37) 

As the man became less involved in the family, the male 

persona likewise began to devalue the importance of 

nurturing and to repress the anima. To fill in the gap left 

by the absent father, the woman became the center of the 

family and functioned in maintaining the house and children. 

Mary Wollstonecraft recognized the evolution of the 

patriarchal family as one designed to keep women weak, 

powerless, and, therefore, totally dependent.'' As a result, 

the female persona lost all power and remained dependent and 

excluded from institutionalized power.^ Freud's theories 

concerning the father-son oedipal struggle became "socially 

accepted and then institutionalized" (P. Homans 138). Jung, 

on the other hand, never accepted Freud's rigid insistence 
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that all psychoses had their origin in the oedipal complex. 

In fact, he disagreed with Freud that the best way to exist 

in society was through repression. Jung argued that the 

first key to individuation was to allow the persona to 

disintegrate because the persona was only the most 

superficial manifestation of the collective consciousness. 

Then, archetypal images--specifically the shadow and the 

anima/animus--can be recognized and assimilated, creating a 

balance between the consciousness of the ego and the 

collective unconscious. Other post-Freudians have also 

expanded Freud's theories, especially in light of the 

preoedipal infant. 

In fact, some Lacanian theorists focus on that crucial 

period when infants must give up their bisexuality and 

accept their culture's prescriptive behavior based on 

anatomy. According to Kaja Silverman, 

What is at issue here is not the female subject's 
biological inferiority, but her symbolic exclusion 
or lack--her isolation, that is, from those 
cultural privileges which define the male subject 
as poter.t and sufficient. . . . It is only after 
the subject has arrived at an understanding of the 
privileged status afforded men and the de-
privileged status afforded women within the 
current symbolic order that sexual difference can 
be read in the way suggested by Freud. (142) 
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Of course, since this status is based on culture rather than 

biology, language--and other cultural signifiers--is the 

only way to persuade a girl-child to repress her sexuality 

and accept her passive role in society. 

I believe that Jung attempted to avoid these cultural 

signifiers by returning to what he called the collective 

unconscious, a state incorporating androgynous images. 

Nevertheless, Jung's androgyne was usually a male with 

feminine attributes. On the other hand, Kohut concentrates 

his energies on that relatively undifferentiated stage of 

psychosexual development wherein "a cohesive self and a 

definite sense of the externality of objects begins [sic] to 

form" (P. Homans 39). Peter Homans explains that what 

distinguishes [Kohut's] work from Freud's . . . is 
his conviction that narcissism follows an 
independent line of development: the sphere of 
object relations and the sphere of object love 
exist side by side, and, further, the narcissistic 
organization persists into adult life and fuels it 
with energy. Just as the oedipal stage appears in 
the dramas of romance and enmity in historical 
movements, art, and religion, so also do the 
themes of self-esteem and valued others. (39) 

Kohut explains that in an ideal familial setting, the child 

balances the illusions of grandiosity with healthy self-

esteem and self-enjoyment. Likewise, the child's image of 
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the idealized parent undergoes a more realistic vision of 

reality. Many times familial settings are less than ideal, 

however, and trauma intervenes. As a result, the child's 

narcissistic needs are not met: 

the wish for an idealized, powerful parent imago 
will become split off or repressed, as will the 
child's grandiosity. Both will persist unresolved 
into late life, producing a variety of symptoms: 
feelings of emptiness and despair, feelings that 
one is not fully real, excessive self-
consciousness and feelings of inferiority 
(depletion of the self), or an intense and 
persistent desire to merge with a powerful source 
of self-esteem. (P. Homans 40) 

These narcissistic disorders produce a desire to transfer 

these needs to an "other," which Kohut calls a selfobject. 

Sometimes the selfobject becomes the idealized parent; other 

times the selfobject is an extension of the grandiose self 

or an alter ego; occasionally the selfobject serves as a 

combination of the two. 

As men and women learn their cultural identities and 

repress unacceptable manifestations of their psyches, 

empathic selfobjects may be difficult to find. In a society 

which criticizes narcissistic tendencies, only those people 

who reject their society will be likely to serve as 

selfobjects. Yet, the "internal transformations of growth 



118 

consists [sic] in strengthening ideals (resolving the 

idealizing transference) and transforming the grandiose self 

into realistic self-esteem" (P. Homans 42). Besides these 

more obvious benefits to recognizing and accepting these 

repressed psychic pouches, Peter Homans believes that 

several additional transformations of narcissism 
exist alongside the strengthening of values and 
self-esteem. Empathy is a transformation of 
narcissism: it refers to one's ability to discern 
others' basic inner experiences that are sim.ilar 
to one's own. (42) 

Alan Richardson claims that during the Romantic age, the 

concept of empathy gained a new respect: "the patriarchal 

tradition was qualified by a widespread revaluation of the 

feminine, of the emotions, and of relationality. . . . With 

reason under attack by both empiricists in England and 

idealists on the Continent, sympathy in ethics and empathy 

in art criticism emerged as central values" (14). However, 

Richardson goes on to argue that this revaluation applied 

only to men, not to women. And, since the "Man of Feeling" 

was a contradiction in terms, the Romantic poets began 

incorporating and absorbing these feminine characteristics 

for themselves (15). 
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I am suspicious of critics like Richardson who use 

pejorative terms such as assimilation, cannibalization, 

incorporation, and absorption. Such a defensive stance 

seems to reinforce the dualistic mentality of separation, 

polarization, and, as a result, continuation of a 

hierarchical structure. I am a firm believer in cultural 

diversity, but I do not support any theory which attempts to 

exclude certain people. The first step toward recognizing 

the value of feminine traits is to claim them as part of 

one's own psyche. Such a narcissistic attitude is not only 

the first step toward individuation, but it can also lead to 

an empathic connection with other people. Lawrence Stone 

believes that our current social taboo which discourages men 

from expressing their emotions can be traced back to the 

early nineteenth century: 

The disappearance of the open expression of 
emotion was the most obvious, and perhaps one of 
the most significant, indicators of a change in 
mentalite among the nineteenth-century English 
elite. . . . Expressions of violent emotion were 
increasingly frowned upon and the most severe 
self-control upon all occasions was considered the 
acid test of manly behaviour. Emotionalism was a 
weakness left to women. This highly unnatural 
pattern of behaviour was carefully inculcated both 
in the home and in the school, and it is almost 
the only part of the Victorian ethic which has 
successfully survived into the late twentieth 
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century. Even today, publicly to shed tears is 
taken as a sign of weakness and instability, and 
Sir Winston Churchill was the last English 
politician to be able to carry off such displays 
and not suffer for them at the polls. (672-73) 

I believe that Coleridge probably suffered from 

narcissistic disorders himself and tried to find selfobjects 

in those around him: Southey, Sara Fricker, Wordsworth, 

Sarah Hutchinson. In fact, his addiction to laudanum might 

have been caused partly by his need to find a soul mate who 

would help validate his existence. Norman Fruman notes that 

"Coleridge's life is punctuated by his dependence upon some 

older, or stronger, or more stable personality" (qtd. in 

Magnuson, Coleridge 6). Lefebure suggests that Coleridge 

wanted a woman who would be a "sublimated doppelganger." a 

"devoted slave, without mind or personality of her own" that 

he could mold into a "projection of himself" (301). 

Lefebure's definition of a doppelganger. however, has little 

in common with my application of Kohut's theory concerning 

an alter ego selfobject. Lefebure suggests that Asra (Sara 

Hutchinson) was to become Coleridge's 

supporting doppelganger. who might be totally 
identified with himself, yet, being outside 
himself, would still stand upright when he had 
fallen flat on his back, a doppelganger who would 
be there to raise him and prop him up when his own 
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limbs had given way. Opium and Asra alike were to 
be his crutches. (301) 

For Kohut, though, an alter ego selfobject functions to 

mirror repressed characteristics, to confirm feelings, and 

help create a fuller and more integrated sense of identity. 

In this sense, the alter ego is not a reflection of the ego, 

but is an opposite who reawakens or validates those 

characteristics that society has deemed unacceptable or 

undesirable. Thomas McFarland sees the relationship 

between Wordsworth and Coleridge as one of symbiosis which 

"presupposes a principle of opposition or polarity as the 

very condition of the urge toward submersion and oneness" 

(qtd. in Magnuson, Coleridge 7). As Martin Gardner 

observes, 

Coleridge and Wordsworth were a study in contrast. 
Coleridge: outgoing, impulsive, emotional, 
unstable, weak-willed, impractical, helpless, 
careless; at times a liar and a hypocrite, but 
always fun-loving and lovable. . . . Wordsworth: 
cool, rational, industrious physically as well as 
intellectually, cautious, reserved, grim. . . . 
The two men seemed desperately to need each other. 
(15-16) 

Before his break with Wordsworth--perhaps when he still saw 

in Wordsworth an idealized alter ego--Coleridge created some 

of his most introspective and creative works. 
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In his three most famous poems--"The Ancient Mariner," 

"Kubla Khan," and "Christabel"--Coleridge explores aspects 

of the double, that part of the psyche that is repressed 

and, therefore, alien to our consciousness. Stephen 

Prickett believes that Coleridge's fascination with the 

Brocken-spectre may provide some insight into his use of the 

double. As Prickett explains, the Brocken-spectre appears 

when the 

shadow of a man is cast by the almost level rays 
of the rising or setting sun on to a bank of mist 
so that he sees what appears to be a giant figure 
whose head is surrounded by coloured rings of 
light, or coronae, called "glories.' (22) 

Like the doppelganger, the "spectre stands projected as 

alien and in opposition to its creator" (Prickett 23); yet, 

this vision is personal and self-projected, like Narcissus' 

reflection. Coleridge compares the reaction to the Brocken-

spectre to an encounter with genius:" "The beholder either 

recognises it as a projected form of his own Being, that 

moves before him with a Glory round its head, or recoils 

from it as from a Spectre'" (qtd. in Prickett 25) . In other 

words, the value of such an encounter depends on the 

willingness of the observer to accept the vision rather than 

recoil from it. Prickett explains that while it is possible 
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to see the shadows cast by others, it is impossible to see a 

"glory' round any but one's own shadow. . . . Perception 

depends on a co-operative interplay of the perceiver and the 

perceived" (26) . Coleridge creates such a situation in "The 

Ancient Mariner" because the Mariner's return to humanity 

does not occur until he learns to accept that which had 

previously frightened and repelled him. 

The Mariner's narrative certainly appears to be a tale 

of enlightenment; in fact, many critics read it as a 

Christian allegory of rebirth. K. M. Wheeler, however, 

suggests that the tale is rather an invitation to a myriad 

of possibilities: 

the telling is never finished. . . . The end of 
the verse is practically the beginning of the 
search for a new listener. . . . It is a fragment 
in many senses, for example in its relation to the 
experience it purports to express; in the need for 
completion by the reader; in its relation to its 
literary context; in the fact that no one reading 
can exhaust the whole possibility of meanings 
latent in it. . . . The narrative is rather a 
threshold, not an end, where the reader must 
remain poised. (45-46) 

In fact, the Mariner and his reader seem to be deliberately 

and radically dislocated in an attempt to diminish the 

importance of social and religious institutions in order to 

encourage the reader to approach one of these thresholds. 
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The environment on the open sea is isolated and alien. The 

Mariner's fate and the fate of his fellow sailors are 

determined not by a benevolent and judicious god but rather 

by a roll of the dice, a game played by two indifferent 

supernatural powers. As Edward E. Bostetter explains, 

"by the moral principles of a [Christian] universe, the 

punishment of the Mariner should have been unthinkable. The 

God who loved man as well as bird should have been merciful 

and forgiving" (71). Furthermore, if this poem is a 

Christian allegory, it implies that even the most "trivial 

violation of [god's] love will bring ruthless and prolonged 

punishment. . . . At best, the "love' of God is the love of 

the benevolent despot, the paternal tyrant, the "great 

Father' to whom each bends" (Bostetter 71) . Although 

Coleridge was a deeply religious man, this poem seems to 

examine the individual searching for self-identity in the 

absence of external social, religious, political, and 

institutional influences. 

The shadow imagery certainly suggests that the Mariner 

is encountering repressed contents of the psyche. Bostetter 

believes that "occasionally a situation or symbol releases 

deeply felt and usually repressed attitudes which in turn 
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shape and determine the symbolic action of the poem" (72) 

and that this poem is "the morbidly self-obsessed account 

of a man who through his act has become the center of 

universal attention" (74). Like other narcissists, the 

Mariner is self-absorbed.^ The journey is his journey; his 

voice overshadows all others. As Magnuson explains. 

The narrator merely repeats what the mariner has 
already said, and thus his voice, like the Wedding 
Guest's, is subordinated to the mariner's. Both 
Wedding Guest and narrator double his voice. In 
fact, the mariner's voice subsumes or silences all 
the other voices in the poem. The voices of the 
two spirits cease their senseless chatter when the 
mariner comes out of his trance. (Coleridge and 
Wordsworth 81) 

Even the gloss, which Coleridge added later, is subordinate 

to the voice of the Mariner in the verse text. In fact, 

Wheeler believes that the gloss is a "caricature of the 

irony of conventional perception," a persona who is prepared 

to "interpret, articulate, and determine fixed meanings at 

every turn of the narrative" (46-47). Rather, the Mariner's 

tale does not provide closure; it opens up new realms of 

possibility. While the glossing persona illustrates how not 

to read the tale, the Wedding Guest serves as an empathic 

participant. Wheeler argues that "The Ancient Mariner" is 

art because art broadens our horizons rather than simply 
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confirming "our prejudices and codes of organizing the 

world"; however, the "gloss uses the verse only as 

confirmation, while the Wedding Guest has seen beyond his 

ordinary borders of experience into a profoundly shaking 

depth of unfamiliarity" (63) . ̂° 

The Wedding Guest himself seems to represent the 

resisting reader who prefers to cling to the familiar 

trappings of social conventions, in this case a wedding 

party with family and friends. James Boulger suggests that 

the "reader plays the part of the wedding guest, is drawn 

into the central section of the poem unwillingly, and 

resists to some extent the unfolding of the poem with his 

understanding" (11). Of course, rational understanding 

serves neither the Guest nor the reader. Coleridge's point 

is that a new perspective, which reaches beyond rationality, 

must be employed. ̂^ Readers who accept this challenge find 

that, like the Guest, they "cannot choose but hear" (1. 

38) .̂ ^ As Wheeler explains, the Wedding guest "is forlorn 

of his outward senses only; his inner awareness has been so 

aroused and deeply affected that his outward senses are left 

passive as his inner sense is activated" (47). Likewise, 

the reader becomes more and more involved in the inner dream 
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State of this imaginative voyage rather than the outer 

concrete state of current reality." 

In fact, Bostetter rejects reductionist critics who try 

to impose a rigid, logical interpretation on the poem. As 

an example, Bostetter uses Warren's argument that the crew's 

death is justified because they were accomplices in the 

murder of the albatross: 

In suggesting that the moral implications are to 
be taken as relevant or meaningful beyond the 
limits of the poem, [Warren] seems, therefore, to 
be sanctioning and would have Coleridge sanction 
the most intolerant and merciless morality as the 
law of the universe--and man. (69) 

Instead of the ordered and benevolent universe that 

organized religion poses as reality, Coleridge exposes a 

reality which consists of undeserved death, chaos, chance--

the reality disallowed by social conventions. An empathic 

reading, then, allows readers to explore the uncharted 

waters of their own psyche. Coleridge continues to appeal 

to the realm of the unconscious in other works as well. 

For example, "Kubla Khan" is filled with both sexual 

and demonic imagery, associated with repressed desires and 

urges. In addition, although most readers/critics assume 

that the demon lover in "Kubla Khan" is male, Coleridge 
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certainly does not make that distinction. Instead, the poe 

seems to blur the distinctions between traits associated 

with the masculine and those associated with the feminine. 

Jeanie Watson suggests that there are three sets of 

characters in the poem--Kubla, the woman and her demon-

lover, and the ancestral voices--and that these characters 

form a creative wholeness. I agree with Watson that "Kubla 

Khan necessarily takes in aspects of both the fem.inine and 

the masculine" (93). After all, the decree orders a 

"pleasure dome," not a phallic obelisk. Kubla ends in "a," 

traditionally a feminine ending in English as well as most 

of the Romance languages from which many English words are 

derived. In addition, the British of that period tended to 

think of the Chinese as effeminate. I disagree, though, 

when Watson insists that the woman and her lover form a 

female-male pair" or that "the ancestral voices are neither 

male nor female, yet both" (93). In fact, the poem does not 

reveal the gender for the demon lover nor the ancestral 

voicet'. This absence creates an ambiguity which the reader 

must then confront and reconcile. In addition, while the 

ancestral voices are allowed to speak of war, the woman can 

only wail--her voice can be heard but no one can understand. 
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except perhaps the demon lover. Likewise, the Abyssinian 

maid who can sing is only a vision; the narrator regrets 

that this feminine voice within him is repressed: 

A damsel with a dulcimer 

In a vision once I saw: 
It was an Abyssinian maid, 
And on her dulcimer she played. 
Singing of Mount Abora. 
Could I revive within me 
Her symphony and song. 

To such a deep delight "twould win me. (37-44) 

Attempting to embrace this feminine voice would separate him 

from his culture. She is a shadowy figure of a dark, non-

British race. For whatever reason, he does not even 

contemplate touching her but sublimates any attractions into 

the asexual music--not just "song," the sound of her 

feminine voice, but also "symphony," a word of many meanings 

including a piece played by the typically male orchestras of 

the time. His fragmentation from society is suggested by 

the vision of the fragmented parts of his body: "And all 

should cry. Beware! Beware! / His flashing eyes, his 

floating hair!" (49-50). 

