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CHAPTER I 

AN INTRODUCTION TO 

MARGARET DRABBLE'S REAMS OF GALL 

Purpose and Scope 

Margaret Drabble has been richly praised but only occasionally 

condemned by the feminist movement for her characterization of 

women in her novels. There are those, like Valerie Myer, who insist 

that she "is the most contemporary of novelists: a whole generation 

of women readers identifies with her characters, who they feel 

represent their own problems" (13). And in grander terms, Phyllis 

Rose states: 

Margaret Drabble is one of the most interesting novelists 
in England today, and her career is arguably the most important 
of all. For she is becoming the chronicler of contemporary 
Britain, the novelist people will turn to a hundred years from 
now to find out how things were, the person who will have 
done for late-twentieth-century London what Dickens did for 
Victorian London, and what Balzac did for Paris. (1 09) 

Though they are very much in the minority, there are those, like 

Virginia Beards, who condemn her for keeping "her women in the 
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traditional sex role: they love men, not one another" (40). The 

premise that her female characters love men rather than each other 

is not, however, the major antifeminist element in her novels; it is 

her characterization of women in general. There is a definite trend 

developing throughout the period of the novels' composition, 1962 to 

1975, and that tendency is made manifest by her depiction of her 

women characters. In the earlier novels, this predilection is less 

obvious and many of the female characters show some evidence of 

compassion and probity, but with each successive novel, the women 

become more vicious and self-serving, culminating in The Realms 

of Gold, in which there is not one female who is above reproach. 

With few exceptions, the women in A Summer Bird-Cage (1962), 

The Garrick Year (1964), The Millstone (1966), Jerusalem the 

Golden (1967), The Waterfall (1969), The Needle's Eye (1972), 

and The Realms of Gold (1975) are flawed, and over time, it 

becomes increasingly difficult to find competent, contented, 

emotionally healthy females in the Drabble novels. 

The mrtjority of the novels feature protagonists who have two 

character ~raits in common: extreme selfish ness and extreme vanity. 
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And if the protagoni.st is not vain and selfish, she is totally neurotic. 

There is little female "bonding" with mothers, sisters, or other 

women, and almost all of the protagonists' mothers and mother 

figures are neurotic. Sisters are either objects of envy and 

jealousy, or they are virtually ignored, and there are few authentic 

female friendships; the few so-called friendships in the novels are 

inundated with rivalry, jealousy, and antagonism, and sometimes 

outright viciousness. As Elizabeth Fox-Genovese states, "Taken as a 

group, Drabble's women offer a picture of predatory narcissism, 

their occasional victimhood and suffering being, as Drabble ac

knowledges, no more than another way of getting what they want" 

(248). This being the case, it is incomprehensible to me how anyone 

can consider Drabble a voice for the feminist movement; if anything, 

she is one of the most anti-female novelists writing today. Further

more, if Drdbble's novels reflect her own life experiences, as she 

has admitted in an interview with Nancy Hardin ("Interview" 295), it 

is my contention that Margaret Drabble not only has a deep-seated 

dislike for those of her own gend€r, but also harbors a deep resent

ment toward her own femininity. In a 1979 interview, Drabble 
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remarked that she was "fed up with women--slightly" (Fox-Genovese 

234). I doubt very seriously that being fed up with women is a new 

experience for Drabble, and "slightly" is the ultimate understate

ment. 

Since all of the Drabble heroines are, more or less, the same age 

as the author at the time of composition, they should reflect 

attitudes similar to those of their creator. For this reason, the 

novels have been analyzed under the various chapter divisions in 

chronological order, beginning with A Summer Bird-Cage and 

advancing to The Realms of Gold. 

Similar Patterns and Themes in the Novels 

The most obvious similarity of the eight Drabble protagonists are 

their physical and mental char~cteristics. They are all highly 

intelligent, at least in an intellectual if not in a practical sense; 

six of the eight are, at least physically, exceptionally attractive, 

and with the exception of one ~1:1ose Vassiliou), all are highly 

educated, with Oxford and Cambridge being the schools of choice. 
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Five come from upper-middle-class backgrounds, one from middle

class, two from lower-middle class; most are Londoners by 

birth, and those who are not are unequivocally committed to living 

there. Their choices in love partners are, with one exception, the 

reverse of the typical romance novel; the female protagonists 

choose their men from classes lower than their own, and the one 

male protagonist marries into wealth and rises in social status. All 

but two are parents, with the number of children ranging from one to 

four. In sexuality, a Drabblaisian character who enjoys the act is a 

rarity, and this is not restricted to the protagonists; some are 

totally repressed, some are simply indifferent, some are sexually 

spent, and others use sex as a bargaining device. Only Jane Gray 

and Frances Wingate are exempt from sexual dysfunction, and Jane 

only because she is "saved" by her cousin's husband. 

All of the protagonists are dissatisfied at the begir.r1mg of the 

novels; they are seekers who think there has to be more to life than 

what they have, and they want all of it. Although they think they 

have advanced and are more contented at the end, I cannct help but 

feel that they are deluding themselves. This feeling leads to another 
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constant element in the novels, and that is the continuation of 

existence of the characters. Drabble's novels do not really end in the 

conventional sense, but rather like the daily segment of a television 

soap opera, they simply stop. Few of the problems presented have 

been resolved, and should Drabble ever choose to do so, she could 

quite easily add additional chapters to any of them. 

Thematically, all of the novels explore the trials and tribulations 

of women living in a world ruled by patriarchy, and secondary major 

thematic elements are the question of free will/predestination, the 

inequities of nature and society, and, of course, love. Love is the 

"great" possibility for all of the protagonists, but it is not their 

primary motivation. 

Without exception, all of the protagonists have peculiar 

mannerisms and personality quirks, not the least of which is their 

propensity for copious weeping. Although· Emma Evans denies this 

tendency, by the end of her s!ory, she, like the others, sheds water 

like a slate roof in a rain storm. Sarah Bennett always takes a book 

to parties because she feels they are excellent chaperones; Emma 

Evans folds things into tiny triangles, compulsively memorizes lists 
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of the dates and events leading up to the Sicilian Vespers while 

nursing her child, and has a "passion for facts and for typed lists 

about the Angevin empire" (GY 85). Rosamund Stacey has an 

obsession about personal cleanliness; she is "forever washing 

clothes before they need it, sending things to the cleaners when 

[she] can't afford it, and paying secret nocturnal visits to the 

launderette" (MS 127). Clara Maugham picks at tablecloth fringe, 

has a morbidly neurotic fear of ordering a drink in a pub, of asking 

the location of the ladies' room, and of using Christian names when 

she addresses people. Jane Gray destroys her own nails, bus 

tickets, tablecloth fringe, and wicker chair seats, and when she is 

sewing, she can hear woolen cloth "shriek" when she pierces it with 

a needle. Also, she does not replace jar lids, put bread in the 

breadbin or put perishable food away because she feels "it's immoral 

to impede the course of nature .... " ( WF 173). Rose Vassiliou 

crumbles bread at the dinner table; her hands hover over her plate, 

"restlessly plucking and seizing and crumbling like a . . . small bird" 

(NE 19). She bites only the nail of her index finger, bangs her head 

to relieve anxiety, prefers thread-bare towels to fluffy ones, and in 
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moments of extreme stress, tosses her head about and tugs at her 

hair. Last, but not least in oddities, is Dr. Frances Wingate who 

carries her lover's false teeth in her bra, talks aloud to herself in 

hotel rooms, suffers from "despair" which causes her to weep, moan 

and beat her head against the wall; drinks excessively, dreams 

exhaustingly all night, every night; chants selections from 

Shakespeare, Keats, Milton, Horace, and Wordsworth, and especially 

"Westminster Bridge" and "On His Blindness" as a charm against pain. 

As can easily be seen, Drabble's protagonists share many 

commonalities, yet they are all quite unique. Perhaps the most 

intriguing quality they share is that as we are reading and beginning 

to know and understand the characters, we have the sensation that 

they are all actually living somewhere in London, and should we 

encounter any one of them walking down the street, we would 

recognize h1m or her instantly. 
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An Introduction to the Novels 

Although Drabble's heroines and hero share many common 

personality traits, they are still diverse in many ways, and the 

novels themselves are quite different. Since this thesis covers 

seven novels and because there is such a plurality of characters, it 

seems necessary to give a brief summary of each novel to aid in 

comprehension and to prevent confusion. 

A Summer Bird-Cage (1962), Drabble's first novel, is the story 

of sibling rivalry between Sarah arid Louise Bennett during the 

female maturation process. The intertextuality with Jane Austen's 

Pride and Prejudice is readily apparent, even in the names of the 

characters. Drabble uses many thematic similarities but convolutes 

Austen's didacticism, giving it a modern interpretation. The novel 

has a first-person, self-conscious, unreliable narrator, a linear plot 

divided into eleven chapters, simplicity in stylization, and a story 

evolving over an approximate one-year period. At the beginning of 

the novel, Sarah, who narrates the story, has just "come down" from 

Oxford and is frolicking around France, with occasional attempts at 

tutoring unwilling students, while waiting for her fiance, Francis, to 
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return from his studies in the United States and trying to decide if 

marriage is really the next appropriate step in her life. While in 

France, she receives a summons from Louise to return home 

(Warwickshire) to take part in her forthcoming wedding to Stephen 

Halifax. 

Sarah and Louise are anything but loving sisters, and jealousy 

appears, at first, to be their only mutually shared personality trait. 

Sarah claims that Louise has either ignored her or treated her with 

contempt ever since she was ten years old. Since Sarah is the 

narrator, we never have the benefit of Louise's point of view; 

however, as the novel proceeds, we begin to become aware of many 

similarities between the sisters. Before, during, and after the 

wedding ceremony, Sarah uses every opportunity to make derogatory 

remarks about sister Louise, and Louise is not her only targ~t; 

Mother Bennett and Cousin Daphne also receive their fair share of 

degradation. 

Shortly after the wedding, Sarah moves to London to share a flat 

with Gill Webster Slater, a former schoolmate who is in the process 

of divorce. She takes a job with the BBC, which she considers 
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beneath her dignity, and tries to discover the meaning of life and the 

direction her life should take. The living arrangement with Gill 

deteriorates rather rapidly; however, due to the circumstances of 

Louise's marital situation, Sarah and Louise begin to see one another 

on a more regular basis. Louise invites Sarah to some of her parties 

and begins to confide in her, but Sarah doubts her sincerity and 

continues to feel that she is simply a convenience for her sister. 

Near the end of the novel, Louise's marriage comes to a crashing 

finale when Stephen catches her in the bath with her lover, John 

Connell. When Stephen locks her out of the house clothed only in her 

dressing gown, Louise's first and only impulse is to call Sarah for 

assistance. At first, Sarah refuses to help her, not only because she 

has no desire to become involved in her sister's problems, but also 

because she is spending the evening with a male friend, Jackie 

Almond. Later, after enjoying the implications of Louise's indelicate 

situation, and the groveling nature of her appeal for help, Sarah 

relents and allows her to come to her flat, not because she feels any 

compassion for her, but because she realizes the significance of the 
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scandal which would occur if Louise were arrested by the police in 

her state of undress. 

The ending leaves us with Louise in the process of divorcing 

Stephen and living with John, and Sarah apparently deciding to marry 

Francis. The sisters have been drawn closer together, and Sarah 

suggests that her sister m.ight not be as acrimonious as she has 

always thought her to be; in fact, she concludes that Louise "must at 

heart be quite fond ... " of her (SBC 224). 

Advancing in age, but not in maturity, we now encounter twenty

six-year-old Emma Lawrence Evans and her tale of The Garrick Year. 

Emma shares characteristics with two other famous Emmas; like 

Emma Woodhouse, she is blind not only to her own true nature, but 

also to the natures of those around her, and like Emma Bovary, she 

is an incurable romantic, forever fantasizing about what might have 

been while lamenting her present circumstances. Emma gives a 

linear, unsituated, first-person, self-conscious, unreliable, 

retrospective account of approximately one year of her family life, 

with flashbacks to earlier periods, unfolding over twelve chapters. 
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We first meet Emma the morning after she has seen a television 

advertisement which shows Sophy Brent cutting and eating 

chocolate cake. Seeing Sophy fills her with something like nostalgia 

and acts as the catalyst for her retrospective account of meeting 

and marrying David, of the circumstances of the birth of her two 

children, and, of course, of the events of their nine months in 

Hereford, or what she terms as the "Garrick year." Initially, she 

tells about the circumstances leading to their departure from. London 

to Hereford, and how with little warning, David had informed her 

that they would be moving to Hereford for the theater season. Emma 

is more than a little indignant about the prospect because she has 

been planning to take a job as a television news reporter. An 

argument ensues and Emma tells David to leave because she is 

nursing seven-week-old Joseph and her anger will give him gas. 

Emma reminisces c!: . ..ring his absence, giving various details about 

their respective backgrounds, personalities and friends. Eventually, 

David returns and their fight continues, finally terminating when 

David slams his t1st through their bedroom Nail and they reach a 
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compromise; she agrees to go with him to Herefordt and he agrees to 

keep his hands off her thighs. 

The next segments give details about their courtship and 

marriage, their introductory car trip to Hereford, and, finally, their 

train ride and removal to their temporary home. While on the train, 

Emma meets several members of the stage troupe, including Sophy 

Brent, Natalie Winter, and Michael Finwick. When they finally reach 

their destination, it is raining and all of the taxis are taken so they 

have to wait in the rain, and Emma's spirits are further dampened 

when she enters her new home and finds that the landlord has 

decorated it with vivid carpets and massive modern furniture. 

Especially offensive is the wardrobe in the master bedroom; it 

depresses her. 

The second evening after their arrival !hey attend a party the 

town's people are giving in honor of the theater troupe. Emma 

spends hours dressing for the occasion in a black ensemble which 

includes a sixty-year-old hat and evening bag. While at the party 

she encounters the parents of her old school friend, Mary Scott, who 
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prompt memories of her school days and her invalid mother. Most 

importantly, she meets Wyndham Farrar for the second time. 

While at the pariy, she becomes more bored than entertained, and 

because Joseph's feeding is overdue, she returns home alone to nurse 

him. David and the theater people arrive shortly thereafter, and she 

magnanimously prepares a spaghetti dinner for them. Presumably 

because of something that occurred at the party, the next morning 

she decides to wean the baby because she has "had enough of 

maternity" and is "sucked dry" ( G Y 90). 

Later in the day, Emma goes shopping and stops by the theater 

where she again meets Wyndham Farr. She is attracted to his 

dominant personality, and tells us that she is quite "shaken" by his 

rugged masculinity; this encounter marks the beginning of their 

affair. 

Domesticity, a joint visit by Mary Scott and Sophy, and additio:1al 

flashbacks act as fillers until her next encounter with Wyndham. 

Then a week prior to opening night, she goes to the theater to ~~atch 

dress rehearsal. Just as she is leaving the theater, a fuse is blown 
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and she finds herself alone with Wyndham in the darkened theater. 

They stare at one another over a cigarette lighter's flame, and he 

asks her to have dinner with him some evening when David is 

working. 