Furthermore, fragmentation seems to be the central 

focus of "Kubla Khan." Coleridge "interprets" the poem as a 
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fragment in his preface, but as Paul Michael Privateer 

explains, the 

authority we normally assign to the origin or the 
"original" is problematic from the onset because 
the preface is actually a repositioned epilogue. 
This relocation undermines the authority the 
preface claims. . . . Besides underscoring what it 
seems to repudiate--the energy of intertextual 
freeplay--this transformation of an epilogue into 
a preface functions rhetorically as an insertion 
between the reader and the 'primary' text. This 
act calls attention to the pervading sense of 
dismemberment that exists throughout the text. 
. . . "Kubla Khan" is a complex discourse field 
that simultaneously deploys two strategies: a 
resistance to totalizations of meaning and an 
effort to recover them. (183) 

Privateer's deconstruction of cultural concepts (and the 

resistance created by challenges to such deconstructions) 

complement a feminist reading of "Kubla Khan." As Privateer 

explains, "the preface writer in "Kubla Khan' clearly 

constructs a path to the fragment, but it is a path 

ideologically consistent with values that the fragment 

undermines" (190). 

Significantly, while the poet-narrator uses first 

person in the poem to identify himself to the reader, the 

poet-author uses third person in the preface to simulate 

distance between himself and the poem as well as the reader. 

In addition, the preface insists that the poem is a product 
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of the unconscious mind, a mind confused and disoriented by 

ill health, a slight indisposition, an anodyne, sleep, and 

by the reading of "Purchas's Pilgrimage." During the mental 

composition of the poem, he claims that the poet had no 

"sensation or consciousness of effort." Coleridge seems 

very concerned that he remove himself as far as possible 

from the poem and refuse responsibility for the content. 

The very act of writing the preface, however, is an attempt 

to control and manipulate the reader, to impose authority on 

the interpretation of the poem. He attempts to repress the 

deconstructive elements in the poem by denying their value. 

Yet, the celebratory nature of the poem seems to contradict 

this denial. 

In addition, the ambiguity surrounding gender roles 

also tends to deconstruct cultural values, creating a free 

flow of energy that pervades the entire poem but cannot be 

harnessed or controlled. Wheeler suggests that the "reader 

as perceiver of the poem must participate and be active or 

the object will remain an entirely separate entity from him, 

never assimilated into this fabric of experience" (32). 

Likewise, Wheeler believes that the preface links the reader 

and the poem: 
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It gently caricatures the delusion of literal-
mindedness, and gives metaphor as the solution to 
that imprisoning language. And since it engages 
the reader aesthetically and not discursively, it 
is proper to consider it as an integral part of 
the text, not merely as an external prose 
commentary, though of course it seems to be only 
that to the unimaginative, reductive reader 
parodied in the [preface] persona. (40) 

Readers are encouraged to experience the creative 

energy of the poem by identifying with selfobjects. Kubla 

Khan attempts to create his own savage place, free of 

cultural restraints. This self-imposed chaos--full of 

sexual energy, fertility, and free play between masculine 

and feminine elements--is contrasted to the destructive 

chaos of war which is prophesied by the ancestral voices 

steeped in patriarchal conditioning. However, such 

conditioning is difficult to resist. In fact, it would take 

a "miracle of rare device" to ignore or wall out these 

ancestral voices, achieving--if only temporarily--a marriage 

of opposites: "A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!" 

Although some early critics, especially in the New Criticism 

years, attempted to impose a unity on the poem,-^ more 

recent readers see no need to invent a unifying theme; 

instead, they recognize the chaos, the fragmentation, and 

the exploration of deconstructive elements in the poem. 
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Magnuson claims that the river represents the sources of the 

unconscious: "Both its origin and destination are 

unknowable and are common symbols for the unconscious" 

(Coleridge's 45). Furthermore, Magnuson suggests that the 

"balance between the dome and the river is so precarious 

that it is difficult to speak of it as a reconciliation of 

opposites. The miracle is that there is such a delicate 

balance, one that is threatened at every moment" 

(Coleridge's 46). 

Coleridge's artistic willingness to experiment, 

disrupt, and explore was recognized by at least one early 

critic, I. A. Richards, in 1934. Richards claims that 

Coleridge's discussion of intuition in Book I of Biographia 

Literaria was not meant to introduce some method of finding 

"definitive final results," but rather "possible, useful 

hypotheses, ways of conceiving the mind that may help us in 

living" (48). Coleridge does not promote an absolute 

"knowing," but rather an ongoing, organic process of 

evolution and change. As Richards reminds us in his 

critique of Coleridge's view on the imagination, "Universal 

nnmplete belief, for example, in Buddhism or Christianity 

would bring the human race to an end with one generation. 



134 

And yet complete belief is often the aim officially set 

before the believer" (174). 

By rejecting absolutism, Coleridge questioned the 

validity of the patriarchal myth perpetuated by his society. 

His exploration of the forbidden areas of the psyche, 

especially those associated with the shadow and the anima, 

helped bring traditional values into question. Dorothy M. 

Emmet suggests that Coleridge could have supported this 

statement: "the actual empirical world we experience 

differs as we experience it through one underlying state of 

mind rather than another" (172). In other words, Coleridge 

understood the importance of questioning the validity of the 

persona and exploring the repressed traits lying underneath. 

As Richards explains, with Coleridge, 

the interest shifted from the answers to the 
questions; and, with that, a new era for criticism 
began. Beyond the old tasks of reaffirming 
ancient conclusions and defending them from 
foolish interpretations, an illimitable field of 
work has become accessible. (233) 

While "Kubla Khan" introduces the idea of ambiguous 

gender identity, "Christabel" challenges traditional views 

of the feminine. Geraldine, the "demon" lover in 

"Christabel" is described as a female, but many readers try 



135 

to diminish or even change Geraldine's sexuality. Without 

attempting to psychoanalyze the homophobic reactions to 

"Christabel," I do want to explore some of the ways that 

critics avoid addressing the issues that Coleridge presents 

in this poem, especially the issue of female sexuality. 

Some critics insist that Geraldine only appears to be a 

woman, that, in fact, "it" is a demon in disguise. Others 

suggest that Geraldine is a man (Christabel's absent lover) 

in disguise. Still others argue that Geraldine is 

Christabel's libido, which she must confront and accept.-^ 

In all of these interpretations, the critic seems intent on 

denying that a female Geraldine could be sexually 

aggressive. In "Christabel," Coleridge seems to be 

exploring that pre-oedipal realm of narcissistic development 

that Lacanian feminists describe. 

Coleridge, in a typical Romantic ploy, removes his 

characters from contemporary culture and places them in a 

context supposedly unaffected by cultural rules and norms of 

behavior, allowing both the characters and the readers to 

experience an alternate reality. The first line creates a 

Gothic setting: "'Tis the middle of night by the castle 

clock." The two main inhabitants of the castle also 
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resemble familiar Gothic characters. Sir Leoline, who is a 

rich baron, and Christabel, who is his lovely innocent 

daughter. With the mood established, the narrator then 

begins to assert his knowledge and authority. He appears to 

be omniscient, gathering intimate details about the sleeping 

castle and sharing those with the reader. The narrator even 

appears to anticipate questions from the reader: "Is the 

night chilly and dark? / The night is chilly, but not dark" 

(11. 14-15) . Yet, despite this confident beginning, we soon 

realize that this narrator both reveals and conceals. Like 

the gray cloud covering, but not hiding, the sky and the 

moon, the narrator presents the sequence of events under an 

ambiguous net of semi-transparent silence and secrecy. 

Coleridge is careful to orchestrate a sense of reader 

identification with Christabel. She is lovely, her father 

loves her well, she is betrothed to a knight, and she prays 

--not for herself--but for the welfare of her lover about 

whom she dreams. Christabel, however, is also cloaked in 

silence and mystery. The narrator asks: "What makes her in 

the wood so late, / A furlong from the castle gate?" (11. 

25-26). But the reply is only a partial answer, hardly a 

satisfactory explanation: "She had dreams all yesternight / 
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Of her own betrothed knight; / And she in the midnight wood 

will pray / For the weal of her lover that's far away" (11. 

27-3 0). Why must she leave the safety of her father's 

castle in order to pray? Furthermore, why are her actions 

described in words associated with stealth and secrecy? Why 

does she sigh?: "She stole along, she nothing spoke, / The 

sighs she heaved were soft and low . . . And in silence 

prayeth she" (11. 31-32, 36). Nevertheless, we have no 

reason to reject the narrator's portrayal of Christabel as a 

sympathetic character. After all, it is she that we 

accompany to the forest; it is she who is willing to help a 

potential rape victim; and it is she who is seemingly 

betrayed by Geraldine. As Watson explains, in the "Mariner" 

we are taken out on a dangerous, deadly journey; however, we 

are also brought safely back into port (165) . 

In "Christabel," on the other hand, we are encouraged 

to identify with a character whose dangerous situation is 

immediate and present in her own home. In fact, although 

Christabel does leave her safe "port" and confronts the 

dangers in the forest, her safety is not threatened until 

she returns home. In other words, the reader experiences 

this unsettling reversal of expectations along with 
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Christabel. By anticipating danger in the forest and safety 

in the castle, "the place you are in is transformed . . . so 

that there is no 'place' to return to. . . . We as readers 

are denied any distance at all (Watson 165). 

Coleridge's Christabel seems to manifest narcissistic 

desires partly because she lives in a world apparently empty 

of women; without a strong feminine figure with whom she can 

identify, Christabel attempts to project her need for self-

cohesion onto her absent lover. Leaving her father's house, 

unaccompanied, in the middle of the night defies all 

patriarchal conditioning for a young woman. Therefore, when 

Christabel sneaks out of the castle, she exhibits a wish to 

leave behind, at least temporarily, her persona. Although 

she rationalizes her behavior by telling herself she will 

pray for her absent lover, as readers we question her desire 

to leave the protection of her father's house to pray. Her 

behavior is typical, though, of a narcissistic search for a 

selfobject. 

As a result, in our identification with and concern for 

Christabel, we must decide what kind of threat, if any, 

Geraldine poses to Christabel's well-being. The narrator 

describes Geraldine as a "damsel bright, / Drest in a silken 
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robe of white . . . richly clad" and "Beautiful 

exceedingly!" (11. 58-59, 67-68). On the other hand, she is 

in the shadows of the oak tree, without a cloak or sandals 

and "wildly glittered here and there / the gems entangled in 

her hair" (64-65). The narrator disingenuously comments: 

"I guess, "twas frightful there to see" this beautiful woman 

(1. 66). In fact, the sight of Geraldine so impresses 

Christabel that finally she does speak out: "Mary mother, 

save me now! / (Said Christabel,) And who art thou?" (11. 

69-70) . 

Geraldine's answer is one calculated to play on the 

stereotyped vision of the powerless female: 

The lady strange made answer meet, 

And her voice was faint and sweet:--
Have pity on my sore distress, 
I scarce can speak for weariness: 
Stretch forth thy hand, and have no fear! (71-75) 

The narrator twice describes her voice as "faint and sweet," 

and Geraldine begs for pity as she is a weary, wretched 

"maid forlorn" who needs rescue in her distress. Her story 

of the abductors is filled with images of conquest and 

violent, physical domination. They "seized" her, "choked" 

her cries with "force and fright," tied her up, and "rode 

furiously behind" her. After being "placed" under the oak. 
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she has apparently waited in terrified submission for these 

five warriors to return. She appeals to Christabel for 

help: "Stretch forth thy hand (thus ended she), / And help 

a wretched maid to flee" (11. 101-02). 

Yet, Christabel seems to realize that alone, she is 

just as helpless and vulnerable as Geraldine appears to be. 

Instead, she offers--not her help--but the help and 

protection of her powerful father: "may you command / The 

service of Sir Leoline; / And gladly our stout chivalry / 

will he send forth and friends withal / To guide and guard 

you safe and free / Home to your noble father's hall" (11. 

106-11) . Neither of them possesses any power; in fact, 

although Geraldine was abducted by warriors, her only safe 

passage home will also depend on warriors. Her well being 

is controlled by the whims of those who command the 

warriors, not on any merits of her own. 

Much has been made of the supernatural passage through 

the castle gate.^^ Many critics seem satisfied with the 

folklore superstition that a demon cannot cross a threshold, 

but must be carried across.^'' Yet Geraldine' s fainting 

spell immediately follows images of male dominance: "The 

gate that was ironed within and without, / Where an army in 
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battle array had marched out. / The lady sank, belike 

through pain" (11. 127-29). Because Christabel feels safe 

under the dominion of her father's house, she seems 

unaffected. Once again, she must take the initiative and 

not only speak with authority, but act as well: "Christabel 

with might and main / Lifted her up, a weary weight, / Over 

the threshold of the gate" (11. 130-32). 

Once inside the castle, Christabel continues to assume 

control of the situation, at least as long as everyone else 

is asleep. She leads the way--giving instructions, lighting 

the lamp, offering succor and encouragement. I agree with 

other critics that the comment "So free from danger, free 

from fear" (11. 135-36) is ironic, but for different 

reasons. I believe that Christabel's well being is just as 

threatened by the patriarchal conditioning perpetrated by 

her father as she is by Geraldine. If this poem is an 

exploration of the feminine part of the psyche, then its 

exposure is in as much danger inside the Baron's castle as 

it is outside, if not more. The Baron's mastiff bitch, his 

shield, the Baron himself--all are representative of the 

patriarchal power over Christabel; yet, for these few 

moments, their potency is diminished. The dog can only 
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moan, the shield is almost hidden in a "murky old niche in 

the wall," the Baron is "weak in health." The castle itself 

is shadowy and silent, "now in glimmer, and now in gloom." 

Once in Christabel's chamber, Geraldine begins 

asserting herself and assuming control. All her actions, 

her speech, and her appearance, however, suggest a 

hesitancy, an inner conflict, a resistance. This tension 

has inspired many interpretations. Watson insists that 

Geraldine is an androgynous figure--although she is 

physically a woman, she is sexually aggressive, her name is 

a derivative of "Gerald," and she begins to dominate the 

relationship with Christabel. Watson also suggests that 

Christabel exhibits androgynous characteristics--she is 

protective in the forest and takes the initiative of 

inviting Geraldine into the castle and into her bed (182) . 

On the other hand, Diane Hoeveler believes that 

Coleridge's portrait of the women in "Christabel" "reveals 

both his conscious and unconscious opinion of them as 

perverse, sexually voracious, predatory, and duplicitous" 

(176) . Furthermore, she claims that "the psyche in his 

poems is anything but androgynous; in fact it can most 

accurately be read as misogynistic . . . a discourse that 
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attempts to conceal its true source and motivating power--

male fear of women buried beneath the literary trappings of 

a pseudomedieval fairy tale" (Hoeveler 188). Hoeveler 

suggests that the depiction of women in Romantic poetry is 

just an outlet for male aggression, another way for males to 

usurp the female by creating an androgynous male. In almost 

every case she says that the poets self-consciously employ 

the female as "Other" in order to complete their own psyches 

(xiv) . Ultimately, then, Hoeveler objects to this pattern 

of persistently presenting women as selfobjects: "The 

Romantics cannibalistically consumed these female 

characters, shaped them into ideal alter egos, and most of 

the time destroyed them by the conclusion of the poem" (9). 

I believe, on the other hand, that these female 

characters also allow the reader to discover repressed parts 

of the psyche through an identification with an alter ego--a 

way to explore, recognize, identify, and empathize with the 

"feminine." Unlike some feminists, I encourage men and 

women to valorize the feminine as well as the masculine. I 

do not believe that exclusion is an answer. In fact, I do 

not agree with Hoeveler's thesis that these female 

characters were destroyed by their creators. Rather, I 
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believe that their creators exposed the fate of the feminine 

in a patriarchal society as a way to challenge such 

attitudes and perhaps change them. 

Despite Hoeveler's arguments, trying to fuse Christabel 

and Geraldine into one androgynous consciousness destroys 

the scene that Coleridge took great pains to create. When 

the poem opens, Christabel is waiting passively for an 

absent lover. Not until she takes action--typically a 

masculine trait--does she achieve sexual knowledge. In 

fact, although the male presence constantly threatens to 

intervene (thoughts of the absent lover, the supposed 

kidnappers of Geraldine, the sleeping father)--this is an 

exploration of female sexuality. Christabel confronts her 

own sexuality, a sexuality that, in the absence of a 

husband, should be repressed, ignored, hidden under the 

covers, kept in the dark, hushed up, left out in the wild. 

I believe this experience illustrates an exploration of a 

pre-oedipal sexuality. 

As Juliet Mitchell explains, after the oedipal crisis, 

the girl must repress her "active urges (along with many 

passive o n e s ) . . . . As she pushes aside her active desire, 

the girl, thoroughly fed up with her lot may well repress a 
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great deal of her sexuality in general" (58) . This 

repression is cultural, however, not biological. To ensure 

the continuance of a patriarchy, society demands that 

infants take on either masculine or feminine 

characteristics. The girl must assume a passive role: 

The transition from the pre-Oedipal dominance of 
the active clitoris to the pubescent and adult 
dominance of the vagina . . .[represents] nothing 
chemical or biological . . . at least not that 
Freud knew or cared about--the question is one of 
a psychological shift to the "destiny' of wifehood 
and maternity. (Mitchell 108) 

The essential sexual terms of dominance and submission are 

hidden from women because this revelation might make them 

hesitant to fulfill their role in the "normal" course of 

womanhood. In "Christabel," when Geraldine's "hidden 

breast" is exposed, the revelation is presented in veiled, 

suppressed, ambiguous terms--thus challenging the cultural 

demand for phallic signification. As long as Christabel 

retains her connection to Geraldine, she exists in that 

world of the repressed unconscious--a sexual world free from 

the symbolic order of the Father. 