While waiting for the clandestine meeting to occur, Emma 

becomes even more jaded and anxious, and, consequently, is prone to 

flights of romantic fantasy. When the evening finally arrives, the 

dinner date is somewhat strained, but when they return to his 

Jaguar, they fall into one another's arms with "avid apprehension," 

but the embrace is quickly terminated when Emma tells him she 

needs to go home. On the way back to Hereford, they almost have an 

accident when a van pulls out in front of them. She arrives home an 

hour earlier than David, and when he comes in and tries to tell her 

how the play is progressing, she tells him "to shut up and get out of 

[her] bed and go and sleep on the sofa .. . "(GY 139). 

Unknown to Emma, while her affair with Wyndham is gaining 

momentum, a similar, but more physical involvement is developing 

between David and Sophy Brent. Emma has always considered Sophy 

to be a mindless, voluptuous bimbo, and does not realize the 
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potential threat she imposes. All of the signs are there for Emma to 

interpret, but due to her insensitivity and superior attitude, she 

feels contempt for Sophy and is even condescending enough to pity 

her. It never occurs to Emma that Sophy's increasingly frequer.~ 

visits are directed toward David rather than herself. 

Unfortunately for Emma, Wyndham, in reality, cannot measure up 

to her romantic fantasies about him; she derives more satisfaction 

thinking about him than she does from their time together. On one of 

their more satisfactory evenings together, she returns to find her 

house filled with gas and her family near asphyxiation. She goes on 

an angry tirade and blames David and the au pair girl, never once 

considering that she might also be at fault. 

As the summer progresses, so does Emma's boredom, and like 

many women, she fills her time with shopping. On one occasion she 

bi!jS a small, apparently useless, liver-colored, marble pillar for 

twelve pounds. It arrives home before she does, and she returns to 

find David in a rage about it; they argue about it and her wasteful 

spending habits, and he tt1rows it out the door and down the stairs, 

doing little damage to anything other than their relationship. 
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One would think at this point that Emma and Wyndham would have 

consummated their affair, but not so. With Emma, "anything above 

the waist" was acceptable, but "anything below was out of the 

question" ( GY 189). In fact, the whole point of their affair appears 

to be the excitement she feels in anticipation and her need to feel 

that she is doing something she should not be doing. Rather than 

taking precautions to avoid being seen, she wants to be seen and 

recognized. Naturally, by now Wyndham has begun to realize that 

Emma promises more than she is likely to deliver and the affair 

begins to lose momentum. 

After one of their many unfulfilling appointments, Wyndham takes 

her home, and as they are arguing in the doorway, they hear 

"scuffling and clattering" in the garage. The source of the noise is 

David and Sophy on the top of a packing box indulging themselves in 

what Emma and Wyndham have yet to experience. Wyndham takes 

Sophy home and Emma and David go silently to bed. The following 

morning, realization beg:~s to dawn on Emma, and she reassesses 

herself and her long held opinion that it is impossible for a man to 
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"love a woman despite her identity, and solely for eyes and thighs, 

and so forth" (GY 215). 

The following day, Emma and Sophy meet at the launderette and 

are quite civil to one another; in fact, Emma inquires as to whether 

she returned home safely, and Sophy tells Emma that Wyndham plans 

to leave the following weekend. Emma, since she is unaware of his 

impending departure, first interprets this revelation as Sophy's 

attempt to hurt her, but decides differently and leaves the 

launderette· to take the children to the park. Shortly after they 

arrive at the park, Wyndham joins them, and he and Emma begin 

arguing ab<?Ut the past evening. At the peak of their quarrel, little 

Flora falls into the Wye River and Emma plunges in after her. No real 

harm comes to Flora, but Emma catches cold and takes to her bed. 

During her illness, Wyndham comes to visit hsi and in this 

unlikely setting, they finally make love; if it Crlil be called that. To 

contribute to the romance of this scene, when they have finished, 

Emma blows her nose on the corner of the sheet and then proceeds to 

take her temperature. Later, she follows him to his car, and as he is 

backing out, she gets in his way and he pins her against the garage 

19 



door, crushing her legs. Wyndham is at a loss about what to do 

because the car is wedged into the garage at such an angle that any 

movement only causes her more pain. David suddenly appears and 

rescues her and does a!l the necessary things like calling the doctor. 

Little injury is done except to her dignity and one of her kneecaps. 

David's heroism and take-charge attitude are all that is needed to 

start them on the road toward reconciliation. 

Near the end of the story, Emma tells us that she has been 

rescued from her ignorance, and that everything is as it should be 

between her and David, but one cannot help but wonder about this 

because the last thing she tells us is: "One just has to keep on and 

to pretend, for the sake of the children, not to notice" (G Y 255). 

Although this is in reference to the unpleasant sight of a snake 

clutching at a sheep's belly, perhaps it also has has other impli

cations. 

Next in the parade of Drabble women is Rosamund Stacey of The 

Millstone, published in 1966. Rosamund is a scholarly, sexually 

apprehensive, single women in her late twenties, who, like her 

predecessors, is searching for the meaning of life. Her story is a 
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first-person, self-conscious account, her reliability as a narrator is 

suspect, and she is unsituated at the time of the telling. The 

structure is linear, with flashbacks and commentary for c·ohesion 

and explanation, and the events take place during a period beginning 

in late summer and ending on Christmas Eve of the following year, or 

within an approximate eighteen-month period. The book is not 

divided into chapters, but rather into seventeen sections, signified 

by double spacing, lack of paragraph indentation, and shifts in either 

tense or subject matter. 

When we first meet Rosamund, she tells us that when she was 

nineteen, she and her boyfriend, Hamish Andrews, tried to check into 

an hotel but failed because she signed in as Rosamund Stacey, not as 

Mrs. Andrews. Presumably, that was the occasion when she should 

have lost her virginity, but due to her psychologically motivated 

error, she, did not. In fact, she did not lose it until she was in her 

late twenties, and the result of that one and only sexual encounter is 

the subject of the book. Rosamund is not proud of her lack of sexual 

experienc~, and prior to her one experience with George Matthews, a 

casual c:.cquaintance whose sexual preference is questionable, she 
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has been simultaneously dating two men, Joe and Roger, giving each 

the impression that she is physically involved with the other, and 

for some illogical reason, this charade has kept them both at bay, 

yet still interested. Should there be any misconception about this 

being a blatantly sexual book, the following sexual scene quickly 

disabuses one: 

George: "Is this all right? Are you all right, will this be all 
right?' 
Rosamund: I knew what he meant and, eyes shut, I smiled and 
nodded and then that was it and it was over. 
George: 'Oh God, how pointless this is."' (MS 34-35) 

Rosamund does not tell George that he has fathered a child; in fact, 

she does not see him again until long after the birth. Her parents, 

too, remain uninformed, but she does write her sister, Beatrice, 

about it when she is five months into term. 

Although Rosamund prides herself on her independence, she lives 

rent-frc:e in her parents' very comfortable flat while they are 

sprear!iig their brand of socialism in Africa. She is a part-time 

tutor, and she is working on her thesis on the Elizabethan poets. 

"AssGrt!ve" or "decisive" are not adjectives when might be used to 

describe Rosamund. When she learns she is pregnant, she makes a 
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lackadaisical ·attempt to abort using a combination of gin and a hot

water bath, but fails because her friends come over and drink most 

of the gin. Ultimately, the child's birth is the result of her not 

making any conscious decision at all. 

The next eighty-five pages of the book are devoted primarily to 

the problems Rosamund encounters with doctors, nurses, hospitals, 

and other pregnant women. She has never found it necessary to 

venture into the world of common people, and she has never really 

conceded that she is a woman. At first, she is appalled by what she 

must be subjected to throughout the pregnancy, and to make matters 

worse, she is totally inept at dealing with the British medical 

system, because up to this point, she has only experienced private 

physicians. She also makes rather radical changes in her lifestyle 

by severing her relationships with her two suitors, even though 

Roger offers to marry her, ar.J by allowing a friend, Lydia Reynolds, 

to move in with her to help with the baby and to reduce her living 

expenses. 