Some Lacanian feminists suggest that while the phallus 

signifies power, the penis fails to embody the phallus. The 

phallus is a symbol, not a physical actuality. Therefore, 
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as Kaja Silverman suggests, the patriarchal power 

represented by phallocratic concepts cannot exist without 

the support of institutions: "Those supports include not 

only the patriarchal family, but the legal, medical, 

religious, technological, and educational systems, and the 

dominant political and economic organizations" (184). In 

"Christabel," these institutions are not absent, but they 

are temporarily suspended during Christabel's one-on-one 

association with Geraldine. 

However, this acknowledgment of female sexuality cannot 

exist in a culture which sanctions phallic order, hence, 

Geraldine's ambivalent attitude toward giving sexual 

knowledge to Christabel: 

Yet Geraldine nor speaks nor stirs; 

Ah! what a stricken look was hers! 
Deep from within she seems half-way 
To lift some weight with sick assay. 
And eyes the maid and seeks delay; 
Then suddenly, as one defied. 
Collects herself in scorn and pride. 
And lay down by the maiden's side!--
And in her arms the maid she took. (11. 255-63) 

Yet this encounter cannot be naned, at least not in the Name 

of the Father. Geraldine warns Christabel that speech will 

be useless; in fact, Geraldine even uses masculine 
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terminology of mastery--lord--to describe the power of 

phallic language to silence feminine experience: 

In the touch of this bosom there worketh a spell. 
Which is lord of thy utterance, Christabel! 
Thou knowest to-night, and wilt know to-morrow. 
This mark of my shame, this seal of my sorrow; 
But vainly thou warrest. 
For this is alone in 
Thy power to declare. 
That in the dim forest 
Thou heard'St a low moaning. 
And found'St a bright lady, surpassingly fair; 
And didst bring her home with thee in love and in 

charity. 
To shield her and shelter her from the damp air. 
(11. 267-78) 

Although the narrator suggests that Christabel needs to 

be shielded from "the worker of these harms," he also 

describes the scene as one of innocence and love, using 

maternal terminology of a pre-oedipal state: Geraldine 

"holds the maiden in her arms, / Seems to slumber still and 

mild, / As a mother with her child" (11. 299-301). In 

addition, when Christabel first awakens in the Conclusion to 

Part I, she seems to suffer no harm whatsoever. Like 

Geraldine, Christabel expresses an ambivalence about her new 

knowledge, but her reaction is reminiscent of Blake's 

characters who move from innocence to experience. Her naive 

joy is now tempered with a worldly wisdom: 



148 

And see! the lady Christabel 
Gathers herself from out her trance; 
Her limbs relax, her countenance 
Grows sad and soft; the smooth thin lids 
Close o'er her eyes; and tears she sheds--
Large tears that leave the lashes bright! 
And oft the while she seems to smile 
As infants at a sudden light! 
Yea, she doth smile, and she doth weep. 
Like a youthful hermitess. 
Beauteous in a wilderness. 
Who, praying always, prays in sleep. (11. 311-22) 

Not until the Baron reestablishes his presence in Part II 

does Christabel show signs of fear, regret, or remorse. 

The narrator reinforces the overpowering presence of 

the Baron by describing the death knell. Since his wife's 

death. Sir Leoline has ordered a death knell to be sounded 

each morning, "a warning knell, / Which not a soul can 

choose but hear" (342-43). The bell is echoed by ghosts; 

the devil himself responds with a "merry peal." It is this 

"merry peal" that spurs Geraldine into action. She awakens 

Christabel who, for the first time, exhibits signs of guilt: 

""Sure I have sinn'd!' said Christabel, / "Now heaven be 

praised if all be well!'" (11. 381-82). These are the last 

words Christabel is able to utter as she reenters the world 

of the Father. 
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Once Christabel faces her cultural reality, she is left 

speechless before the symbol of the patriarchal world, her 

father. If her encounter with Geraldine is a glimpse into a 

pre-oedipal state of awareness and sexual power, then her 

confrontation with the Baron is a negation of that state--a 

silencing of that state. Karen Swann explains that the poem 

invites us to distinguish between paternal and 
feminine orders of experience. . . . The Baron's 
customs and laws divide and oppose potential 
"sames" or potentially intermingling parts of "the 
same." In contrast, femininity bewilders the 
narrator because one can never tell if identities 
and differences are constant, "the same." (547-48) 

Christabel seems confused, alienated, and afraid. 

Geraldine, on the other hand, has assumed her expected role 

by responding to the Baron's advances. Although Geraldine 

asks to be sent home without delay, the Baron refuses 

because he wants to use Geraldine as a tool to heal the 

wounds between him and Lord Roland. In addition, the 

narrator suggests that the Baron is enamored with Geraldine: 

Only half listening to Bracy's tale of warning, the Baron 

"turned to Lady Geraldine, / His eyes made up of wonder and 

love. . . . He kissed her forehead as he spake" (11. 567-68, 

572). Geraldine's apparent response to this sexual 

attention is, again, stereotypical of the type of behavior 
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required of the female persona. She lowers her head, 

blushes, and rolls her eyes at the Baron. However, her 

secret reaction--seen only by Christabel--to this 

patronizing display of blatant appropriation is quite 

telling: "the lady's eyes they shrunk in her head, / Each 

shrunk up to a serpent's eye, / And with somewhat of malice, 

and more of dread, / At Christabel she looked askance!" (11. 

584-87) . For whether Geraldine is seducing the Baron or the 

Baron is using Geraldine, sexuality has become a means for 

negotiation and control, a means unavailable to Christabel 

under these circumstances. 

Because her sexuality can only be sanctioned by her 

union with her perpetually absent lover, she must remain 

quiet and passive. Her feeble protest to send Geraldine 

away is useless. Part II ends with these lines: "And 

turning from his own sweet maid, / the aged knight. Sir 

Leoline, / Led forth the lady Geraldine!" (653-55). 

Christabel's aggressiveness, her experiment with action, her 

exploration of her own sexuality--all are unacceptable and. 

therefore, not recognized in a male-dominated world. In 

fact, as Roy Basler explains. 
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The Baron is portrayed as emotionally quite 
susceptible, and again the theme is love--this 
time parental love--perverted and twisted into an 
evil manifestation by a conflicting passion. His 
inordinate fondness for his daughter . . . is 
coupled with a not unusual though scarcely normal 
parental jealousy and dominance over his daughter. 
(41) 

As a phallocratic man, the Baron lives in fear of exposure, 

afraid someone will discover that his power isn't real. As 

a result, he is unwilling to recognize Christabel's 

sexuality, only his own. 

As early as 1957, James Baker in The Sacred River 

claimed that Coleridge's position on the Unconscious "is 

very close to the position of Freud" in that increased 

consciousness and the power of rationality can help us 

understand the "terra incognita of our nature" (250). Where 

Coleridge does not anticipate Freud, however, is in his 

method of achieving increased consciousness. In 

"Christabel," Coleridge is more closely aligned with Jung in 

that the path to increased consciousness must start with a 

disintegration of the persona. Christabel achieves this 

through her escape from the castle into the forest. There, 

she encounters a figure who encompasses both her shadow--
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because Geraldine is a woman--and her animus--because 

Geraldine is sexually aggressive. 

In other words, for a few hours, Christabel recognizes 

the full potential of a human being. The next morning, 

however, she must leave this alternative reality and once 

more exist in the patriarchal confines of her father's 

house. The obvious problems--silence, deceit, betrayal--

seem insurmountable. Coleridge leaves Christabel and his 

readers without a resolution. Nevertheless, we do discover, 

through our empathic connection to Christabel, those 

genderless fragments of ourselves as they exist in the 

unconscious, free from gender-imposed restrictions. We are 

willing to make the connection because the risk is minimized 

as we transgress safely in the confines of the text. 

Although, like Christabel, we must leave the dephallicized 

space that Coleridge creates, our own self-awareness is 

heightened. 

That Coleridge was at least partially aware of the 

possibility of such connections is revealed in Robert O. 

Preyer's summary of Coleridge's attitudes toward prevailing 

modes of historical thought: 
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The historian must be imaginative and sympathetic 
rather than judicial, for his subject, ultimately, 
is the human consciousness in its past 
manifestations. He should reflect that the needs 
and aspirations of every age are likely to differ. 
Therefore past events could not be considered in 
abstraction from the feelings and thought which 
motivated them. . . . For purposes of narration, 
historians are forced to act as though there are 
intrinsic connections between events and the 
purposes which they tend to realize. Coleridge 
was one of the first writers to make this fact 
explicit. (154-55) 
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Notes 

"In Ch. 14 of Biographia LiteT-;:̂T--i ̂  . Coleridge explains: 
The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings 
the whole soul of man into activity. . . . He 
diffuses a tone, and spirit of unity, that blends 
and (as it were) fuses, each into each, by that 
synthetic and magical power, to which we have 
exclusively appropriated the name of imagination. 
This power . . . reveals itself in the balance or 
reconciliation of opposite or discordant 
qualities: of sameness, with difference; of the 
general, with the concrete; the idea, with the 
image; the individual, with the representative; 
the sense of novelty and freshness, with old and 
familiar objects; a more than usual state of 
emotion, with more than usual order; judgement 
ever awake and steady self-possession, with 
enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement. (319) 

^Bate's analysis of Coleridge complements the idea of 
an alter ego transference: "If some of the inhibitions with 
which he had been living now stood aside, it was partly 
because of the psychological transfer that had taken place 
in his need for a moral basis" (53). Holmes suggests that 
in "modern jargon Coleridge would be called an 'addictive' 
personality; lacking emotional independence in spite of--or 
perhaps because of--his great intellectual originality" 
(17) . 

^Magnuson emphasizes Coleridge's myriad of 
psychological dependencies upon stronger persons and his 
deep need for support and affection within a circle of 
friends (Coleridge and Wordsworth 5-6). McFarland explains 
that Coleridge treasured the principle of polarity because 
he thought such an awareness might serve as a path to an 
"ultimate wholeness. But for Coleridge . . . the actual 
experience from which such treasuring arose was one of 
fragmentation and splitting apart, and those wounds the 
doctrine of polar reconciliations was never satisfactorily 
able to heal" (115). Schultz believes that Coleridge's 
poetry "bears testament to this psychological terror of 
vacancy, whether of cosmic dimension or of personal inner 
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intensity. . . . His fear was of an emotional limbo from 
which his normally teeming mind shrunk" (132). Prickett 
claims that for Coleridge, the power of poetic creation 
"seems usually to come from establishing a rapport with the 
external world--through recognizing a kinship with other 
creatures" (156). 

^Levin interprets Kohut's theory of fragmentation in 
this way: 

I need to feel I can soothe myself, maintain my 
self-esteem, modulate my anxiety, and maintain my 
sense of ongoingness, initiative, and boundaries 
even in the face of great stress. If I cannot do 
these things, I am subject to regression to the 
stage of the fragmented self. Such a regression 
is in essence a loss of self, and its threat leads 
to panic terror. (196) 

^These workers were mostly from the lower classes, 
however. In fact. Stone insists that 

it is very doubtful whether the factory did much 
to increase the employment of married women 
outside the home. . . . It was only in 1820, when 
industrialization had been under way for over 
forty years, that employment opportunities for 
women in factories increased, and then only in the 
cotton trade. Even so, most of these women were 
unmarried girls, who mostly left the factory as 
soon as they set up a family: only seventeen per 
cent were married women in 1833. The only 
employment for women that continued to increase 
through the nineteenth century was as domestic 
servants to the increasing number of affluent 
middle class, but this again was a form of 
employment largely confined to unmarried girls. 
The evidence that industrialization in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries substantially 
and progressively increased the job opportunities 
for married women outside the home is thus on 
balance very dubious indeed. (662) 

^Stone explains that "professional, upper-bourgeois and 
gentry families became much more child-oriented"; as a 
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result, "the economic dependence of these women on their 
husbands increased . . . and they became increasingly 
preoccupied with the nurturing and raising of their 
children" (656). 

•̂ Reiss warns against taking Wollstonecraft for 
"something she is not" (15). Reiss explains that 
Wollstonecraft objected to women's exclusion within culture, 
not from culture; the difference is important: "Within 
culture, women, like other excluded participants, are 
reduced to passive recipients; were they rejected outside 
culture, they could become its active opponents" (14). 
Because such a stance posited a "seemingly conditional 
acceptance of such subordination," Wollstonecraft's 
"contentions could be perceived as menacing" but nonetheless 
"limited" (15). As long as women accepted their 
incorporation within a patriarchal culture, little change 
could be expected. According to Stone, feminist voices like 
that of Wollstonecraft could not compete with the driving 
force behind the reestablishment of paternal authority--the 
spread of Evangelical piety: 

God was again seen as directly controlling day-to
day events within the household, in which capacity 
he was a severe and pitiless masculine figure. 
His representative on earth was the husband and 
father. . . . With this reassertion of patriarchal 
authority in the early nineteenth century, the 
status of women inevitably declined, despite the 
hollow blast on the trumpet of female liberation 
issued by Mary Wollstonecraft in 1792. (667) 

^Stone explains that in the early nineteenth century, 
the new ideal of womanhood involved total 
abnegation, making the wife a slave to convention, 
propriety, and her husband. Inevitably, this 
could only be achieved, if at all, at a very high 
psychic cost, particularly at a time when divorce 
was not available, and wives and husbands were 
living longer and longer. (668) 

^Like Kohut, though. Hill argues that such an intensely 
subjective experience is healthy. The ego 

is not self-regarding indulgence, not an end in 
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itself. Rather, it treats the poet's self as the 
necessary point of departure for exploration of 
the universe and as the necessary terminus to 
which, the exploration completed, to return. Such 
egotism proves, indeed to be self-revelatory: the 
self that eventually comes home to itself is 
invariably a self transformed and deepened by its 
experience. (20) 

Hill insists that the meaning of "The Ancient Mariner" 
cannot be detached from the context but is 

inextricably bound up with the richness and terror 
of the Mariner's whole experience--an experience 
which the reader, like the fascinated Wedding-
Guest, both understands and shares vicariously. 
In other words, the meaning of 'The Ancient 
Mariner' depends not upon the poem's events or 
characters but upon the effect of these events and 
characters on the reader. (154) 

"°Wheeler's critique of the gloss in "The Ancient 
Mariner" complements my theory that by empathizing with 
characters in the text, readers can discover aspects of 
themselves. Wheeler suggests that 

the notion that art is always fragmentary draws 
attention to the fact that language can never 
express the whole of experience or replace it. 
That is, the translation process from experience 
and perception to linguistic expression involves 
distortion, compression, generalization, 
abstraction, subjective (unconscious) selection, 
habit, and so forth. The narrative does not 
correspond in a determinate way to an experience 
somehow described by it. . . . Art, then, does not 
correspond to reality: it creates a new reality, 
or offers a rival account of reality to the 
account given by memory and the understanding. 
Art may, paradoxically, offer itself as the 
reality, or at least as a more complete account of 
reality than ordinary perception. (45-46) 

^^Boulger's critique suggests that the Guest and the 
reader are required to relinquish their hold on current 
reality in order to grasp a different reality, one beyond 
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the world of social conventions: 

At the very beginning of the poem the difference 
between the outside logical world and the inner 
imaginative world is brought out sharply in the 
conflict between the actual order of the land 
world and the imaginative dreamlike world of the 
voyage and the sea. The wedding, its festivities, 
and the anxiety of the Wedding Guest all fall 
within the ordinary world of sense and logic 

• . . . For a short while the two worlds compete, with 
the orderly rational world of conventional bride and 
wedding gaiety gradually giving way to the phantom 
ship, its sudden voyage, and the living sun and moon. 
The Mariner's glittering eye, which might be called the 
eye of the higher reason which surpasses understanding, 
transforms the Guest until the noise and conviviality 
of the actual world with its logic and causality are 
replaced by the living world of primary imagination, by 
the silent white seas of the prerational pure 
imagination in which the Mariner's voyage took place. 
(11) 

"̂ All references are to H. J. Jackson's Oxford edition 
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 

"^Wheeler sees the gloss as an intentional irony, a way 
to help the reader avoid superficial interpretations of the 
poem: 

The reader may never feel that the gloss is 
actually wrong; what he feels is the sense of a 
constant determination of meaning from the 
detailed, concrete sensations and acts reported in 
the verse. This closure itself, not whether it is 
reasonable or unreasonable, is the point at issue. 
. . . Art must broaden our horizons, not simply 
confirm our prejudices and codes of organizing the 
world, but the gloss uses the verse only as 
confirmation, while the Wedding guest has seen 
beyond his ordinary borders of experience into a 
profoundly shaking depth of unfamiliarity. (63) 

^̂ For example. House believes it is "necessary to point 
out the poem's essential unity and the relation between its 
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two parts" (305). He claims that "Kubla Khan" is a poem 
"about the act of poetic creation" and "no sensitive reader 
can read it otherwise" (306-07). 

"̂ For examples of different approaches, see Swann, 
Schapiro, Fields, and Nethercot. 

"̂ For example. Fields argues that these iron gates are 
"unmistakably a metaphor for the procreative organs, male 
and female" (75). 

'̂'Basler, for example, equates Geraldine' s strange 
weakness of body with "the old belief that an evil and (or) 
preternatural spirit could not enter a dwelling which had 
been properly blessed by Christian rites except when brought 
in through mortal aid" (32). 



CHAPTER IV 

PERCY SHELLEY AND FRAGMENTATION 

Although many previous studies of Percy Bysshe Shelley 

have been marred by an overdependence on biographical data 

at the expense of textual analysis,^ I too find myself 

unwilling to ignore obvious correlations between Shelley's 

life and his art. I hope, however, to avoid some of the 

mistakes of my predecessors by narrowing the biographical 

focus to one that supports close reading: his reaction 

against the cultural repression of some facets of the human 

personality. Then, I will show how that reaction is 

expressed in his writing and experienced by his readers. 

Like Blake, Shelley wanted to disrupt stable notions of 

gender identity. He realized that refusing to accept or at 

least recognize traits associated with one gender or another 

often leads to fragmentation and even self-destruction. 

Like Coleridge, Shelley established selfobject relationships 

with other people and projected images of these 

relationships into his fictional characters. 

According to biographers, Shelley often relied on a 

selfobject to fulfill the mirroring function of positive, 

160 
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admiring attention.^ Shelley was the center of attention 

for his mother and his four younger sisters. Rather than 

gradually learning to internalize this function in his own 

self-image, he came to depend on others--especially women--

to support his grandiose self.^ At the same time, he also 

developed an acute awareness of his own feminine nature. As 

Nathaniel Brown suggests, quite possibly Shelley 

never completely developed a sense of fixed or 
exclusive gender identity such as is 
characteristic of normal sexual development, 
according to modern research, but retained the 
dualistic potential of the sexes at birth. This 
resulted in a lifelong androgynous merging of the 
traditionally masculine with the traditionally 
feminine. Lacking a firm sense of gender 
constancy, he was thus much freer than most people 
of ordinary sex-typing characteristics and 
behavior. (166) 

As a result, when Shelley left for Eton, he did not 

adjust well to his environment and was often the object of 

ridicule. Finding it difficult to identify with his male 

comrades--some of whom scorned his effeminate ways--he 

instead distanced himself from them. Consequently, he 

seemed to long for an idealized selfobject, someone he could 

emulate who was more like himself. Most of Shelley's 

schoolboy companions, however, repressed character traits 
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that might be associated with women. There were a few 

exceptions. Shelley tells of one such relationship at 

school when he was eleven or twelve. He loved a boy who 

seemed to encompass androgynous character traits. Shelley 

describes the boy as 

eminently generous, brave, and gentle; and the 
elements of human feeling seemed to have been from 
his birth genially compounded within him. There 
was a delicacy and a simplicity in his manner, 
inexpressibly attractive. It has never been my 
fortune to meet with him since my school-days; but 
either I confound my present recollections with 
the delusions of past feelings, or he is now a 
source of honour and utility to every one around 
him. The tones of his voice were so soft and 
winning that every word pierced into my heart, and 
their pathos was so deep that in listening to him 
the tears often have involuntarily gushed from my 
eyes. . . . I recollect thinking my friendship 
exquisitely beautiful. Every night, when we 
parted to go to bed, I remember we kissed each 
other, (qtd. in Holmes, Shelley on Love 19-20) 

Shelley is careful to explain that this friendship was 

"wholly divested of the smallest alloy of sensual 

intermixture" and, in fact, "rejects with disdain all 

thoughts but those of an elevated and imaginative 

character"; nevertheless, when he wrote to his mother about 

this relationship, he interpreted her silence as negative: 

"I suppose she thought me out of my wits" (qtd. in Holmes, 

Shelley on Love 19). In a homophobic culture, such feelings 
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are usually interpreted as evidence of homosexuality. For 

Shelley, then, such a taboo against expression of 

androgynous characteristics only reinforced his sense of 

confusion and lack of self-cohesion. 

Rather than succumb to his natural inclinations toward 

an androgynous self-image, Shelley instead was constantly at 

war with the male image expressed by most of his male 

contemporaries and his own androgynous self-expression. His 

situation concerning his identity as a male resembles that 

described by Maggie Humm for female identity. Using Carolyn 

Heilbrun's Toward a Recognition of Androgyny as her 

touchstone, Humm looks at the psychology of sex differences: 

Androgyny in literature, Heilbrun says, does not 
reflect authorial confusion about gender. The 
problems of female identity presented in women's 
poetry and prose are rarely difficulties in 
knowing one's gender; more frequently they are 
difficulties in learning what being a female means 
culturally. Androgyny shows that sex roles are 
societal constructs which can be abandoned. (67) 

Such a concept was too strange, too radical, and too complex 

for Shelley to work out in his lifetime. As a modern 

feminist, however, I can examine Shelley's vain attempts to 

find cohesion amid the struggle with his tendency toward an 

androgynous identity rather than toward a typical masculine 
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identity that seemed foreign to him. Androgyny can now 

"name not what is sadly fixed but what could be fluid" (Humm 

67) . 

For the rest of his life, Shelley constantly surrounded 

himself with at least one, and preferably two, people who 

would help him maintain his fragmented self. While 

Coleridge needed an alter ego selfobject, someone similar to 

himself with whom he could identify, Shelley's selfobjects 

served somewhat different needs. Some seem to act more as 

mirroring selfobjects, people who look up to Shelley and 

allow him to control them. For example, Harriet Westbrook 

admires Shelley, confides in him, asks his advice, and 

eventually allows him to rescue her. As Margaret Crompton 

explains, Shelley saw Harriet as a "potential disciple, a 

docile and willing listener, someone who would hang on his 

words, adopt his ideas as her own, and administer balm to 

his damaged self-esteem" (28). At the same time, though, 

Shelley searches for an idealizing selfobject--someone like 

Byron or Elizabeth Kitchener who was an intellectual like 

himself. I do not want to be so reductive that I divide all 

of Shelley's acquaintances into either mirroring selfobjects 

or idealizing selfobjects. I do, however, believe that 
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biographical evidence supports such a classification for 

soma of his relationships. In fact, this approach helps 

explain Shelley's need for two simultaneous intimacies 

rather than just one. Such narcissistic needs also caused 

Shelley to move from one relationship to another, searching 

for empathic bonding for his fragmented self. 

Once Harriet had a child, it is possible that she 

became more interested in serving as a mirroring selfobject 

for her child rather than for Shelley. In addition, the 

continual presence of her sister created dissension in the 

Shelley household because Eliza Westbrook was more 

interested in Harriet's welfare than in Shelley's. At any 

rate, Shelley began to lose interest in maintaining his 

marriage. Instead, he focused his attentions on Mary 

Godwin. While Shelley's relationship with Mary is certainly 

one of intriguing complexity, I believe that, initially at 

least, Shelley was attracted to Mary in much the same way 

that he was attracted to her father and mother--as an 

idealized selfobject. As Chessick explains, ideal-hungry 

"personalities are forever in search of others whom they can 

respect and admire for various idealized traits such as 
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prestige, power, beauty, intelligence, or moral or 

philosophical stature" (184). 

Shelley was acquainted with the writings of both 

William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft before he ever met 

either Godwin or his daughter. No doubt Mary Godwin was a 

remarkable woman--intelligent, beautiful, and talented. 

Shelley, however, must have been tempted to see her as an 

embodiment of all his idealizations. Such a fantasy might 

have worked through a long distance correspondence (as it 

did at least temporarily with Hitchener and William Godwin), 

but marriage is not an ideal situation for either party, 

especially when the woman is pregnant most of the time. 

Like Mary, Claire also seemed to embody androgynous 

characteristics. Brown describes her as "clever, witty, 

good at languages, and intellectually aggressive," a woman 

Shelley admired for her "masculine courage, her tough-minded 

independence, her fiery scorn of worldly opinion, and her 

indomitable spirit" (16 9). Although Mary and Claire may 

have been friendly in the beginning, Mary soon began to 

resent Claire's continual presence, especially when Shelley 

seemed to invest so much time caretaking Claire and Allegra 

at the expense of his own wife and child.^ 
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Likewise, as Mary became more human in Shelley's eyes, 

she no longer fulfilled the role of idealized selfobject. 

Simultaneously, she began becoming more involved with the 

births (and deaths) of her children. Eventually, the 

marriage seemed destined for failure. Shelley found 

temporary replacements to fill her role. He certainly 

viewed Byron as an idealized selfobject for awhile, as he 

did Teresa Viviani and Jane Williams. In fact, Shelley's 

entire life appears to revolve around the need for 

connections with other people. He is the epitome of Kohut's 

Tragic Man,^ and Shelley expresses this sense of 

fragmentation in his works. 

Many of his characters seem to suffer from 

disintegration anxiety. As a result, they also seek 

affirmation from selfobjects. In fact, many of these same 

works were written during a time that Shelley was 

associating with one of the actual selfobjects mentioned 

above. As Ernest Wolf explains, 

the fragile self, experiencing sometimes more, 
sometimes less fragmentation anxiety, comes in to 
search for those needed responses from mirroring 
and idealized selfobjects which will enhance its 
structural cohesion, its boundaries, its vigor. 
Strengthened by such an appropriately sustaining 
selfobject ambience, the self will begin to 



168 

experience an amelioration of anxiety or of 
depression, and, perhaps, renewed energy for daily 
tasks. (qtd. in Stepansky and Goldberg 143) 

Kohut supports this idea when he examines the relationship 

between creativity and selfobject relationships: 

[Some creative minds] during the period of their 
most daring creativity will choose a person in the 
environment whom they can see as all-powerful, a 
figure with whom they can temporarily blend 
. . . [in order to] obtain strength from an 
idealized object (resembling an idealizing 
transference). (192) 

Since many of Shelley's selfobjects were women, his creative 

efforts often reflect a tendency to depict feminine 

characteristics. What makes Shelley especially appropriate 

to my study is his interest in establishing value for these 

feminine traits. Shelley attempted to express the point 

that I have been making throughout this paper: Masculine 

traits are not restricted to men, and feminine traits are 

not restricted to women. Furthermore, Shelley recognized 

that both had value and admired their expression regardless 

of the gender of the person. In fact, Nathaniel Brown 

claims that 

of all the major imaginative writers in the 
language, male or female, [Shelley] remains to 
this day the most eloquent advocate of woman's 
overriding human right, the opportunity to develop 
her personality with the same freedom as the male. 
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He also holds the distinction of being its first 
major advocate in literature. (165) 

Nevertheless, because the feminine was often degraded 

by conventional society, Shelley seemed more intent on 

exploring this facet of his psyche than he was in pursuing 

political liberation for women. Besides, as Stephen 

Behrendt explains, "Shelley was deeply committed to women's 

rights, but smart enough to adhere to a policy of 

gradualism--especially since he was writing for a male 

audience" (31) . 

His idealized selfobject often had feminine qualities 

because he was aware that restricting certain personality 

traits to one gender or the other results in a fragmented 

self-image. Shelley himself has often been described as 

effeminate, as if it were some sort of insult. Part of my 

purpose in this paper is to show that being "effeminate" is 

not cause for a moral judgment on a man or a woman. Unlike 

many of Shelley's critics, I see no need to rescue him from 

this supposedly negative adjective by stressing or 

highlighting his masculine qualities.^ Rather, I believe 

Shelley's genius can be attributed to his exploration of his 

feminine characteristics. At the same time, I see no reason 
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to condemn Shelley for "usurping" or "cannibalizing" the 

feminine. Again, I believe self-cohesion can best be 

achieved by exploring both our masculine and feminine 

characteristics, rather than trying to limit ourselves to 

one or the other because of our biological make-up. 

Perhaps one reason we see this search for the idealized 

imago throughout much of Shelley's work is because he never 

really found an audience. Because of its political agenda, 

much of his work targets a specific audience, an audience 

who could empathize with his ideas and perhaps react in a 

socially conscious way. Behrendt believes that Shelley's 

"objective is less to impose his own view upon his audience 

than to kindle in that audience its own capacity for vision" 

(105). However, after the post-French Revolution horrors, 

the political atmosphere in England was not conducive to 

Shelley's liberal ideas. Of course, Shelley did not 

experience this transition first-hand as Wordsworth, 

Coleridge, and Southey did. Therefore, he had difficulty 

understanding their position as is illustrated in "To 

Wordsworth,"' a sonnet in which Shelley praises the younger 

Wordsworth but criticizes the older one.- Even some younger 

poets such as Keats did not seek Shelley's influence or 
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advice. Shelleys publisher often resisted and sometimes 

refused to print his works. There were some like-minded 

individuals--Hogg, Mary, Hunt, Byron--but these were a poor 

consolation for Shelley when he compared his audience with 

someone like Byron's. 

We see Shelley exploring these themes in one of his 

earlier poems, Alastor. The poem describes a quest for an 

ideal image that includes both masculine and feminine 

traits. The main figure is a poet whose own androgynous 

sensibilities have caused a detachment from the rest of 

humanity, resulting in a sense of alienation, isolation, and 

loss of self. Many critics try to impose a sense of unity 

and structure on the poem.^ The Poet, however, is not 

"unified"; he is fragmented. The preface explains that the 

youth is an allegorical figure who represents "uncorrupted 

feelings and adventurous genius," "an imagination inflamed 

and purified" with all that is "excellent and majestic." 

Without "intercourse with an intelligence similar to 

itself. " however, the youth cannot be satisfied. 

Unfortunately, the youth seeks a single image that 

encompasses everything "wonderful, or wise, or beautiful, 

which the poet, the philosopher, or the lover could 
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depicture." Rather than reaching out to various human 

beings who could each provide these various qualities, the 

youth tries to find one entity. By rejecting or refusing 

the help of people around him, the poet's "self-centred 

seclusion" leads to his "speedy ruin." 

The preface does not completely condemn the effort, 

however. The youth's quest for perfection is certainly 

preferable to those "meaner spirits" who "loving nothing on 

this earth, and cherishing no hopes beyond, yet keep aloof 

from sympathies with their kind." Their destiny is more 

"abject and inglorious as their delinquency is more 

contemptible and pernicious." These "unforeseeing 

multitudes" are "selfish, blind, and torpid" and constitute 

"the lasting misery and loneliness of the world." On the 

other hand, those who are, like the youth, "pure and tender

hearted, " must be admired and respected for the "intensity 

and passion of their search." They perish only because 

their quest is doomed if they attempt it without the 

empathic connection with another human, a connection which 

Kohut insists can be achieved through selfobjects. 

Some critics seem to posit an either-or, black or white 

mentality on the preface. I agree with Evan K. Gibson that 
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Shelley is "not discussing all humanity, but only the 

loveless ones" (549). The preface does not insist that all 

people or even all poets are either like the youth or like 

the unforeseeing multitudes. The preface only states that 

"among those who attempt to exist without human sympathy," 

some will be doomed to burn out quickly and others will 

linger, waiting for a slow death and a miserable grave. 

Such a prophecy does not exclude other possibilities, such 

as those who do exist with human sympathy. As Gibson 

explains, the youth fails in his quest because he attempts 

"to find the 'communities of love' without a personal bond 

or kinship with mankind. This was the vacancy of spirit in 

which he perished" (549). 

Likewise, the title of the poem should not be limited 

to the interpretation of such an unreliable biographer as 

Thomas Love Peacock. Peacock claims that "the Greek word 

Alastor is an evil genius. . . . The poem treated the spirit 

of solitude as a spirit of evil" (qtd. in C. Baker 54). 

Carlos Baker, however, insists that "Shelley's poem does not 

represent 'solitude' as 'evil' (54). Perhaps "Alastor" 

means "spirit of solitude," just as the title says. 
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Solitude is neither good nor evil in the poem. It is simply 

insufficient. 

The narrator of the poem also appears to deny the need 

of human companionship. Some critics have suggested that, 

in fact, the narrator is a prototype for Wordsworth or other 

pantheistic nature worshipers like him. As the narrator 

addresses the "Mother of this unfathomable world," he says: 

"I have loved / Thee ever, and thee only" (18-20). He longs 

for a messenger "to render up the tale / Of what we are" 

(28-29), but "ne'er yet / Thou hast unveil'd thy inmost 

sanctuary" (37-38). I fail to see, though, why this 

narrator must be seen in a negative light or as an ironic, 

self-satisfied voice pitted against the youth. Perhaps the 

narrator, like Shelley, is an atheist. In that case, he 

would not invoke the help of a traditional muse--either 

classical or Christian. Instead, he appeals to the elements 

of nature to help him communicate with people. After all, 

the narrator closes by asking that his poem will "modulate" 

not only with the air, forest, and sea, but also with the 

"voice of living beings" and the "deep heart of man" (46-

49) . 
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As the narrator begins his tale, he describes the Poet 

in androgynous terms. The Poet is lovely and gentle (55, 

58), with a sweet and passionate voice (61, 81), wild eyes 

(63), an innocuous hand (101) and a graceful demeanor (106). 

Likewise, he is brave and generous (58), fearless (79), and 

wandering (106) . He learns the lessons of science and the 

natural world (67-106) as well as the lessons of ancient 

civilizations (106-28). However, he fails to notice the 

lessons of humanity as the short section on the Arab maiden 

illustrates (129-39) . She offers nourishment for the body 

as well as for the libido (as her "panting" would indicate); 

yet, the Poet ignores her advances and wanders on. Instead, 

he dreams of a veiled maiden who seems to embody all of his 

hopes and idealized visions. 

Carlos Baker believes this vision began in Alastor and 

continued as one of the major themes in Shelley's later 

poetry: "The most quixotic dreamer is preferable, if he 

hurls himself at a vision with passionate intensity, to 

those who wither up in loveless lethargy" (60). The pursuit 

of this vision corresponds to the psyche-epipsyche strategy 

where the "mind (psyche) imaginatively creates or envisions 

what it does not have (epipsyche), and then seeks to possess 
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epipsyche, to move toward it as a goal" (C. Baker 61) . 

Carlos Baker explains that this "Shelleyan nympholepsy 

appears to signify the fulfillment or rounding out of the 

unfinished self. It is a version of that longing for 

completeness" (62). 