Throughout the novel, Ro~amund has great diffic,Jity with other 

women, and segments eleven and twelve highlight this difficulty. 
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Within these thirty-five pages, we are given her perspectives on her 

sister-in-law, Clare, her sister, Beatrice, Lydia, other women in the 

hospit2l, and, more or less, her opinion of the entire feminine 

gender--it is not a flattering critique. She even has difficulty m 

deciding on a name for her child because, first, no name is good 

enough tor "her child," and, second, she cannot remember any famous 

women, but she finally decides on Octavia, after Octavia Hill. Who 

is Octavia Hill? I am not sure and neither is Rosamund. She "didn't 

dare go look her [Octavia Hill] up in case she was unsuitable, or 

famous for something frightful" (MS 190). 

As might be expected, motherhood does not come easily to 

Rosamund. She finds nursing Octavia "infuriating and nervewrack

ing" (MS 127) and gives it up after six weeks. Life with a baby 

drives her "into frenzies of weeping several times a week" (M S 

128). However, Rosamund does deserve credit; in sp~te of all the 

difficulties, she manages to complete her thesis by the time Octavia 

is sitting up. 
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In October, Octavia catches cold, and because Rosamund does not 

want to bother the doctor or "wait for two hours in a freezing cold 

waiting room" (MS 131 ), Octavia becomes very ill. The attending 

doctor's examination reveals that the child has a heart defect which 

requires immediate attention. After two weeks of observation and 

tests, Rosamund hands Octavia over to the British medical system 

for surgery. When she returns the following morning to visit her, 

she is refused admittance by a "lady in white" who explains that she 

will do more harm than good if she is allowed in. At first, Rosamund 

is persuaded and prepares to leave, but as she walks out the door, 

the nurse tells her that she will not be allowed to visit Octavia for 

fortnight or more. She had not expected such a long separation and 

almost retaliates but, instead, follows her usual course of non

resistance and continues out of the hospital and on to work at the 

British Museum. By lunchtime, Rosamund has begun to have doubts 

about the necessity of the enforced separation and returns to the 

hospital. She confronts two nurses and insists on seeing Octavia, 

but she is again refused. When Rosamund becomes adamant, they 

call for the Sister (the lady in white), but Rosamund refuses to 
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accept dismissal, so they attempt to put her out bodily. At this 

point, she has had enough; she erupts into screaming hysteria and 

does not relent until she is given permission to see her baby. Most 

notably, this is the first time in her life that she ha.£ cared enough 

about anything to assert herself. 

The hospital experience has a maturing effect on Rosamund, and 

when they return home, she begins to think about the future and 

what she will do when her parents return from Africa. On a comic 

note, Octavia destroys a manuscript which, unknown to Rosamund, 

Lydia has been writing about them. It is not a flattering account, 

and she feels it is poetic justice. 

The final scene, on Christmas Eve, finds Rosamund at home alone 

with her income tax forms and Octavia, who has developed a cough. 

She decides to go to the pharmacy for medicine, and whom does she 

encounter? George; long, lost, lonesome George. They chat and he 

returns to the flat with her to admire Octavia. He does not appear to 

consider that he could have any connection with the child, and 

although at one point, she feels "on the verge of tears and noise" and 

had to grip the chair to prevent herself from falling to her knees "to 
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beseech from him his affection, his tolerance, his pity, anything that 

would keep him there" and save her "from being so much alone with 

... income tax forms" (MS 189), she tells him nothing, not even 

Octavia's correct age. 

The novel ends with George's departure, and we are left 

wondering what will become of her and Octavia. Although Rosamund 

has learned to love little Octavia, we cannot help but wonder if it is 

temporary and will last only until Octavia grows older and is no 

longer simply an extension of her mother. 

We turn now to Jerusalem the Golden (1967), Drabble's first 

third-person, semi-omnisciently narrated novel, and the only 

protagonist who has not aged along with the author. This is the 

story of Clara Maugham, a twenty-two year-old single woman from 

Northam, who unlike the preceding protagonists, is from a lower

class background and has had to work hard for the advantages the 

others take for granted. Her story evolves over nine chapters during 

approxim8~o!y one year (from May to May). Structurally, the 

divisions between present and past are well defined, usually by new 
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chapter designation, and the story is told from Clara's and Gabriel 

Denham's perspectives, with commentary by the omniscient narrator. 

Clara's story opens with details about her background, her 

mother, and her basic characteristics. She is an attractive, 

intelligent girl, and her intelligence was almost as much of a burden 

to her in her youth as her name; she was given the name "Clara" by 

her mother as a penance for "her existence and her sex" (JG 9). At a 

very early age, she learned to hate her home and family, and since 

her grammar school years, she has been determined to sever all 

bonds with them. 

When she is twenty-two, and in her last year at university in 

London, fate intervenes and she meets the Denham family; she sees 

them as her way to escape, her salvation. This momentous meeting 

takes place at a poetry reading she attends with Peter, a pseudo

intellectual type who she thinks c~il teach her how to achieve the 

demeanor and the distinctions or the "beautiful people." Sebastian 

Denham, patriarch of the Denham family, a lawyer by day, a poet 

when he has time and creative energy, is one of the four poets at the 

reading. Sebastian's daughter, Clelia, is also in attendance at the 
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reading and the party which follows, and Clara's almost final, first 

encounter with her marks the beginning of the plot and Clara's first 

step toward fulfilling her ambitions. Although Clara is not overly 

impressed with Clelia at first, realization of her potential flowers 

quickly, and before the party is over, they exchange phone numbers 

and addresses. 

Chapters two through four are flashbacks into Clara's childhood, 

adolescence and education. She is a product of her environment, and 

that environment is not a pretty one. May Maugham, her mother, is 

the central figure in Chapter two, and no words are spared in 

describing her abuse and neglect. Of all of Drabble's oppressive 

mothers, Mrs. Maugham is one of the worst. According to the 

narrator, a constant battle raged between Clara and her mother, 

sustained by Clara's trying to improve herself and hei mother's 

trying to hold her back. In spite of this, Clara managed to secure an 

education, to sprout impressive breasts, to have her share of boy 

friends (thanks to her breasts) and girl friends, to visit Paris and 

get "groped" by an Italian, and to gain a place at London University. 

29 



Returning to present time in the novel, Clara and Clelia arrange to 

meet the following week in Clara's college hostel, where they 

exchange past histories and confidences and become fast friends. 

Shortly thereafter, Clara goes to the Denham home, and what she 

sees there assures her that she has made the correct decision in 

befriending Clelia. To her, the Denhams are the ultimate example of 

the good life; they are educated, refined, chic, artistic, 

affectionate--all the things her family is not. Clara feels she is 

like a tattered, empty Dixie cup set among Dam Perignon filled 

Baccarat, and she wants to be metamorphosed, to be surfeited with 

everything they have to offer. Although Clara is impressed, we 

cannot help but wonder about the Denhams. They are a little too 

eager to display themselves and their possessions to be as well

bred as Clara perceives them to be. During this visit, Clara meets 

Candida and Martin, Clelia's mother and employer/lover, respec

tively. The experience is almost too much for Clara; when she 

returns to her room, she becomes violently ill and wakes with a 

hangover-like headache the next morning. 
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Eventually, Clara meets all of the Denhams, with the exception of 

the eldest daughter, Amelia, who is "dotty." On the evening that 

Clara is to meet Gabriel and Annunciata, Clelia calls and tells her 

that Gabriel will drive over and give her a lift, and before he arrives, 

she resolves to fall in love with him. One of the reasons she falls in 

love with Gabriel is that he reminds her of Clelia; oddly enough (but 

not so oddly with a Drabble woman), the same resemblance in 

Annunciata causes instant dislike. In fact, since Clelia and 

Annunciata are so obviously affectionate and devoted to one another, 

Clara decides to resent her on Clelia's behalf. This same evening she 

also meets Phillipa, Gabriel's wife; she does not like ·her either. 