Other critics associate this dream vision with the 

figure of the anima. ̂° This, however, is another example 

where Jungian terminology only reinforces patriarchal 

conditioning. The anima is supposed to be complementary to 

the character of the persona. The anima usually "contains 

all those common human qualities which the conscious 

attitude lacks. . . . If the persona is intellectual, the 

anima will quite certainly be sentimental" (qtd. in Storr 

101). Jung uses this example to illustrate his point: 

"This explains why it is just those very virile men who are 

most subject to characteristic weaknesses; their attitude to 

the unconscious has a womanish weakness and 

impressionability" (qtd. in Storr 101-02). Although this 

description begins logically by labeling repressed 

characteristics as "human qualities," Jung's example 

identifies the anima with "a womanish weakness," clearly 

associating weakness with women. Shelley's veiled maiden, 
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on the other hand, appears to embody all the characteristics 

that the Poet finds ideal and excellent--both feminine and 

masculine characteristics. In this case, she does not 

correspond to Jung's definition of an anima figure. 

Instead, she resembles the idealized imago that Kohut 

describes. The sexual union between the Poet and the maiden 

also corresponds to an expression of narcissistic 

transference. 

The sexual imagery of lines 172-91 seems consistent 

with Kohut's view that creative artists often invest their 

works "with a specific form of narcissistic libido" (114). 

The Poet says that "Her voice is like the voice of his own 

soul" (153), that her thoughts were "Thoughts the most dear 

to him" (161), and that, like him, she was "Herself a poet" 

(161) . Similarly, Kohut claims that narcissism and 

creativity are closely related because 

in certain respects, the artist's attitude to his 
work is similar to that of the fetishist toward 
the fetish . . . that, for the creator, the work 
is a transitional object and that it is invested 
with transitional narcissistic libido. Tha 
fetishist's attachment to the fetish has the 
intensity of an addiction, a fact which is a 
manifestation not of object love but of a fixation 
on an early object that is experienced as part of 
the self. Creative artists, and scientists, may 
be attached to their work with the intensity of an 



178 

addiction, and they try to control and shape it 
with forces and for purposes which belong to [a] 
narcissistically experienced world. They are 
attempting to re-create a perfection which 
formerly was directly an attribute of their own. 
(114-15) 

Similarly, the Poet fails to see that this vision is only a 

fleeting shade (206), a part of his narcissistic world, a 

re-creation of his own idealized self: "His wan eyes / Gaze 

on the empty scene as vacantly / As ocean's moon looks on 

the moon in heaven" (200-02). Despite his "vision," he is 

still alone. Again he begins his wanderings, and again he 

fails to reciprocate the human kindness and sympathy offered 

by the cottagers (254-71). Instead, he despairs because 

despite his self-perceived superiority, he is not happy 

(275-90) . Death seems preferable to such a life; therefore, 

when he sees a stranded boat near the shore, he leaps in it, 

embarking to "meet long Death on the drear ocean's waste; / 

For well he knew that mighty Shadow loves / The slimy 

caverns of the populous deep" (305-07). 

His journey down the river then simulates his libidinal 

dream with images of snakes, foam, whirlpools, and spray 

accompanying him to the cavern nested between "crags closed 

round with black and jagged arms" (359), a cavern which 
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"Yawned, and amid its slant and winding depths / Ingulphed 

the rushing sea" (364-65) . Afterward, the "shuddering" boat 

finds a "smooth spot / Of glassy quiet" (392-93). At this 

point, the Poet has another chance to escape his 

narcissistic world, represented by the narcissus flowers 

gazing "on their own drooping eyes" (407). He can break 

their gaze by picking them and adorning his hair, "But on 

his heart its solitude returned, / And he forbore" (414-15) . 

Instead, he begins his journey through the dark, deep 

forest, pausing to gaze at his own image which now reflects 

death: 

His eyes beheld 
Their own wan light through the reflected lines 
Of his thin hair, distinct in the dark depth 
Of that still fountain; as the human heart, 
Gazing in dreams over the gloomy grave. 
Sees its own treacherous likeness there. (469-74) 

His death is unnoticed and unmourned: "a dream / Of youth, 

which night and time have quenched for ever, / Still, dark, 

and dry, and unremembered now" (670-71) . 

The narrator regrets the Poet's death; however, he 

admires the noble pursuit of an ideal vision and admits that 

earthly endeavors at art and eloquence are "frail and vain" 

compared to this "surpassing Spirit" (710-11, 714). In 
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Al^gtor. Shelley did not usurp or cannibalize the feminine; 

instead, he shows the tragedy of a culture which tries to 

separate people into either a feminine category or a 

masculine one, creating a sense of fragmentation and 

alienation. 1" In this sense Shelley anticipates social 

constructionists who agree that men and women are different, 

but they say that these differences are a product of social 

institutions rather than biologically determined. As 

Demaris Wehr explains, "To identify certain personality 

traits as innately masculine or feminine . . . legitimates 

the universality of male dominance" (9-10) . In fact, such 

validation of the "'innate difference school'" . . . will 

simply reify differences between the sexes and will 

ultimately be used in the way it always has been, to 

discredit women" (Wehr 10). 

Like Blake, though, Shelley did not validate the idea 

that men and women must innately possess gender specific 

personality traits. In Prometheus Unbound. Shelley explores 

some of the androgynous concepts that we see in Blake's 

prophecies. M. H. Abrams claims that Prometheus Unbounr̂  is 

Shelley's most successful effort on the theme of "the human 

need for love to fulfill what is incomplete and to 
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reintegrate what has been divided" (596) . Abrams goes on to 

argue that the poem is a "psycho-drama of the reintegration 

of the split personality by that annihilation of selfhood 

which converts divisive hate into affillative love" and that 

"by substituting compassion for hate Prometheus, although 

unknowingly, has released his feminine complement, the full 

power of love, from her long exile" (599-600). Shelley is 

not usurping the feminine here; instead, he is liberating it 

and giving it value--for both women and men. Abrams labels 

Asia as Prometheus' alter ego (600); therefore, the 

"condition of a reintegrated humanity is signified by the 

reunion of Prometheus and Asia, which is exactly 

simultaneous with the annihilation of Jupiter (602) . D.J. 

Hughes believes that Asia's 

continued surrender is proof of her capacity to be 
the vehicle of the transforming power of love in 
the poem. The 'meekness' in which she will find 
strength is the putting off of Blakean-Shelleyan 
Selfhood, the abandonment of the narrowly-ordering 
ego that finds forms completed, static, 
mechanical. (615) 

Ross Woodman, on the other hand, sees Shelley's androgyne as 

a masculine entity which has simply united with his feminine 

soul. This "vision of a selfsustaining cosmos revolving in 

an ecstasy of love for itself" reveals the "solipsistic 
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dangers inherent in his androgynous vision" (247). I do 

not agree, though, that Shelley was advocating self-

sufficiency to the exclusion of other people. In fact, he 

had already demonstrated in Alastor that such an existence 

would only lead to self-destruction. Rather, the characters 

in Prometheus Unbound recognize the fallacy inherent in 

stable notions of gender identity and, instead, reach a new 

understanding of one another based on similarities rather 

than differences. 

Consistent with his Romantic counterparts, Shelley 

often preferred a remote setting to a contemporary one. Like 

Blake and Coleridge, Shelley wanted his readers to free 

themselves, at least temporarily, from their current value 

systems and explore an alternative situation. In the case 

of Prometheus Unbound. Shelley moves into the mythic realm 

in order to explain one of the causes for fragmentation in 

the human psyche. As the poem open in medias res, 

Prometheus is regressing, trying to understand why he has 

suffered from fragmentation. Christine Gallant believes 

that this movement back in time is similar to Jung's concept 

of regression: 
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Jung saw regression as the other side of 
progression, with both processes calling out the 
psychic energy that can revitalise the self. 
Progression involves adaptation to the outer 
world, while regression is concerned with the 
inner world and the significance to it of one's 
memory-images; and each process becomes necessary 
in a complementary way for individuation. 
(Shelley's 73) 

Gallant argues that Shelley also wants his readers to 

regress, especially in Acts I-III. She claims that the 

"rich and gorgeous" imagery in the poem is meant to confuse 

our analytical processes: "If we let ourselves respond to 

[these images] by imagining their sights, odours, musical 

sounds and tactile caresses, then our rational ordering of 

categories gets blurred and unimportant"; as a result, we 

can regress into a childlike "delight in the world we know" 

(Shelley's 82). 

I believe this regression also encourages us to forget 

our strict divisions of gender identity, creating an 

androgynous atmosphere. In light of recent criticism, 

however, some readers may also resist the concept of 

androgyny. Some critics fear that promoting an androgynous 

self-image will either eliminate women's identity altogether 

or create separate societies based on gender. ̂-̂  Of course, 

others fear that encouraging or acknowledging our 
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androgynous capabilities will promote a society of 

homosexuals. "3 j agree that deconstructing gender 

identities might also deconstruct barriers against 

homosexual lifestyles, but I hardly think that trying to 

eliminate prejudice against one group of people will 

suddenly create homosexual identities for people who did not 

have them already. Likewise, I agree that encouraging men 

to identify and recognize their feminine traits might cause 

some women to feel threatened. Removing the bias against 

feminine traits, however, might also remove the bias against 

women. At the same time, if we admit that men can be 

androgynous, then we can admit that women can be 

androgynous. 

In his preface to the poem, Shelley insists that 

poetical abstractions are beautiful and new, not 
because the portions of which they are composed 
had no previous existence in the mind of man or in 
nature, but because the whole produced by their 
combination has some intelligible and beautiful 
analogy with those sources of emotion and thought, 
and with the contemporary condition of them. 

In other words, the Poet encourages the reader to return to 

a "previous existence in the mind," to recapture that which 

has been forgotten. Shelley claims in the preface that his 

purpose is to familiarize readers with "the genuine elements 
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of human society." As he illustrates in Prometheus Unbound. 

these elements are both masculine and feminine in nature. 

In Act I, Shelley portrays Prometheus as bound in time 

and space--miserable and solitary. After timeless 

suffering, Prometheus no longer harbors hatred for his 

oppressor, and, instead, stoically endures his fate: "pain, 

pain ever, forever! / No change, no pause, no hope 1" (I. 23-

24) . Yet, he realizes that it was his curse that separated 

him from Asia (I. 123) and condemned him to this unending 

torture; his only desire now is to hear those words again. 

Significantly, although these words are responsible for his 

misery, he cannot even recall them. The words are all 

powerful but no longer have any meaning. Appropriately, 

these meaningless words are repeated not by Prometheus or 

even by Jupiter, but instead by a phantasm of Jupiter, "a 

frail and empty phantom" (I. 241). Tilottama Rajan 

believes that such a dramatic device is used to "remove from 

those words the ability to affect the real world that comes 

from r.heir being centered in a self who speaks them and to 

whom they belong" (322). 

On the other hand, Prometheus refuses to utter the 

words that would set him free. These words, too, seem to 
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wield tremendous power, but Prometheus claims that talk is 

vain (1.431). In fact, Prometheus admits that his suffering 

is part of his own making: "Yet am I king over myself, and 

rule / The torturing and conflicting throngs within" (1.491-

92). While the furies torment him with visions of all that 

is corrupt in the world, the consoling spirits remind him 

that "Wisdom, Justice, Love and Peace" also struggle to be 

heard (1.796-87). Yet, as long as Prometheus clings to a 

masculine will, he is held prisoner by it. As David B. 

Pirie states, Prometheus can only liberate himself by 

redefining words. He cannot empty his head of the 
vocabulary in which he thinks. He can only alter 
its implications. Some of the terms by which he 
is still bound gained their power in the past and 
now lurk only in his unconscious. (89) 

He must recall the words and change their original meaning 

because the language of Jupiter only translates into 

repression, control, and appropriation. 

Once Prometheus refuses to struggle against Jupiter, 

Jupiter becomes impotent because his power is no longer 

validated. Simultaneously, Asia's power is activated, and 

she can release the Demogorgon to complete the overthrow of 

Jupiter. This birth of a new world order brings with it a 
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new way of speaking. Prometheus envisions the future in 

this way: 

We will entangle buds and flowers, and beams 
Which twinkle on the fountain's brim, and make 
Strange combinations out of common things 
Like human babes in their brief innocence; 
And we will search, with looks and words of love 
For hidden thoughts each lovelier than the last. 
Our unexhausted spirits, and like lutes 
Touched by the skill of the enamoured wind. 
Weave harmonies divine, yet ever new. 
From difference sweet where discord cannot be. 
(III. 30-39) 

In this world, differences still exist, but they are 

harmonious and sweet rather than discordant and disruptive. 

As Barbara Gelpi explains, 

the image replacing [Jupiter's language] carries 
the infant's polymorphous perversity over into an 
eroticism at the heart of language: pleasure in 
exploring the Other's difference and pleasure in 
finding a shared means of understanding and 
communicating difference makes speech not the 
inscription of the dominant on the enslaved but 
the constant rediscovery through language of the 
inexhaustible potential in all common yet unique 
experience. (248) 

Shelley's revolution is one of androgynous liberation from a 

fragmented gender-restrictive ego. Ross Woodman believes 

that this liberation is one of passive release rather than 

aggressive domination: 

[The poet cannot] dissolve the male image of 
divinity by cursing it or otherwise struggling 
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against it as Prometheus had done. . . . He must 
instead, withdraw completely from his own limited 
maleness to permit the unknown female to assume 
control. (227) 

^^^^^^^ Prometheus Unhnnnrj is set in the mythic realm, 

it depicts what could happen; the poem is fluid, changing, 

full of possibilities. On the other hand. The Cenci is 

based on biographical fact and depicts what has happened and 

is happening. As Shelley states in his dedication to the 

play, "Those writings which I have hitherto published, have 

been little else than visions . . . dreams of what ought to 

be, or may. The drama which I now present to you is a sad 

reality." Therefore, the attempt to merge masculine and 

feminine traits fails miserably because Beatrice's culture 

is static, fragmented, void of hope. The setting and the 

plot, even the characters are really quite similar in 

Prometheus Unbound and The Cenci. Although the setting 

moves from place to place, it does not really seem to affect 

the action so much as reflect the action. The plot involves 

two main characters pitted against one another, with minor 

characters as either foils or complements. The two main 

characters are divided into antagonist and protagonist. The 

main difference is the protagonist. In Prometheus Unbound 
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the protagonist is male; in The Cenci . the protagonist is 

female--hence, the very different outcome at the end of the 

stories. Prometheus can successfully challenge patriarchal 

authority and, with the help of his female companions, 

establish a new world order. Beatrice, on the other hand, 

fails with each successive challenge. Even her initial 

success (the murder of her father) appears to lead only to 

eternal suffering and torment. 

In a world free from legal, religious, and gender 

restraints, a hero might successfully challenge the power 

structure; however, in Beatrice's world, that challenge is 

met with rape, deceit, complicity, imprisonment, and 

torture. The Cenci is a political play, a microcosm which 

shows the consequences of a patriarchal hierarchy. Like 

Prometheus, Beatrice at first tries to deny her complicity 

in her situation. But the difference between the two 

protagonists--the reason Beatrice is tragic while Prometheus 

is not--is that Beatrice plays into the hands of the power 

structure. Prometheus rejects Jupiter, but Beatrice 

emulates her father because she has no other effective role 

model. The only other female figure, Lucretia, accepts her 

powerlessness. The other male figures are ineffective. 
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either because they are deceitful like Orsino, absent like 

her brothers, or unable to act like the murderers. In a 

society where brute strength rules, Beatrice must either 

remain passive or act. Since she cannot compete with the 

Count physically, cannot control his actions legally, cannot 

condemn his actions religiously, she sees no other way of 

protecting herself than by killing him--the same action he 

takes against his enemies. In fact, this theme of revenge 

permeates the play and its characters. In the preface, 

Shelley warns that "revenge, retaliation, atonement, are 

pernicious mistakes" and lead to the tragic fate of 

Beatrice. Not only does Beatrice seek revenge, but all of 

the characters condemned to die during the play are also 

motivated by revenge. 

Count Cenci, as the hideously evil villain, is consumed 

with the idea of revenge. He admits that in his younger 

days "lust was sweeter than/revenge," but that now nothing 

delights him more than torturing other people (I.i.98) . He 

believes that all "men enjoy revenge" (I.i.78), but 

apparently he enjoys it the most because he suffers "no 

remorse and little fear" (I.i.84). Cenci's boastful 

attitude is justified because he has the political power to 
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finagle his way out of any crimes he chooses to commit. At 

the banquet when some of the guests threaten him, Cenci 

quickly suppresses them when he utters these words: 

"Beware! For my revenge / Is as the sealed commission of a 

king / That kills, and none dare name the murderer" 

(I.iii.96-98) . 

We see the malicious desire for revenge when he decides 

to vent his rage against Beatrice because of her behavior at 

the banquet. He plans a fate worse than death to crush this 

"painted viper" (I.iii.l65). Cenci compares the 

contemplation of his evil incestuous plan to men who "sit 

shivering on the dewy bank, / And try the chill stream with 

their feet; once in . . . / How the delighted spirit pants 

for joy!" (II.i.127-28) . And, as if incest were not enough, 

Cenci delivers over thirty-six lines of vile curses against 

Beatrice and then graphically describes its effect on him: 

"My blood is running up and down my veins; / A fearful 

pleasure makes it prick and tingle: /. . .My heart is 

beating with an expectation / Of horrid joy" (IV.1.163-

64,166-67) . 