Clara next sees Gab,riel about six weeks later at a mutual friend's 

party, and shortly thereafter at his parents' house where she and 

Clelia are dining on under-cooked spaghetti. Gabriel offers to take 

her home, and on the way, he suggests that they stop at his house for 

a drink. Clara is surprised and appalled by the shabby, disheveled 

condition of his home; she had expected it to be similar to the 

Den hams'. Phillipa shows almost no reaction to their entrance as 
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she sits chatting with friends, dressed in "more than fifty pounds' 

worth of clothes" (JG 157). They sit and drink for a lengthy time, 

and eventually, Clara goes into the kitchen to help Gabriel make 

coffee because he can't find the coffee grinder. While they are in the 

kitchen, Gabriel kisses her. Much to Clara's disappointment, Gabriel 

does not take her home because the other guests offer her a ride. 

The next chapter shifts to Gabriel's point of view so that we can 

obtain a better (?) perspective on his wife, his life and his feelings 

toward Clara. We learn that Phillipa excels in two things: weeping 

and socializing. She is a dismal failure in everything else she 

attempts, however, she does not attempt to do much of anything 

else. She, of course, does not understand him, nor is she a 

competent mother; therefore, he is justified in his attraction to 

Clara. 

From this poir.t on, Clara's and Gabri~l's relationship begins to 

intensify, and soon he writes her and asks her to lunch with him. 

She accepts and they have lunch in a restaurant which he remembers 

"chiefly for its furtive gloom" (JG 175). After lunch, they spend the 

afternoon at a movie with "his hands inside her coat and her jersey" 
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(JG 178). Later, they go to his office and make love on the floor 

under his desk in a pile of paper punchings. Afterward, he only has 

to zip and button, but she has to retrieve her dress from the 

wastepaper basket. 

Shortly after their tete-a-tete in the office, he invites her to 

join him for a week in Paris. Needless to say, she does· not refuse, 

and she is ecstatic about the prospect of "doing" Paris Denham style; 

in other words, with money rather than without, because Gabriel is a 

big spender even though he lives in squalor. At first, Gabriel 

suggests that she pose as his secretary, but she rejects that idea. 

He also wants her to be discreet and to stay out of sight, but she 

does not like that idea either. Quite to the contrary, she wants to be 

seen and recognized; she wants a confrontation because she is weary 

of sharing him with Phillipa. 

During the week, they have a gay tim~ and he does manage to keep 

her "undercover" until their last day. Feeling somewhat guilty, he 

invites her to the office where he has been negotiating a television 

contract. On the way to the office they stop for a drink, and while 

they are sitting there, brother Magnus walks by and recognizes them. 
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He is not particularly shocked, so they invite him to join them. 

Since Gabriel needs to go on to the office, he asks Magnus to stay 

with Clara until s.he can join him for lunch. By this time, Clara has 

had several glasses of Pastis and feeling very gregarious, so she 

invites Magnus to meet them that evening for dinner. Shortly 

thereafter, she goes to have lunch with Gabriel and his friend, 

Patrice, and after a few glasses of wine, she invites Patrice to meet 

them later for coffee; in fact, she wants to invite everyone in the 

restaurant. After lunch, Gabriel and Patrice leave her on her own for 

a while, and as she is wandering around the office halls, she sees 

the name of an old acquaintance, Peter Harronson, on an office door, 

walks in, reminds him of who she is, and invites him for coffee too. 

Subsequently, Clara, Gabriel, Patrice and Peter gather on the 

terrasse on the Place, drink coffee for an hour, proceed to ar.uther 

cafe for a drink, then on to the Place du Trocadero where the~' i neet 

the remainder of their entourage. Since they are having a good time 

and no one wants to end the evening, Peter invites them all to his 

apartment and suggests that they call all their friends and ask them 
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to come too. Before the evening is over, bottles are all over the 

floor, some of the guests are reciting poetry, others are taking off 

their clothes, Magnus is kissing Clara, and vice versa. Eventually, 

Clara remembers Gabriel and tries to fl:1d him, but does not because 

he has left the party. When she returns to their hotel room at half

past four, she finds him asleep, and since he has had the audacity to 

abandon her at the party, she decides to catch the plane to London 

without him. 

Upon returning home, she finds a telegram telling her to go to 

Northam immediately because her mother is ill. She has a twinge of 

conscience because she has used the excuse of her mother being ill 

to get permission to leave her studies to go to Paris with Gabriel. 

When she arrives in Northam, she learns that her mother has cancer 

and has less than three months to live. Does this bother Clara? No, 

not really. Does she plan to stay and take care of her mother? 

Again, no. In fact, on her second night in Northam Gabriel calls and 

they make plans for him to come the next day and drive her back to 

l_ondon. The novel ends on this heart-warming note. Does Clara 

marry Gabriel? For his sake, we can only hope not. 
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The Waterfall, Drabble's fifth novel which was published in 

1969, is much more structurally complex than any of the preceding 

four. Although the plot is linear, covering an approximate nine

month time-period, the novel encompasses both past and present, 

with the narrator switching back and forth between first and third

person. The narration begins in third-person, and of the thirty-three 

narrative sections, twenty-two and one-half are in first person, and 

eleven and one-half are in third, with the first-person narrator 

becoming more dominant and eventually displacing the third-person 

voice. Furthermore, both voices are those of the same obsessively 

introspective, displaced narrator, twenty-eight-year-old Jane Gray, 

who corrects and contradicts herself throughout; therefore, neither 

voice is completely reliable. 

The story begins in January, with Jane near to giving birth to her 

eacond child, Bianca. Her husband, Malcolm Gray, has left her, and 

she has refrained from calling the doctor or midwife until it is 

almost too late because she has become so reclusive and neurotic. 

The midwife does arrivE" in time, and the baby is delivered with 

little difficulty. Shortly thereafter, her cousin, Lucy Otford, comes 
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to take care of her, accompanied by her husband, James. The cousins 

are very wary of one another, and ultimately, it is James who 

becomes the primary care-giver. During her convalescence, he 

becomes her nurse, her protector, and her confidant. In fact, he 

becomes so immersed in his nursing duties that he practically moves 

in with her, and as soon as she has recovered from childbirth, they 

make love. After the first fifty-one introductory pages in third-

person, the narrator switches to the present and first-person in an 

attempt to explain and exonerate herself. She also uses this section 

to give perspective about her childhood, her parents and her first 

impressions of James. In the early sections of the novel, the first

person voice is the retrospective present and the third-person voice 

advances the plot. Of all of Drabble's stories, this one has the least 

action, and at times a reader has the sensation of drowning in a 

"waterfall" of words, cit least in the first two-thirds; however, in 

the later sections, the plot does advance more rapidly. During much 

of the novel, Jane spends her days confined at home, waiting for 

James to return, and gazing "at the clock, watching the hands move 

round the white dial" ( WF 42). Two months after the baby's birth, 
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i . ·' 
he finally takes her and the children for a drive. Their excursion 

involves a visit to the garage he owns and to Hampton Court for a 

walk. A week later, they go to the race track, and she becomes so 

frightened of the possibility that he might have an accident, that she 

flees to a park with the children. 