Unlike Cenci, who represents the epitome of patriarchal 

power gone mad, the other characters must learn how to 
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appropriate power before they can take revenge. For 

example, Lucretia has difficulty extending her vision beyond 

the laws by which she is governed. Early in the play, she 

is incapable of even conceiving revenge. She cannot imagine 

Bernardo taking any action against Cenci except to shed a 

few tears: "Alas? Poor boy, what else could'st thou have 

done?" (Il.i.ll). When Cenci accuses her of seeking revenge 

against him, she honestly pleads with him: "I never thought 

the things you charge me with! (II. 1.149) . She also refuses 

to believe that Beatrice has evil intentions: "I knew not 

aught that Beatrice designed; / Nor do I think she designed 

any thing" (II.ii.159-60). Similarly, after Orsino 

convinces Lucretia that it is their duty (not God's) to take 

revenge, she immediately fears the consequences: "For the 

jealous laws / Would punish us with death and infamy" 

(III.i.229-30) . She finally agrees to the plan; 

nevertheless, she suffers guilt and remorse for her part in 

the conspiracy. Before the murder, she tries to persuade 

Cenci to repent of his sins because she does not want him 

"to die without confession!" (IV.11.12). Even after the 

murder, Lucretia flounders in a nervous confusion. 
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Giacomo reacts to the demand for revenge much like his 

stepmother does. Although he can imagine taking revenge, he 

can neither voice his opinion nor act upon it. When Orsino 

questions him, Giacomo admits that "the unwilling brain / 

Feigns often what it would not; and we trust / Imagination 

with such phantasies / As the tongue dares not fashion into 

words" (II.ii.83-85) . As Giacomo suffers more injustices at 

the hands of his father and his resolve strengthens, he 

tries to rationalize his murderous plans for revenge: "God 

can understand and pardon" (III.1.296). Nevertheless, 

Giacomo still doubts that revenge will be sanctioned: "That 

word parricide, / Although I am resolved, haunts me like 

fear" (III.i.340-41). After he hears of the wrongs 

perpetrated on Beatrice, he claims that she is an even "more 

unblamed avenger" than himself and purports to stab Cenci as 

soon as he enters the door (III.1.365, 374). Yet, on the 

night of the proposed murder, Giacomo is "still doubting if 

that deed / Be just which is most necessary" (III.ii.7-8). 

After the first assassination attempt fails, Giacomo 

promises that if the next one fails, he will murder Cenci 

himself (III.ii.88-89); however, like his stepmother, 

Giacomo experiences instant regret after Cenci dies: "0, 
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that the vain remorse which must chastise / Crimes done, had 

but as loud a voice to warn / As its keen sting is mortal to 

avenge!" (V.i.2-4). 

Even the assassins vacillate between their resolve and 

their repugnance. Both have motives to murder Cenci--Olimio 

was "degraded from his post" and Marzio was deprived of a 

"reward of blood" (III.11.64, 66). Nevertheless, we sense 

that they are whistling in the dark when they reassure one 

another that their paleness is caused by hate rather than 

fear (IV.ii.17-28). In fact, they cannot murder Cenci until 

Beatrice berates them and shames them into action 

(IV.ill.23-35). 

Beatrice, as the tragic heroine, is the only other 

character besides the Count himself who truly believes that 

her revenge is justified. In fact, Beatrice never hesitates 

or questions her motivation for revenge. She first 

conceives of revenge when she learns that Cenci has murdered 

her two brothers, but she imagines that they will perform 

the deed. She warns Cenci, "Haste, hide thyself, lest with 

avenging looks / My brothers' ghosts should hunt thee from 

thy seat!" (I.ill.152-54). After Cenci rapes her, Beatrice 

recognizes that "something must be done; /. . . something 
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which shall make / The thing that I have suffered but a 

shadow / In the dread lightning which avenges it" (III.1.8 7-

90). With Lucretia's hesitant approval and Orsino's 

encouragement, Beatrice claims that Cenci's murder is "What 

is right" (III.i.221). Throughout the remainder of the play 

her resolve never wavers. She calls the unsuccessful 

assassins "conscience-stricken cravens" and chides them for 

having "baby hearts" instead of "quick and bold" steps like 

hers (IV.ii.39-40, 43). She tries to assuage Lucretia by 

telling her not to be afraid of "What may be done, but what 

is left undone" (IV.ill.6). Unlike the other guilty 

parties, she never feels regret for her father's death. She 

fears her death only because she is afraid that her father's 

ghost will haunt and torment her throughout eternity. 

As despicable as Orsino is, Shelley allows him to 

escape death because his dirty deeds are not motivated by 

revenge. Rather, Orsino is motivated by avarice and self-

preservation. He plants the seeds of revenge, encourages 

faltering resolve, plans the murders (while carefully 

protecting himself), and hires both sets of assassins. In 

addition, he cold-bloodedly sacrifices Giacomo to save his 

own skin; yet, the only punishment he might endure is a 
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sense of guilt: "Oh, I fear / That what is past will never 

let me rest!" (V.i.94). Still, Orsino is a survivor while 

the others are not because he has learned how to manipulate 

the system. 

Shelley takes the fate of the woman in a patriarchal 

society to its limits in The Cenci. showing how such a 

structure encourages the abuse of power against the 

oppressed. Such a reading results in a new, concrete 

understanding of the consequences of fragmentation and 

prompts the reader to challenge such a flawed structure. As 

Roland Duerksen explains. 

The responsibility of the individual mind is 
enormous, but so are the rewards of the mind's 
freedom from codified and imposed values. Having 
come to the realization that ultimate truth from 
some outside source is not available, the sceptic 
is left to his own mental resources. Shelley 
finds this to be an exhilarating challenge to the 
improvement of the human condition. (5) 

The dramatic action encourages the audience to 

empathize with Beatrice. In fact, Shelley claims in the 

preface to the play that his purpose in Th^ Cgnci is to 

teach the "human heart, through its sympathies and 

antipathies the knowledge of itself" (240). Jean Hall 

explains that Shelley's remarks "suggest that self-knowledge 
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arises from a position of simultaneous identification and 

distance, a vantage point provided by dramatic transactions" 

(340) . In addition, Duerksen believes that "The Cenci is 

another work in which Shelley suggests that, if the mind 

would but exert its imaginative potential, the subjection to 

systems of power and calculation could be broken" (24). 

Beatrice's rape (which is never actually named) is not 

just a physical act; it infects her very essence and, for 

the empathic reader, the essence of the audience. The Count 

wants Beatrice to admit defeat, to succumb to his power. 

Therefore, rather than just kill her, he rapes her, knowing 

that this action will make her suffer the most. As he 

predicted, she feels poisoned and polluted. This incestuous 

violation generated criticism from Shelley's 

contemporaries.^^ Although incestuous rape is a sensitive 

subject in any age, especially for the stage, Shelley, in 

his ever optimistic and idealistic way, hoped that the play 

would have great appeal for a general audience. 

Unfortunately, he misjudged the reading public. Many 

people, even today, do not want to be confronted with the 

physical and psychological damage that rape causes, 

especially when the perpetrator of that rape is the victim's 
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father. However, The Cenci is not just an indictment of 

child abuse; it is also an indictment of a power structure 

that allows such abuse to continue. Stuart Curran 

emphasizes that 

the vain pleas to the Pope, the helpless 
submission to Cenci's torture, the fear of 
transgressing traditional forms even when they 
prove unjust: however the pattern may shift, it 
is always reinforced, underlined, clarified. (68) 

Shelley understood that by empathizing with the victim 

of such abuse, we are more likely to understand her 

desperate action. That such an approach could work has been 

illustrated in recent court cases where women have been 

absolved for refusing to remain a victim and instead taking 

defensive action against their abusers. At the same time, 

we are also encouraged to empathize with the Count, in an 

effort to understand his actions. Stuart Curran believes 

that The Cenci exposes the dangers of unquestioned 

authority: 

[Cenci's] incisive mind, uninhibited emotions, 
spirited religion, tenacity, resolution--all these 
admirably heroic qualities are at the service of a 
profound need to subject whatever person or object 
he touches to his domination. (79) 

The Count is no longer capable of sympathizing with other 

people because his "craving for power and the materials of 
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power necessarily alienates him from the world around him, 

separating him to such a degree that his identification is 

no longer with man, but with God" (Curran 81) . 

Obviously, in a society where women are often relegated 

to the status of property, then men can be persuaded to 

believe that they have complete jurisdiction over "their" 

women. Therefore, any woman (or man) who opposes the 

system, deserves to be controlled by whatever means 

necessary. Michael O'Neill suggests that The Cenci presents 

a system of "patriarchal tyranny . . .; Cenci, the Pope and 

God embody in triplicate form manifestations of the 

authoritative father," including the connection between 

sexual and political oppression (98). The Count is a 

product of such twisted mentality. According to Alan 

Weinberg, 

As a father, Cenci merely confirms the pattern of 
unquestioned authority invested in him by the 
structure of society. . . . He knows that his 
"authority" has divine and religious sanction and 
he does not fail to take advantage of it. (91) 

Likewise, John Murphy claims that "in a patriarchal society, 

the measure of fear and respect that a person like the count 

demands makes him a kind of hero" (155n). However, Gallant 

insists that "the Count is the projected fulfillment of 
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every paranoid fear of authority that Shelley, or anyone 

else, ever had. This is what power-hungry authority would 

do to the individual if it could" (Shelley's m ) . Empathy 

becomes a way to balance the power structure and begin a 

healing process for the oppressed. 

Demaris Wehr explains why so many people resist such a 

change: 

Sexism constitutes a world view; that is, it is a 
"lens" through which one views the world and its 
rightful order. That a lens may distort is not 
evident until the world it orders can be compared 
with the view through another lens--or through no 
lens. Women rely on the standard Western lens on 
the world nearly as much as men, since women, like 
men, have been socialized into acceptable behavior 
in this society. (14-15) 

In Prometheus Unbound. Shelley tries to create an 

alternative to such a mind set. The ending appears to 

promote the idea of androgyny. Prometheus and his three 

female companions will create a new world order where 

feminine and masculine characteristics exist side by side. 

In The Cenci. however, this androgynous ideal goes awry. 

When Beatrice r.ries to emulate the masculine aggressiveness 

and active planning of her father, doing God's will, the 

result is disastrous for her and all connected with her--men 

and women. Rather than being celebrated for ridding her 
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society of a consummate evil, she is executed for acting out 

her masculine impulses even in self-defense. Roland 

Duerksen believes that it is up to the audience to determine 

what they will do once they recognize their responsibility. 

The "audience's or reader's thinking about what Beatrice 

Cenci could or should have done will ultimately have an 

effect on the apparently invincible system" (27). 

Likewise, Hall believes that Beatrice is a character 

"who simultaneously compels audience sympathy and antipathy" 

because she is the "ideal with whom we identify," but she is 

also a "murderess--and more than a murderess, a parricide" 

(341) . Readers may find themselves reacting on several 

different planes, as Milton Wilson says the characters 

react: "The Cenci is a strangely disquieting vision of evil 

in which the characters peer into themselves and greet the 

depths which they discover with various degrees of horror, 

fascination, and acceptance" (qtd. in Murphy 154). Shelley 

wrote The Cenci in between Acts III and IV of Prometheus 

Unbound. He seems to be testing his idealized imago as it 

might play itself out in different situations, both in the 

mythic realm of Prometheus' magic cave and in the Gothic 

horrors of Cenci's castle. John Murphy explains: 
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The Romantic urge to break from the social, 
political, and philosophical restrictions of the 
eighteenth century needed some invention like the 
Gothic to probe levels of human experience. . . . 
The new freedom that the Gothic romance provided 
. . . distinctly bespeaks the psychological and 
imaginative energies current at the time. The 
energies directed themselves at every major 
institution, including those of marriage, the 
family, the church, the government, and class 
structure. . . . Shelley's vision, in prose and in 
poetry, is always man-centered, and the Gothic 
tradition, with its rich possibilities for 
presenting the ambiguities and struggles within 
man, becomes a major component of that vision. 
(185) 

Mary Shelley also examined these "ambiguities and struggles 

within man"; however, her vision exposes the ultimate fate 

of a society which clings too tenaciously to these 

patriarchal institutions. 
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Notes 

'For example, Crompton claims that Percy Shelley had 
never loved either Harriet Grove or Harriet Westbrook: "He 
had looked upon them solely as promising material to be 
moulded by himself into the ideal woman of his dreams" (42). 
Crompton adds that Shelley "treated women badly because he 
was incapable of accepting them as human beings with 
ordinary human feelings and failings" (284). Gelpi 
determines that 

Shelley's gender and his seniority gave him 
dominance, but the nature of his 'pranks' [in the 
nursery/schoolroom] suggest that he was an 
insecure, unappeasably vulnerable, and insidiously 
strong sibling rival, constantly striving in 
negative ways for attention that then focused 
negatively on him. For the mimetic Oedipal 
desirer strives not only to be--and so to erase--
the father but to be and simultaneously to wipe 
out all other rivals as well. (93) 

^O'Neill's book-length study of Percy Shelley focuses 
on "Shelley's search for and increasing despair of finding 
an appropriate audience" (4). O'Neill claims that Shelley's 
"most haunting poems tap a capacity for self-division and 
inner debate fed by the interaction of doubt and hope (12 0), 
and that on a personal level, Shelley's "sense of loneliness 
increases" as he grows older (126) . 

^Crompton explains that all his life Percy Shelley 
liked nothing better "than pouring out his ideas and 
precepts into the receptive ears of a spellbound woman 
disciple" (10) . 

"̂ Mellor describes the culmination of Mary's resentment 
toward Percy Shelley: 

[Mary] had come to suspect that in Percy's case 
[his goals] sometimes masked an emotional 
narcissism, an unwillingness to confront the 
origins of his own desires or the impact of his 
demands on those most dependent upon hiri. Percy's 
pressure on Mary, during the winter and spring of 
1814-15, to take Hogg as a lover despite her 
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sexual indifference to Hogg; his indifference to 
the death of Mary's first baby on March 7, 1815; 
his insistence on Claire's continuing presence in 
his household despite Mary's stated opposition--
all this had alerted Mary to a worrisome strain of 
selfishness in Percy' character, an egotism that 
too often rendered him an insensitive husband and 
an uncaring, irresponsible parent. (73) 

^Bouson explains that Kohut's Tragic Man and Woman 
suffer from shaky self-esteem, are prone to 
intense feelings of loneliness, rage, empty 
despair, and meaninglessness. They may be 
arrogant and ruthlessly manipulate others or 
obsessed with being perfect or clingingly 
dependent. They may assuage their intense 
loneliness or feelings of inadequacy with 
megalomaniac fantasies or harbor secret feelings 
that they are frauds, imposters. "Disintegration 
anxiety, " which Kohut defines as fear of the loss 
of the self, is their core anxiety. Self-
confirming attention from others--the empathic 
resonance that Kohut feels is central to self-
survival- -is one of their most compelling needs. 
(4) 

^Brown explains the fallacy inherent in those critics 
who try to defend Shelley's masculinity: 

No longer, in short, does Shelley stand convicted, 
as has traditionally been the case, for his 
womanishness, his maternalism, his emotionality, 
his airy fancifulness, his pacifism, his elevation 
of sentiment over sex, his dislike of obscenity 
and dirty jokes, in sum his general lack of 
conventional manly virility. Nor is he to be 
credited for these things only in an impractical 
sense, as the attributes of an other-worldly 
visitant who is too pure and spiritual for the 
crude realities of this world, in a masculinized 
version of the Victorian angel in the house. . . . 
[Instead he can be recognized] as the androgynous 
merging of masculine and feminine in a higher 
unity transcending patriarchal definitions of 
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gender. (225-26) 

•'All references are to the Norton Critical Edition of 
ghellgy'g Ppetry an^ Prose, edited by Donald H. Reiman and 
Sharon B. Powers. 

În the latter lines of the sonnet, Shelley laments 
what he views as Wordsworth's sellout to the establishment: 

Thou wert as a lone star, whose light did shine 
On some frail bark in winter's midnight roar: 
Thou hast like to a rock-built refuge stood 
Above the blind and battling multitude: 
In honoured poverty thy voice did weave 
Songs consecrate to truth and liberty,--
Deserting these, thou leavest me to grieve. 
Thus having been, that thou shouldst cease to be. 
(7-14) 

^Carlos Baker argues that 
in composing Alastor Shelley was attempting to 
dramatize a conflict of allegiance between what 
might be called the law for thing (natural law) 
and the law for man (the law of love). The 
general failure to see that this is the purpose of 
Shelley's second major work has resulted in a 
misapprehension of its meaning . . . [and] readers 
have regularly found difficulty in deciding what 
lesson was intended. (51-52) 

Baker claims that the "quest-motif is really the central 
motif in the poem" (53). 

'^Gallant believes that the dream maid is an anima 
figure: "The anima is created by a man's projection of the 
unacknowledged feminine side of his own nature onto a woman. 
. . . Everything about the Poet's dream-maid suggests that 
she is a projection of his own psyche" (ghelley' s 25) . 

'^Stimpson's definition of the androgyne closely 
parallels what Percy Shelley was working toward: 

The androgyne may be a psychological 
hermaphrodite. Whether female or male, biological 
women or biological man, the androgyne will behave 
as if it were both feminine and masculine. That 
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is, in thought, feeling, and action, the androgyne 
will flesh out those characteristics we have 
subsumed under the term "feminine" and those 
characteristics we have subsumed under the term 
"masculine." Dick will live as if he were Dick 
and Jane. Jane will live as if she were Jane and 
Dick. Both will be aggressive and receptive, 
strong and tender, rational and intuitive. (55) 

'^Parsons disagrees that we should reverse "phallic 
morality" and substitute a feminine one: "The notion of two 
separate moralities can result in a distortion of our full 
understanding of what morality is" (395). 