Again, the story changes to first-person and we learn of her 

courtship and marriage to Malcolm. She tells us she married him 

because she thought marriage would give her safety and dignity, but 

in reality, it took all of the life out of her and reduced her to 

inactivity ( WF 117). Lucy, too, is further defined, and Jane tells us 

that she is more like a sister than a cousin; she is, in actuality, 

Jane's double, and, therefore her rival and the principal object of her 

jealousy. Whatever Lucy does, Jane wants to do also, only better and 

sooner. 

We now return to Jane at home waiting for James. She finds it 

impossible "to do anything to bridge the absolute difference between 

his presence and his absence" ( WF 158). When he is away, she 

suffers, because she can think of nothing but when he will return, 
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and when he is with her, she suffers, because she knows he will soon 

have to leave. On one occasion he shows her card tricks, one of 

which is the "Waterfall." Dexterity with cards is one of his few 

talents and even he ~1.dmits that the things he does are not worth 

doing ( WF 176), but she is so entranced with him that if he spat on 

her, she would applaud the action. Despite the lack of action in the 

plot, there is an abundance of action in the bedroom. Jane had never 

experienced sexual fulfillment with Malcolm, but with James it is 

like birth and death, "an event of the same order" (WF 180). 

As is his usual custom, in August James takes his family on 

summer holiday, and on the evening before their departure, Lucy 

invites Jane to join them. She, of course, declines, and is suspicious 

that Lucy knows about her relationship with James. Jane devises 

several methods to try to make their eighteen-day separation seem 

shorter; she becomes totally obsessed with the calendar, count:ng 

the days, the hours, the minutes, and she even sees it in her dreams. 

At the end of the first week, as she is standing at the sink, she feels 

"it" take possession of her: "blind terror, nothingness. . . blackness" 
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( WF 189), and for a short time she is paralyzed. After this episode, 

she begins to cope with his absence a little better. 

When James returns, he offers to take her to Norway on October 

12. At first she does not think he is sincere, but as the date nears 

and he makes all the preparations, she is convinced. Their plan is to 

drive from London to Newcastle and take the ferry to Bergen. Three 

days prior to their departure, Malcolm calls to tell her he is coming 

home. She refuses to allow him to do so, but he continues to call her 

all night and all during the next day. On the night before they are to 

leave for Norway, James stays the night, and Malcolm sneaks into 

the house at four in the morning and sees them in bed together. He 

stares at them a few minutes and then goes away without a word, 

but on his way out, he smashes the big window in the front room. 

At last, they are on their way and although it is cloudy at first, 

the landscape becomes drenched in sunshine north of Stamford. 

Although James usually drives with reckless abandon, on this 

occasion he is driving at a careful, leisurely speed. At length, he 

tries tJ pass a small van, and as he passes it, there is a sudden 

explosion and the car soars into the air, sails across the oncoming 
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traffic lane, and smashes into a tree on the other side of the road. 

Jane and the children are shaken, but unhurt; however, James is 

critically injured. 

When they arrive at the hospital, Jane pretends to be Mrs. Otford 

rather than trying to explain who she is, and she does not notify Lucy 

about the accident. Instead, she takes a room at an hotel and 

continues to pretend she is his wife, spending the days entertaining 

the children and the evenings watching over his unconscious body. 

At the end of a week, she decides to call Lucy, but much to her 

surprise, Lucy calls her and lashes out at her saying, "I wish to God 

he'd been killed and that you'd been killed with him" (WF 254). 

Later, Lucy calls back to apologize and explain that she had learned 

about the two of them from Malcolm. When she could not find them, 

she had called the R.A.C. and the police, and the police had told her 

about the accident and where to find them. Oddly enough, Lucy asks 

Jane for permission to join her, Jane agrees, and Lucy arrives almost 

immediately because she has been phoning from the local train 

station. 
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Lucy and Jane share the same room, the same bed, and a bottle of 

scotch and spend most of the night talking. Lucy tells her about "the 

dreadful, endless, exhausting conflict between herself and James," 

and about her most recent affair which happens to be with one of 

James' mother's lovers ( WF 257). Lucy appears more concerned 

about the expense of the ordeal than she is about the love affair. 

But, perhaps, that is understandable; she tells Jane, "You're not the 

first, you know. Whatever he says" ( WF 259). 

The following day they both go "to visit those two wrecks, James 

and the car" ( WF 260). Fortunately for him, he is still unconscious 

and remains so for another week. During the week Jane and Lucy 

take turns staying with him in case he regains awareness. When he 

finally recovers enough to recognize them, he shows no surprise in 

seeing them there together. Shortly thereafter, Lucy returns to 

London, leaving Jane to takG care of him. His recovery takes more 

than a month, but when he is well enough to go home, Jane calmly 

waves goodbye at the station knowing he is returning home to Lucy: 

"she had known he would go, ... he had been lent to her, and the loan 

was over" (WF 272). 
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Jane's homecoming is something of a shock: her house had been 

broken into by vagrants, a pipe had burst, part of the ceiling had 

fallen in, and "moss and fungus were growing from the walls" (W F 

272). She also finds evidence that Malcolm has been back. 

Gradually, in the days that follow, she starts trying to put her life 

back together. She actually cleans her house and begins to find 

interest in the world around her. Malcolm does not return, and we 

learn little more of him other than that he has not divorced her. 

Though the affair with James has diminish in its intensity, she 

describes one last trip with James, a trip to Goredale Scar, a 

waterfall, ~nd tells us, "it is real, unlike James and me, it exists. It 

is an example of the sublime" (WF 286). 

Drabble's fifth novel, The Needle's Eye, published in 1972, is her 

first to have dual protagonists, one of whom is a male, or at least 

his name signifies that he is masculine. Rose Vassiliou and Simon 

Camish are, in many ways, mirror images of one another. Although 

their story is told by an omniscient narrator, who presents numerous 

points of view, Rose's and Simon's dominate, with Simon's being the 

more dominant. Throughout this spatially constructed novel, there 
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IS extensive backward rather than forward movement. Structurally, 

the novel is divided into two parts, with the first part having 

sixteen sub-divisions, advancing only a few days in present time, 

but reviewing the past in g1·eat detail. The second part consists of 

twenty-one segments, with the principal action taking place within 

an approximate six-month interval; however, the last two short 

segments are an addendum of an additional four and one-half years. 

We first meet Simon in January as he is purchasing a bottle of 

vermouth to take to a dinner party being held by friends, Nick and 

Diana. His wife, Julie, is in New York, and he has been invited not 

only because they need an extra male, but because they feel sorry for 

him and want to alleviate his loneliness. Julie's absence, however, 

is not the reason for Simon's unhappiness; in fact, he is relieved that 

she is gone. The reason for his unhappiness is his life in general--he 

hates everyone at the party, his work (attorney-at-law), his past, 

his future, his mother, his wife, and he is not too crazy about his 

children either. Dinner has been delayed by Rose Vassiliou, a recent 

divorcee whom he has never met, and who is presumably the guest of 

honor. At first, Simon is not impressed with Rose and comments 
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"that it was easy enough to see what the man in question 

[Christopher Vassiliou] was after, because it was certainly not her 

beauty" (NE 15). Since he and Rose are the two without escorts, 

they are seated together, and he begins to realize that she has more 

merit than he first supposed. 

Through retrospection, it is revealed that ten years ago, Rose had 

been made a ward of the court by her father who was attempting to 

terminate her relationship with and prevent her probable marriage 

to Christopher Vassiliou, a fortune-hunting Greek from Camdentown. 

In order to enforce the wardship, Rose had been sent to Europe with 

a chaperone for several months, but when she returned on her 

twenty-first birthday, she married Christopher that same day. 

Another piece of information which is revealed is that when she was 

twenty-four and inherited thirty thousand pounds from a trust fund, 

she promptly donated it to a charity in Africa represented by a 

charlatan who spent it on a school which promptly burned down and 

on a big white Mercedes. 
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After the party, Simon drives a distressed, weeping Rose to her 

home in the slums of London where she lives by choice. When they 

arrive, he goes in to look over the papers she has received from 

Christopher and his solicitor who are attempting to make the three 

Vassiliou children wards of the court because Rose refuses to give 

the children a proper home and the advantages they deserve. He 

learns that Christopher had left her in 1967, after nine years of 

marriage, and a year later Rose had filed for and received a divorce. 

Simori is very reserved in his comments to Rose about her situation, 

and although he is somewhat intrigued, he uncertain about Rose's 

mental stability. 

Later, when he goes to his own home, he recalls his own courtship 

and marriage to Julie. He, like Christopher, has been accused of 

marrying for money since his background is one of poverty and 

Julie's is or1e of wealth. Julie, at least from his perspective, is 

certainly not an ideal wife, and he feels he was trapped by her even 

before the marriage. She is so wretched that even her father was 

elated wht:::n he got rid of her. We also learn that his mother leaves 

much to be desired. She has made him what he is by being 
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unrelenting in her demands and domination because she wanted him 

to escape from the poverty she had always known. In spite of all of 

her efforts and sacrifices, he is not grateful, and until recent years, 

has hated her and tried to hide his relationship to her. Simon's 

position is a strange one in that Drabble has always presented a 

patriarchal society in which women are dominated and subjugated, 

yet Simon is a man manipulated and victimized by women. 

Part two begins in the spring, with Simon and Rose having become 

close, if not intimate, friends. Simon, Julie, and their three children 

go to Cornwall for Easter, and while they are there, Rose calls Simon 

because she is lonely and Christopher has her three children for the 

holiday. Needless to say, Julie is not too pleased about Simon being 

telephoned by another woman. At this point, Julie is unaware of 

their friendship; actually, she does not even know Rose except by 

reputation. Back in London, Simon goes to see Rose, meets her long

time friend, Emily, and later, at another dinner party, meets 

Christopher. They leave the party and go to Christopher's flat to 

talk, and although Simon is prepared to dislike and di!:trust 

Christopher, he does not; conversely, he begins to have doubts about 
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Rose. For several weeks he avoids contact with her, and during this 

time Christopher files for custody of the children. Later, he and 

Julie attend a charity function at which Rose is the featured 

speaker. After her speech, he introduces them and the three of them, 

with him in the middle, sit together for the remainder of the 

program, have drinks together afterward, and Rose asks to come to 

his office the next morning. 

When she arrives the following morning, she tells him that she 

has decided to stop fighting Christopher and to give him the children 

because she would rather give them up than to "move house." During 

the session she becomes hysterical, and after she leaves she vows 

to herself that she will go to Africa to get away from all of it and to 

regain her soul. In her mind, giving up her children is the only way 

to appease God. 

The following Friday evening, Simon sees a televi~ion report 

about an Italian father who has abducted his child from its English 

mother. He tries to call Rose, and when she does not answer, he 

phones Christopher and asks to see him. They talk for a while, 

mostly about Rose, and Simon advises him to return to Rose and try 
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to rebuild their marriage. Evidently, Christopher saw the same 

television report; because shortly after he collects his children the 

next morning for his schedulec! visitation, he telegraphs Rose that he 

is taking them out of the country. Rose does not call Simon, but 

Emily does and he propels the legal system into action in an attempt 

to stop Christopher. They disrupt the weekend for a number of 

solicitors, judges, and police, and finally decide to try to find 

Christopher and the children themselves. Since Christopher had 

planned to take the children to Rose's parents, the Bryanstons, for 

their annual June, Whit Saturday tea and open house, they decide to 

look there first. 

When they arrive, Rose disguises herself and they go in as paying 

guests. Presently, they find the children and Christopher and learn 

that he had no intention of abducting them, but instead, had sent the 

telegram just to annoy and frighten Rose. They are all quite civil to 

one another and everyone stays the night. During the night, 

Christopher tries to slip down the hall into Rose's room, and when he 

does not find her, goes to eavesdrop outside of Simon's room, where 
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Simon catches him. To prevent any further escapades, all three 

spend the night together in Simon's room. The following day, the six 

of them go for a picnic by the sea, eat boiled samphire sandwiches, 

and have a jolly time. Although Rose and Christopher snap at one 

another, it is obvious that they still have much in common, not only 

in the children, but also in their temperaments. When they meet in 

court on Friday of the subsequent week and the judge awards custody 

of the children to Rose, it is obvious that the battle is over and a 

chance for reconciliation exists. 

The remainder of the book is something of an addendum. We learn 

that Christopher returns to Rose within a year and that Simon grows 

to appreciate Julie more and Rose less. The final scene is four and 

one-half years after the courtroom scene, and Simon, Rose and Emily 

are attending a dog show. Although in the beginning it had been 

Simon trying to help Rose, he, through his advice to Christopher to 

return home, planted the seeds of her ruination, and in the end, it is 

she who helps him. She allows Christopher back into her life, not 

because she wants him or thinks she can be happy with him, but 

because she feels she has to do it for the sake of the children, and 
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ultimately, "the price s.he had to pay was the price of her own living 

death" (NE 349). 

Most appropriately, Drabble's seventh novel, published in 1975, 

and her finest work of all the novels here discussed, concludes this 

summarization. The Realms of Gold with its intrusive, omniscient 

narrator, presents Dr. Frances Ollerenshaw Wingate, archeologist, 

mother of four and female extraordinaire, who is in her mid

thirties and suffering from mid-life crisis. The main plot, which 

evolves from January through November, is linear and episodic, but 

unlike the previous novels, there are numerous secondary plot lines 

leading in diverse directions, making the story almost incoherent 

until they all coalesce at the end. Movement within the story is 

spatial, and the novel is technically structured into fifty-six 

sections, ranging in length from a few lines to several pages, and 

like The Needie's Eye, the latter pages of the final section give a 

brief account of events occurring many years later. 

The novel opens with Frances somewhere in Europe, perhaps Italy, 

on a lecture tour where she is speaki 1g about Tizouk, her 

archaeological discovery of the Phoenician culture in the Sahara 
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desert. Although she is proud of her accomplishments and takes 

great pleasure in her celebrity, she is aware that there is an 

emptiness in her life that neither her children nor her work can fill. 

All alone in her hotel room, for she has been divorced for many years 

and has been estranged from her married lover for six months, 

she is about to experience one of her attacks of despair. After the 

attack has passed, she goes out alone to dinner, and while eating, 

breaks a tooth on a fish bone; this only increases her fears about 

becoming old, depleted, and undesirable. Somewhat tipsy from 

drinking brandy and wine, she writes a long, drunken, love letter to 

Karel Schmidt, her former lover, but she tears it up. 

The following evening she speaks about Tizouk and meets, among 

others, Hunter Wisbech who tells her that he has recently seen 

Karel, who said that he was still in love with her. Her spirits soar 

with this information, and later, she posts a card to Karel, telling 

him that she loves and misses him. As fate would have it, he is not 

to receive the card for months. Another person attending the lecture 
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is David Ollerenshaw, a geologist and an unknown cousin to Frances, 

but they do not meet on this occasion. 

On her return trip home, Frances is incapacitated by her tooth and 

has to have it extracted in Paris. When she arrives home, she 

exr~cts to hear from Karel, but after a fortnight with no reply, she 

becr.mes despondent and after a month, falls ill, first with the flu, 

then with another tooth loss, and then the ultimate: she detects a 

lump in her breast which requires surgery. During her stay in the 

hospital and convalescence with her family, she has plenty of time 

to reflect about the past, and during this section we learn about her 

relatives, Karel, the highs and lows of their relationship, and his 

wife, Joy. 