'^Stimpson explains that in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, 

the rise of a women's movement has inspired 
special fantasies about homosexuality. People 
assert that any man who is sympathetic to feminism 
must be a girlish male homosexual; that any woman 
who is sympathetic to feminism must be a mannish 
female homosexual. (56) 

'^Curran believes that the hyperbole in the 
contemporary negative reviews of The Cenci "indicates the 
power of what appeared to Shelley's contemporaries as a 
dangerously antisocial vision" (8). 



CHAPTER V 

MARY SHELLEY'S MONSTROUS PROPOSAL 

While her male contemporaries were experimenting with 

feminine and masculine characteristics through their 

fictional characters, Mary Shelley was also exploring the 

idea of gender specific character traits. Mary Shelley, 

however, examined these traits from the inside looking out 

rather than vice versa. This difference in perspective 

creates a different empathic connection for the reader. 

First, because she was a woman, her society expected to 

her to know already how to suppress her masculinity and to 

express feminine characteristics. That she might experience 

confusion about the requirements of her gender or that she 

might actively rebel against these requirements, was a 

reaction neither anticipated nor understood by most of her 

acquaintances. Elsie Michie insists that Mary Shelley "was 

excluded from a realm implicitly defined as masculine 

because she was imprisoned within a limiting definition of 

femininity" (4). Even the most radical of her coterie--

people such as Byron, Percy Shelley, and her father William 

Godwin--were not able to sympathize much less empathize with 
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her situation. Emily Sunstein suggests that like her mother 

before her, Mary encompassed "feminine looks and manner and 

'masculine' qualities" (58). Unfortunately, such a 

dichotomy was not typical for women in the nineteenth 

century; as a result, her female companions provided little 

support or understanding for Mary's particular viewpoint 

concerning gender-related characteristics. 

Second, Mary spent most of her life under the influence 

of one man or another, partly because of circumstance and 

partly because of choice. Mary was able to develop 

friendships with both men and women because her upbringing 

was not typically gender-specific. In fact, perhaps because 

of her close associations with the Romantic poets, Mary 

understood the possibility of transcendence even better than 

they: "If the poetical character transcends time and place, 

according to the Romantic ideal, then it should transcend 

gender as well" (M. Homans 8). While her attempts to escape 

the restrictions imposed on her gender were, for the most 

part, unsuccessful, Mary could at least envisage such a 

possibility. Sunstein suggests that "Mary developed habits 

of the mind and heart that set her apart from youngsters of 

either gender and put her at odds with most girls in crucial 
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respects" (38). Nevertheless, she longed for an idealized 

selfobject and, therefore, had a tendency to idolize those 

closest to her, especially men. Sunstein explains: 

Inevitably, Mary absorbed the general view, and 
Godwin's, that Nature reserved the ultimate in 
genius to men. Moreover, though her early 
experience made her feel sufficiently akin to 
males that she would choose men to narrate two of 
her novels, that was also because they had scope 
denied to her gender. (41) 

Similarly, Anne Mellor explains that Mary never really 

found the 

unconditional love she had craved since childhood. 
Her father, even at his most devoted, remained 
ungenerous, self-absorbed, and demanding. The 
female friends to whom she turned with intense 
affection, seeking the response of a mother or a 
lover, all disappointed her. (182) 

In addition, her attempts to cope with the unexpected deaths 

of her children, her husband, and her friend Byron "left her 

fatalistic and chronically depressed . . . and prone to an 

intense loneliness which she felt unable to alleviate" 

(Mellor 183) . Since her mother died shortly after Mary was 

born, Mary developed a close attachment to her father, an 

attachment which both sustained her--at least 

intellectually--while she lived at home and yet haunted her 

after she eloped with Percy. Likewise, Mary's attachment to 
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Percy provided her with access to many of the most free-

thinking intellectuals of the period, most of which were 

men. Percy encouraged her participation in intellectual 

pursuits. In fact, Sunstein insists that "at a time when 

most men preferred women of inferior capacity to their own, 

[Percy] Shelley's ideal mate was a colleague as well as a 

lover" (68) . After Percy died, she apparently transferred 

most of her energy and attention to her son. As a result, 

Mary's exploration of the so-called feminine traits and 

characteristics took on a double perspective. She could 

simultaneously experience the female point of view from a 

personal perspective and experience the male point of view 

vicariously through her various male companions. Sunstein 

describes Mary's relationship with Percy in androgynous 

terms: "Between them the pair created androgynous ideals of 

a feminine woman with power, wisdom, and intellect, and a 

morally strong man who was tender, selfless, and sensitive" 

(109). The result of this double perspective is 

Frankenstein. 

Mary Shelley's novel challenged the male domain of 

literary prominence. As Michie suggests, "in the nineteenth 

century to become a professional writer was to enter a 
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territory implicitly defined as masculine" (2). What this 

meant for female writers was that the people who "surrounded 

and influenced them as they wrote, the individuals who 

functioned as mentors, literary role models, and gatekeepers 

to the world of publishing, tended to be men, either family 

members or literary professionals, often both at once" 

(Michie 2). Nevertheless, Shelley felt an obligation to 

produce a work at least comparable to those of her mother, 

her father, and her husband. She claims her own identity in 

the introduction to the 1831 edition. As Randel explains. 

The Introduction tells of Mary Shelley's emergence 
from seeming inferiority to male predecessors and 
already publishing contemporaries; it is, among 
other things, a celebration of a female's success 
in achieving a voice. The body of the novel 
similarly competes with male role models on their 
chosen ground--in this case, a setting where 
mountains rise into the air. Refusing to permit 
anatomy to define the limits of mind, Mary Shelley 
contrives to show that she can do what males have 
done with a such a topos, and in some respects she 
can do more. Her novel exuberantly unveils the 
infantilism latent in supernaturalism or sublime 
awe and passivity, and replaces enchanting 
dependence with a norm of psychosexual maturity 
and responsible parenthood. It is a tour de force 
of authorial potency, in a sense outperforming an 
illustrious male tradition at its own game. (529) 

I agree with Margaret Homans who believes that "sexual 

identity by itself does not determine the nature of a poet's 
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work, but where the poetic self represented in a text 

identifies itself as masculine or feminine, the reader must 

ask why it does so and to what effect" (3) . Mary created a 

character who has the physical characteristics of a man; 

however, he lacks all of the privileges that accompany the 

male in a patriarchal society. He lacks speech (at least 

initially) , acceptance, political power, property, status, 

recognition, and family. In other words, he is an Other. 

As Johanna Smith suggests, the monster's situation is like 

that of the Lancanian woman because he is "outside the realm 

of language even though he does learn to use it" (241) . 

Likewise, David Ceilings points out that the monster becomes 

"defined by language without receiving the name-of-the-

father, in effect dramatizing the condition of women in 

Western culture, whose names come from men and who thus 

remain in one sense nameless" (253). In addition. Ceilings 

suggests that while a character such as Safie represents 

"woman as she is accepted into language and the family, the 

monster represents what they exclude. He is even more 

foreign than she, perhaps what will always remain foreign, 

nameless, and threateningly feminine in her" (253). The 

monster's reaction to this absence in his existence is 
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frighteningly predictable and understandable. First, he is 

filled with curiosity and confusion: 

Of my creation and creator I was absolutely 
ignorant; but I knew that I possessed no money, no 
friends, no kind of property. I was, besides, 
endowed with a figure hideously deformed and 
loathsome; I was not even of the same nature as 
man. . . . when I looked around, I saw and heard 
of none like me. (115-16) 

Later, though, the monster experiences chaos and finally 

rage against the those who refuse to accept him: 

Feelings of revenge and hatred filled my bosom, 
and I did not strive to controul them; but, 
allowing myself to be borne away by the stream, I 
bent my mind towards injury and death. . . . When 
I reflected that [the De Lacy family] had spurned 
and deserted me, anger returned, a rage of anger. 
(134) 

Mary's monster has the physical attributes of a man but 

because he looks different he is forced to exist in the 

world without the power of the phallus. 

In fact, Shelley's monster illustrates the fallacy of 

the phallus that Jane Gallop discusses: 

Lacan's system is explicitly phallocentric and 
feminists find that central, transcendental 
phallus particularly hard to swallow. . . . If the 
phallus is distinct from the penis, then 
feminism's battle against phallocentrism is not a 
battle against men. But if it is nearly impossible 
to keep the distinction phallus/penis clear, that 
may account for the constant return of the 
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assumption that men are the enemies of feminism. 
(qtd. in Todd 244). 

The monster himself illustrates the difficulty of 

distinguishing between the actual organ and the symbol. He 

is a male, made in the image of his maker. That he is a 

sexual male is reinforced by Frankenstein's horror at the 

inevitablility of procreation if a female were to exist. 

The monster seems to embody masculine characteristics: 

physical girth as well as strength, aggressiveness, 

intelligence, and stamina. Yet, because the monster does 

not look like other men, he is denied power within the 

political structure. It is his physical difference that 

sets him apart. In this sense, then, Lacan's theory would 

work. The monster has a penis which does not signify 

phallus. To go one step further, however, reveals the 

inadequacy of this system: We would never assume that the 

monster could or should have power unless he did indeed have 

a penis. As Gallop explains: 

As long as the attribute of power is a phallus 
which can only have meaning by referring to and 
being confused with a penis, this confusion will 
support a structure in which it seems reasonable 
that men have power and women do not. And as long 
as psychoanalysts maintain the ideal separability 
of phallus from penis. they can hold on to their 
phallus in the belief that their phallocentric 
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discourse need have no relation to sexual 
inequality, no relation to politics. . . . I 
believe it to be a symptom of the impossibility, 
at this moment in our history, to think a 
masculine that is not phallic, a masculine that 
can couple with a feminine. Yet I consider that 
very impossibility to be nonetheless an urgent 
necessity--it is urgently necessary to think a 
masculine that is not phallic, to think of a 
sexuality that is not arrested in the phallic, 
(qtd. in Todd 246-47) 

Yet, trying to envision a "sexuality that is not arrested in 

the phallic" is exactly what Shelley attempted to do with 

her monster. In fact, she also allows Frankenstein to 

create a phallic female, one who would be beyond the 

confines of politics and hierarchy. The anarchy that would 

be released by such a creation, however, is too incredible 

for Frankenstein (and his maker) to envision. 

Shelley does, on the other hand, project repressed 

female rage. Rather than using female characters to express 

a feminine point of view, as her male counterparts did, 

Shelley projects this rage onto a male character. The 

result is, of course, horrifying; however, few readers come 

away from Mary Shelley's Fr^^nkenstein without a sense of 

profound empathy with the monster. His difference, his 

isolation, his own horrific awakening to his lack of 

identity--all strike a chord with those readers who have 
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experienced a similar fragmentation from their society. In 

fact, one of Shelley's purposes in the novel is to examine 

the power of language to determine what is "normal." Mellor 

believes that Shelley's novel demonstrates the idea that 

human beings often interpret the 

unfamiliar, the abnormal, and the unique as evil. 
In other words, humans use language, their visual 
and verbal constructions of reality, to name or 
image the human and the inhuman and thus to fix 
the boundaries between us and them. (Mellor 134) 

Mary Shelley's appeal to an audience, however, goes 

beyond just those who might already identify with the 

monster's situation. Frankenstein also encourages readers 

to assume a role, to place themselves in the body of the 

monster and experience the same isolation, powerlessness, 

and eventual rage. Because of her background and 

experience, Shelley had few problems identifying with those 

who were unaccepted. As Betty Bennett and Charles Robinson 

explain, Mary had a "special affinity" for "social outcasts" 

(9) . Shelley, however, realized that many of her readers 

would need to be coaxed into a similar affinity with the 

strange and unfamiliar viewpoint of the monster. Wolfgang 

Iser explains that in reading we are able to "understand 

things that are totally unfamiliar to us" (Aqt 19) . While 
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"understanding" does not necessarily equate with "empathy," 

it is at least a beginning. Mary Shelley's novel challenges 

gender restrictions because she blurs the issue. Her 

monster is a biological man but lacks the power of the 

phallus; in other words, "he" is also "she." 

The novel's structure requires readers to become 

involved. As Mary Lowe-Evans insists, the opening pages of 

the novel frustrate unwary readers because the novel begins 

neither with a mad scientist nor a monster but with a letter 

from an unnamed correspondent to a sister: 

The very word "correspondent". . . [refers] to 
both the sender and the recipient of the letter. 
. . . "Co-" suggests the cooperative nature of 
reading, the sympathy that must arise between 
reader and text if the reading is to continue. 
"Respondent" insists on a reply, an active giving 
back of both meaning and moral to the story. 
Furthermore, the epistolary form, placing the 
reader in the position of recipient, requires the 
reader to subordinate his or her usual identity 
and assume the role of "Mrs. Saville." (218-19) 

At the same time, the reader is required to change 

perspectives, depending on whose point of view Shelley 

presents. Michie suggests that 

as readers of Frankenstein, we continue to have 
our expectations upended as the story unfolds. 
Shelley's novel so frequently refers to the 
Romantic poets, biblical images, and narratives 
such as Paradise Lost that the reader repeatedly 
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anticipates a creation story. What we read 
instead is something rather more akin to Victor's 
laboratory notebooks: the account of production 
and alienation. (32-33) 

Similarly, our field of horizon is constantly changing. For 

example, according to Fred V. Randel, 

a major component of the novel's structural power 
is its positioning of the reader in a sequence 
comparable to that thrust upon the title 
character. Up to Chapter X we have been denied 
access to the monster's words; we know of him only 
what others have seen and inferred. Now our 
visually based stereotypes are challenged by his 
own story told in his own words. (527) 

In addition, Muriel Spark insists that the 

reader's sympathy is transported, in Chapter XI, 
to the Monster, as he unfolds the story of his 
struggles and development. Murderer and fiend as 
he is, it is his most casual words that seem to 
arouse the deepest pity; had he appeared earlier 
in the narrative, the reader would by now have 
become inured to his plight. (172-73) 

In his book. The Surprising Effects of Sympathy. David 

Marshall uses the term sympathy rather than empathy because 

he wants to "avoid the vaguely psychologistic connotations" 

of the latter (3). His definition of sympathy, however, 

resembles Kohut's definition of empathy. Marshall states 

that the word sympathy suggests putting oneself in the place 

"of someone else, taking someone else's part--a general 

condition or act, related to the modern word 'empathy,' of 
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which pity, compassion, and commiseration are only specific 

examples" (3) . Marshall believes that Frankenstein, then, 

is a "parable about the failure of sympathy" (195) because 

the monster is unable to gain the sympathy of those with 

whom he comes in contact. The monster puts his faith in 

"autobiography, believing that everything depends on his 

ability to move the heart of his listener: to inflame his 

passions, to elicit his compassion. He understands that the 

story of his life depends on sympathy" (Marshall 195). Yet, 

of all the characters who crave sympathy and understanding, 

the monster is the one who is denied such grace within the 

novel. Most readers, on the other hand, are more than 

willing to serve as selfobject for the monster, empathizing 

with his situation. This empathic ability is, in fact, one 

way to escape the cultural limitations of a binary gender 

system. Marshall, although in a different context, supports 

this idea of progression: 

Without the ability to compare himself to others 
and recognize them as fellow creatures, as beings 
like himself, primitive man cannot look on anyone 
outside of his immediate family with sympathy. 
Where he should see a semblable. he sees an other 
who appears to him as a stranger, a beast, a 
monster. (203) 
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By use of dramatic irony, then, Shelley encourages her 

reader to rise above the characters in the novel who refuse 

to recognize the human qualities in the monster: "the 

monster meets with no one who will pardon his 'outward 

form,'" (Marshall 205). As readers, though, we have 

additional insight and look beyond the physical. Marshall 

uses Rousseau to illustrate the point: 

Rousseau suggests that only sympathy, only the 
perception of resemblance that reveals what one 
has in common with others, will allow one to 
recognize others as fellow creatures rather than 
as monsters or giants or beasts or strangers; only 
the recognition of fellow feeling can save people 
from monsters: save them from turning others into 
monsters, save them from becoming monsters. (2 07-
08) 

Because of the focus on gender issues, the involvement 

of the reader, and the projection of repressed 

characteristics, Mary Shelley's Frankenstein lends itself to 

Kohutian analysis. In my previous discussions of Blake, 

Coleridge, and Percy Shelley, I have concentrated on how 

these male poets attempted to privilege feminine traits and 

characteristics. In Mary Shelley, however, I wish to focus 

on her attempt to create a physical "man" who, except for 

his biological body, is in all political respects, a 

"woman." Lee E. Heller explains the paradox of this 
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situation: "It is the gap betwen what he has been taught to 

value, and what experience teaches him he can have, that 

will propel him into assaults on the social order" (336) . 

Many critics have theorized about why Shelley allows 

Victor to destroy the female monster. I suggest Shelley 

could conceive of a male who would challenge and attempt to 

destroy the existing hierarchy; however, the possibility of 

a female exhibiting similar behavior is too outrageous. As 

Mary Poovey explains, 

as long as an individual's self-definition--the 
terms in which he or she conceptualizes and 
evaluates behavior--is derived primarily from the 
values implicit in the culture he or she wishes to 
change, the solutions the imagination generates 
will be governed, on some level, by these values, 
(xvi) 

After all, the monster still has his physical power because 

he has a man's body. He can literally destroy those who try 

to deny his presence. Unlike her literary male 

counterparts, Shelley realizes that although feminine traits 

and characteristics have value, they have no power unless 

they can be united in a body which is capable of phallic 

signification. In Frankenstein, a man can have both 

masculine and feminine characteristics, but a woman can only 
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be feminine. Mary Poovey suggests that Shelley's 

contemporaries agreed with this maxim because 

idealizing descriptions of women's nature and role 
. . . were simply assimilated into definitions of 
'nature.' By the end of the eighteenth century, 
in fact, 'female' and 'feminine' were understood 
by virtually all men and women to be synonymous. 
(6) 

Cultural fiction, however, should not be confused with 

actual identity. Margaret Homans suggests that "it is 

useful to describe the ways in which culture has defined 

women, if it is remembered that these definitions are 

historical fictions, not necessary truths" (5). Freud's 

theories of femininity may be descriptively accurate, but 

"only because women have internalized their oppressors' 

negative view of femininity. . . . They have been 

conditioned to do so by a masculine culture that held 

Freud's beliefs long before Freud articulated them" (M. 

Homans 15). Such stereotyping only adds to the already 

difficult task of challenging gender identity. After all, 

this stereotype of femininity "branded as 'monstrous' any 

unconventional attempt to explore, develop, or express the 

female self" (Poovey 35). Shelley avoided the inhibitions 
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associated with this stereotype by allowing her male monster 

free rein but destroying her female monster. 

Victor's rationalization only partially explains the 

reason for the female monster's destruction. He expresses 

horror that the two monsters might create a whole race of 

monsters. What is truly monstrous, though, is that this 

race would be outside of and beyond the name-of-the-father, 

no longer under the control of the current hierarchy. 

Frankenstein's imaginary fear of an independent female 

outweighs his concrete fear of the monster he has already 

created: 

I was now about to form another being, of whose 
dispositions I was alike ignorant; she might 
become ten thousand times more malignant than her 
mate, and delight, for its own sake, in murder and 
wretchedness. . . . She also might turn with 
disgust from him to the superior beauty of man. 
. . . A race of devils would be propagated upon 
the earth, who might make the very existence of 
the species of man a condition precarious and full 
of terror. (163)' 

In other words, this race of people would be defined without 

the gender differentiation imposed by patriarchal society. 

Such a possibility of a female will must remain in the 

Imaginary realm rather than the Symbolic because 

a woman who is sexually liberated, free to choose 
her own life, her own sexual partner (by force, if 
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necessary), and to propagate at will can appear 
only monstrously ugly to Victor Frankenstein, for 
she defies that sexist aesthetic that insists that 
women be small, delicate, modest, passive, and 
sexually pleasing--but available only to their 
lawful husbands. (Mellor 120) 

Shelley's inability to imagine this race of self-determining 

women becomes even more overt in her later novels. As 

Mellor explains, Shelley's 

female characters develop no sense of self, no 
independent integrity. Shelley's heroines 
conceive of themselves solely in relational terms, 
as a daughter or a wife or a mother. . . . An 
alternative female culture, distinguishable from a 
male culture, does not exist here. (205) 

Nonetheless, studying Shelley's handling of this problem 

helps create a better awareness of the influence of cultural 

norms on an individual's self-perception. Poovey makes the 

connection even clearer: 

If there is one thing we learn by studying these 
writers from our own vantage point, it is that 
economic, political, legal, and social conditions 
exercise an extraordinarily tenacious--and 
extraordinarily complex--hold over the feelings, 
aspirations, accomplishments, and imaginative 
styles of individuals. (246) 

Similarly, Frankenstein's attitude toward his creation 

reveals the same cultural division between the masculine 

realm of work and the feminine realm of domesticity that I 

examined in Chapter III. Anne Mellor suggests that it is 
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"this separation of masculine work from the domestic 

affections that causes Frankenstein's downfall. Because 

Frankenstein cannot work and love at the same time, he fails 

to feel empathy for the creature he is constructing" (116) . 

Likewise, his violent destruction of the female monster 

reveals his monomaniacal obsession with his own fear of 

female sexuality, without regard for the lives--both the 

female and ultimately the male monster--he is destroying. 

In this novel, Shelley exposes the myth that physical 

characteristics determine personality characteristics. As 

readers, we see the fallacy inherent in making such 

erroneous value judgments. We can also see the problem 

involved in granting political power based on physical 

characteristics. 

The monster seems willing to behave in a civil, kind, 

even subservient manner toward Father De Lacey because the 

blind De Lacey is not influenced by appearances. The 

monster, therefore, reacts in a very positive way once he is 

freed from the confines of culturally imposed restrictions 

according to physical make-up. As Mellor explains, though, 

readers will never know whether De Lacey "reads the 

creature's character correctly" because De Lacey is "ripped 
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out of the novel by his prejudging son" (130). However, if 

we can trust the monster's own words, we might assume that--

like other creatures who are categorized according to their 

physical form--his faults were not inherent but learned: 

Once I falsely hoped to meet with beings, who, 
pardoning my outward form, would love me for the 
excellent qualities which I was capable of 
bringing forth. I was nourished with high 
thoughts of honour and devotion. But now vice has 
degraded me beneath the meanest animal.(219) 

In other words, one must learn how to function in a 

patriarchal society in order to gain acceptance. A man is 

not born with masculine characteristics which determine his 

status, just as women are not born as "feminine" entities. 

The monster represents the absence of male significance, 

illustrating that anatomy does not (or at least should not) 

determine identity. Shelley's novel is a critique of men as 

a gender.^ Rather than accept her culture's rendition of 

gender definition, Shelley examines gender from within 

fictional boundaries. Such a critique is unusual. As Janet 

Todd explains, "Women as a gender are constantly 

investigated, probed, and reviled by men"; however, women 

have "very infrequently turned the tables" (1). Many 

feminists have 
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protested the male habit of criticizing the whole 
sex. Such writers have attacked the habit not 
only for its injustice but also for its dangers to 
women, who have come to internalize the rebukes 
and see themselves as indeed the poor, weak, 
emotional, and irrational creatures men have 
imagined them to be. (Todd 1) 

Shelley, on the other hand, takes a biological male out of 

his privileged political position and tests the outcome. 

Obviously, without cultural constrictions, a human who is 

treated as inferior, different, threatening, and dangerous 

will react with malice and seek revenge against the entity 

that created such an inequitable situation. Shelley's 

purpose is to encourage readers to empathize with such a 

situation, knowing that they could never do so with a female 

monster, but realizing that such empathy could, in fact, 

extend to any creature who was denied political privilege. 

Shelley's focus on male characters is also a focus on 

her culture's insistence that masculine characteristics are 

better suited for political power. Many other female 

writers attempt to feminize their male characters. As Todd 

explains, these writers share a common habit: "the 

feminizing of men, either to master them and take way their 

otherness or to soften their patriarchal potential by 

allowing them qualities usually assumed to be female: 
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gentleness, patience, and sensitivity" (3). Shelley, on the 

other hand, avoids this androgynous tendency by removing 

feminine characteristics from her men. Simultaneously, 

though, she emphasizes the negative connotations of 

masculinity untempered by femininity: brute force, pure 

scientific research without regard for human consequences, 

self-centeredness, solitary quest for individual glory. 

According to Bette London, 

Strong feminist interpretations have virtually 
reconstructed the text to put its gender beyond 
question, teaching readers to privilege the 
novel's inscription of its absent women and to see 
in the very repression of the feminine the 
powerful marks of Mary Shelley's presence. But 
. . . a feminist critique might best fulfill its 
project by reversing this direction, reading the 
presence of the novel's self-consciously male 
texts to illuminate the absences they cover, to 
expose the self contradictions they repress. 
Exceeding the text's self-proclaimed limits, such 
a reading might even name Frankenstein's dreadful 
secret: the repression of masculine contradiction 
at the heart of dominant cultural productions. 
. . . For if Frankenstein's insistent articulation 
of the male body would seem to challenge the 
pieties of masculinity, it may be the common 
understanding that masculinity requires 
reconsideration and not Frankenstein's position in 
it. (260-61) 

Michie recounts such feminist positions and streses the 

need to reexamine gender definitions: the cultural 

construction of woman has "repeatedly been associated with 



229 

the material as opposed to the spiritual, the home sphere as 

opposed to the marketplace, the private as opposed to the 

public, and the fragmentary as opposed to the comprehensive" 

(5) . Such definitions seem to reinforce the idea that 

gender representation is "universal, monolithic, and 

unchanging" (Michie 5). Instead, novels such as 

Frankenstein tend to disrupt traditional notions of gender 

identity because both Frankenstein and the monster are 

repeatedly associated with the material, the private, and 

the fragmentary: "From the beginning the monster is 

repulsive because the things that make it work are overtly 

displayed rather than covered or hidden" (Michie 30). 

Frankenstein's "parts" also reveal his essential 

fragmentation. He describes his condition: "My cheek had 

grown pale," "my person had become emaciated, " my limbs now 

tremble, and my eyes swim with the remembrance" (49) . He 

collected bones "with profane fingers" and his "eyeballs 

were starting from their sockets in attending to the 

details" of his work (59). In the autograph variant of the 

text, Frankenstein admits that his "voice becamie broken" and 

his "trembling hands almost refused to accomplish their 

task" (51, autograph variant).^ These male characters, 
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however, are also allowed to destroy or to subjugate the 

female characters. Shelley creates a representation of 

masculinity which exposes its undeserved dominance by 

revealing what the cultural model represses, excludes, 

ignores, or denies. 

The monster's voice speaks for all creatures who, 

because of "outward form," are treated differently. That 

such creatures might rebel against the perpetrators of the 

undeserved treatment is the underlying horror of the novel. 

The novel's ending certainly creates more problems than it 

solves. Although the monster claims that he seeks self-

destruction, he is, in fact still very much alive as the 

novel ends. This lingering threat illustrates why 

Frankenstein is part of the Gothic tradition. As MacAndrew 

explains, 

Gothic tales make use of the realization that 
monsters in fiction fright because they are 
already the figments of our dreaming imaginations. 
They are the shapes into which our fears are 
projected and so can be used in literature to 
explore the subterranean landscape of the mind. 
Terror is evoked when the ghost, the double, or 
the lurking assassin correspond to something that 
is actually feared, known or unknown. . . . 
Beneath the surface fiction there is a probing of 
humanity's basic psychological forces, an 
exploration of the misty realm of the 
subconscious, and the symbols correspond to 
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psychological phenomena that yield literary 
analysis. (8) 

Shelley's monster voices the repressed rage of all 

disenfranchised people--whether their lack of power is 

attributed to gender, race, or unconventional appearance. 

By establishing an empathic link with the monster, readers 

can imagine the world through his eyes or, more accurately, 

through the lens of the mind's eye. MacAndrew believes that 

"the Gothic tales inspire pity and terror, similarly 

experienced by both reader and characters, to transport the 

reader beyond himself into the world of the mind" (27-27) . 

In fact, MacAndrew claims that the Gothic novelists are like 

Frankenstein because their monsters force readers to 

recognize the human potential for both good and bad; 

therefore, through their compassion for the monster, readers 

reach an understanding that good and evil are not absolutes 

or forces outside their own psyches (44). 

Similarly, readers also reevaluate the human potential 

for expressing both masculine and feminine traits. I have 

already established the bisexual nature of the monster in 

that his biological status is that of a man while his 

cultural status is that of a woman. Likewise, the monster's 
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sexual life is also controlled by Frankenstein who exhibits 

many of the problems caused by men who--either consciously 

or unconsciously--repress their feminine nature. He is 

arrogant, uncompassionate, and self-centered. London states 

that 

Frankenstein's maddening inability to comprehend, 
for example, the obvious meaning of the monster's 
claim 'I shall be with you on your wedding-night' 
suggests an imagination exclusively bound to male 
theatricals, an imagination in which the man 
always occupies center stage. Imagining his own 
death at the monster's hands, Frankenstein enjoys 
both positions of the specular exchange: spectator 
and spectacle. Elizabeth functions merely to 
facilitate this self-display. (263) 

Worst of all, he deserts his only child. The monster, on 

the other hand, represents the possibility of an alternative 

society, ungoverned by cultural prejudices. Unfortunately, 

though, the monster's sex life is controlled by patriarchy's 

representative man, Frankenstein, who refuses to allow such 

an alternative to exist. 

Frankenstein's text thus displays the drama of what 

D. A. Miller calls the 'sensationalized body'--a body 

"culturally coded as feminine . . . but subject to 

discursive appropriation in the masculine domain. Such a 

body renders visible the culture's sexual codes and 
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mechanisms of identification" (263). Such a reading, 

however, does not marginalize the feminine. Instead, this 

"representation leaves open to investigation the way the 

performance of masculinity solicits and engages a reader 

outside the frame--a reader whose response is not 

preenacted" (Miller 364). The male theatricals reveal not 

"the exhibition of masculine difference--the plenitude of 

phallic power and possession--but the emptying out of the 

masculine center" (Miller 364). This blurring of privilege, 

identity, and gender, puts into question masculine 

authority. Mellor believes that 

Mary Shelley's novels can serve as a powerful 
warning to the modern age, showing us the damage 
wrought by a still dominant capitalist ideology 
that enables the masculine gender to control, 
exploit, and suppress the feminine and that 
endorses the reproduction of hierarchical power-
systems both within the nuclear family and in 
society at large. (217) 
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Notes 

'All references are to James Rieger's edition of 
Frankenstein, the 1818 text. 

^Figes insists that Frankenstein is in fact 
a critique of destructive masculine values on a 
social, even global level. Victor Frankenstein 
and the Arctic explorer who discovers him, tells 
his story, and is almost his double in 
temperament, represent male ambition and endeavour 
which is essentially mechanistic, destructive, and 
anti-humanist, whilst humanist values are 
represented by the female characters which their 
behaviour helps to destroy. (152) 

^London notes that 
while the novel's most sensational moments--the 
animation of the monster, the destruction of the 
monster's "bride," the discovery of Elizabeth's 
death--point to specular objects other than 
Frankenstein, the narrative witnesses these 
dramatic passages on Frankenstein's body and 
replays them in his broken utterances. In the 
account of the monster's composition, for example, 
Frankenstein decomposes himself; anticipating this 
inventory of the creature's parts, he deanimates 
and divides and thus opens to view his own body, 
now seen as a object made up of component parts. 
. . . Frankenstein's transgression thus associates 
him with the "feminine" scandal of discontinuous, 
bodily materiality, a gendered position imprinted 
in the parodic catalog of the monster's 
"beauties". . . . Normative readings of this 
scene, focusing on its horrific aspects, disguise 
its participation in the Petrarchan convention of 
(female) dismemberment: in the representation of 
the loved one as a composite of details, a 
collection of parts. But Mary Shelley's 
deployment of this technique at this climactic 
narrative intersection suggests its "natural" 
function in the construction of an idealized 
masculine image. (260-61) 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Blake, Coleridge, Percy Shelley, and Mary Shelley all 

experienced the loss of self that Kohut describes. As I 

have shown in this study, their lack of self-cohesion can be 

directly related to their society's denigration of feminine 

characteristics. They each attempted to express this sense 

of fragmentation through their fictional characters. 

Readers, then, participating in this fictional world, often 

find themselves empathizing with this point of view--which 

is sometimes familiar but more often foreign to the point of 

view that the dominant culture has taught them to embrace. 

Blake's androgynous figures exhibit both masculine and 

feminine traits, thus encouraging the reader to consider a 

deconstruction of sexist notions concerning the behavior of 

men and women. Coleridge also experimented with gender-

linked characteristics by creating female characters who 

display both feminine and masculine characteristics. Percy 

Shelley, on the other hand, tried to expose the problems 

inherent in a society that uses gender as a means of 

restricting or defining behavior. Finally, Mary Shelley's 
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monster challenges the whole concept of privilege based on 

physical characteristics. 

Using Kohut's theories to study literature creates a 

dynamic and flexible approach that complements the 

deconstructionist goal of discounting absolute truths, but 

also provides a means of establishing the importance of 

literature in a world that seems increasingly hostile and 

ruthless. As J. Brooks Bouson explains, Kohut's 

narcissistically disturbed individuals . . . suffer from 

shaky self-esteem [and] are prone to intense feelings of 

loneliness, rage, empty despair, and meaninglessness" (4). 

Such individuals might be mentally stable but simply do not 

accept the traditional cultural norms; therefore, they often 

find themselves living on the fringes on society, 

increasing their sense of alienation. Sometimes, making 

empathic connections with other people will restore a loss 

of self and help an individual overcome this sense of 

disintegration and hopelessness. 

Because reading is a subjective and sometimes emotional 

process, readers cannot always use language to describe the 

experience; or, if the experience is too foreign, readers 

may consciously reject the ideas presented. Nevertheless, 
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although the ideas may join other repressed notions in the 

subconscious, at least they do register somewhere in the 

brain and may eventually be accepted or at least 

acknowledged by a more enlightened consciousness. Bouson 

believes that "empathy is central to the reading experience 

and that, despite the wide variation in the ways critics 

theorize about literature and objectify the reading 

experience, texts can and do generate a range of similar, 

collective, and often unconscious responses in readers" 

(26) . 

A critic who is aware that reading is both subjective 

and objective is in a better position to observe the 

dynamics of the reading process--both the manipulation of 

the reader by the text as well as the biases and 

preconceptions that the reader imposes on the text. 

Reading is a collusive process between reader and text; a 

critic who recognizes this transaction will be more willing 

to express the exchange and perhaps expose the prejudices 

and presuppositions of both the reader and the text. At the 

same time, critics who accept the empathic nature of 

literature are more likely to become involved in the text. 

Furthermore, we are encouraged to become "implicated in the 
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self-dramas staged in texts and to respond to the 

characters' needs for confirmation, wholeness, and rescue. 

In an essential way, the meaning of a literary work . . . 

grows out of the empathic event that occurs between the 

critic/reader and the text" (Bouson 171). 
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