While she is recovering, she becomes preoccupied with the past 

and decides to go back to Tockley in the East Midlands in an attempt 

to discover and understand more about her ancestors, and, hopefully, 

more about herself. She has the idea that the Midlands have somehow 

poisoned the Ollerenshaws, and that she and al! of her relatives 

suffer "from some incurable and ratlike family disease," (RG 101) 

which causes her attacks of despair, and which drove her sister to 
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suicide, her brother to alcoholism, induced her father's chronic state 

o·f melancholy, and her nephew's infatuation with death. 

On her way to Tockley in July, she reminisces about her childhood 

and her visits with her grandparents at Eel Cottage. Though she 

finds the town has changed, there are still many things that remain 

the same, and her grand parents' cottage looks much the same as she 

remembers it. Although Frances is unaware of it since she has 

seldom been to Tockley since she was fourteen, she still has a few 

relatives living there, one of whom is second-cousin Janet 

Ollerenshaw Bird: She, cousin David, who is also a native of Tockley, 

and Stephen (Frances' nephew) who were mentioned in the earlier 

sections, form three of the numerous plot lines which periodically 

merge, intermingle then disengage until the final sections where 

they all converge. Janet is totally unlike Frances, and her most 

important function in the novel is to highlight that difference; Janet 

is a dismal failure in all things, and Frances is a shining success. 

More or less recovered, Frances gets back into the lecture circuit 

and spends an October weekend in the country with her brother, 

Hugh, and his family prior to departing for Adra. Frances and her 
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children, and Hugh and his wife, Natasha, are sitting before the 

fireplace discussing Freud with Stephen, their son. Although at first 

it appears to be a pleasant family gathering, as the discussion 

become somewhat heated, it becomes apparent that there are many 

underlying problems which reveal themselves in Hugh's exces~!vc 

drinking, in Natasha's over zealous pursuit of domesticity (she h:ts 

to do everything the hard way--no shortcuts), and in Stephen's 

philosophical view of death and obs.essive fear about his daughter's 

health. 

At this point, we learn more about Karel Schmidt, Frances's lover 

and a survivor of the Holocaust. He does sincerely love and miss 

Frances, as well he might because she has the strength and common 

sense that he lacks. He is the type of man who has little 

understanding of responsibility or anything outside of his own very 

limited interests, and he admits that he does not understand Frances 

or anyone else although he spends most of his time trying to counsel 

the mad, lonely misfits of the world. He and his wife, Joy, are an 

ideal couple; he is a sadist and she is a masochist. He compares her 

to a caged animal in a zoo which throws food at its mate to irritate 
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it, and even while he bangs her head on the floor and beats her _in the 

face, her animalistic behavior distresses him. 

David Ollerenshaw, like Frances, is on his way to Adra, but unlike 

her in her choice of a fast, comfortable airliner, he has chosen to 

drive across Europe and then across the s~:1ara to Adra. This is not 
' 

an unusual choice for David, because he is a loner, so much of a loner 

that he does not want to designate anyone as his next of kin on his 

insurance form; he thinks his corpse might be an embarrassment. 

Although Frances still has "the stone in her chest" (RG 234) that 

she has been carrying around since she became estranged from Karel, 

after she arrives in Adra, she begins to respond to the special 

attention she receives and her luxurious accommodations. In the 

evening, all the conference members meet for drinks and fellowship, 

and Frances meets, among others, Patsy Cornford, whom she dislikes 

instantly. At midnight, several in the group decide to go for a swim, 

which makes Frances dislike Patsy more when she compares her to 

herself. Even though Frances is not particularly interested in any of 

the men present, as a point of honor she must try to make them 
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focus their attention on her and away from Patsy. Sometime later, 

they hear the sound of a car engine coming out of nowhere, and it is 

David Ollerenshaw who has arrived, tired and hungry, but otherwise 

m good condition. 

The first ten day~ of the conference are rather uneventful, filled 

mostly with lectures, slide-shows, and Frances' attempts to "out

female" Patsy. She does become better acquainted with David, and 

likes him, but is somewhat puzzled by him. On the last evening 

before the conference ends, Patsy, Frances, David, and Spirelli (the 

man Patsy and Frances have locked claws over) go into town hoping 

to relieve their boredom, and on this occasion, Frances and David 

realize that they are cousins. 

The following morning, as Frances is preparing to leave on a 

flight to tour Adra's tin mines, she receives several telegrams 

telling her to come home immediately; they do not say why. She 

tries to call Hugh to find out what is wrong, but has to catch the 

only flight out before her call gets through. While on the plane, she 

reads the Sunday Examiner and learns that her Great-Aunt Constance 

Ollerenshaw has been found dead in her cottage near Tockley and is 
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the reason for the rash of telegrams. According to the paper, the 

eighty-eight-year-old woman had been dead for several months 

and had apparently died of starvation because the autopsy revealed 

that her stomach was filled with cardboard and newspapers. 

Later that same day, another telegram arrives in Adra saying, 

"POSTCARD RECEIVED SEVERAL MONTHS LATE SORRY ABOUT SILENCE 

AM CATCHING NEXT PLANE TO ADRA SEE YOU SOON HARLING" (RG 

287). 

Meanwhile, back in Tockley, Janet Bird is in the spotlight and is 

about to go on television to answer questions about Great-Aunt 

Constance. She has been besieged by the news media, and enjoying 

every moment of it, ever since the old woman was found and they 

learned that she was the last person to see her alive. Janet did not 

really know Aunt Con and had only gone to see her to annoy her 

parents who had not been on speaking terms with her for years due 

to a property dispute. 

Although neither Constance's death nor the news coverage has had 

a profound effect on Janet, not so with the other Ollerenshaws. At 

this point it has caused Frances to return to England early, and 
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thereby miss Karel; it has made Sir Frank Ollerenshaw (Frances' 

father and Constance's next-of-kin) look like a stingy, heartless 

villain; Stella Ollerenshaw (Frances' moth,3r) has collapsed and is 1n 

the hospital, and David Ollerenshaw has had to leave his new car in 

Adra to accompany Karel, who is ill from his cholera injection and 

disappointment, and to defend Janet and family honor. 

When Frances arrives in Tockley, she sees Constance's lawyer, 

Harold Barnard, to discuss funeral arrangements, gets the keys to 

the cottage, and then books a room in the same hotel where she 

stayed during the summer. The attorney gives her several telephone 

numbers to assist her in making funeral arrangements, and among 

them is Janet Bird's. Later that afternoon, she goes to Constance's 

cottage and is totally fascinated by it and the things she finds 

inside. Previous to this, she had learned that Aunt Con was a 

reclusive, bad-tempered woman, and inside a locked drawer in a 

desk, she discovers why. It seems that Constance had conceived a 

child by a married seaman. The child had died when it was only 

eighteen months old, and the seaman died three years later, "three 
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years that Constance had spent in and out of mental homes" (R G 

319). 

A while later, Harold Barnard stops by and invites Frances to join 

him and his wife at home for a drink. She follows him home, m~ets 

his wife, Mary, and guess what? She a cousin of Hunter Wisbech, the 

same person who told Frances last January that Karel was still in 

love with her and motivated her to send the much delayed postcard. 

When Frances returns to her hotel, she rings Janet Bird and 

invites her for a drink. Janet panics and declines, using her baby as 

an excuse, but relents and invites Frances to her house. They do not 

get on well; Janet is suspicious and resentful of Frances, and 

Frances pities her, but after they find they have a mutual fondness 

for peeling vegetables, they become quite friendly. After a while, 

Mark, Janet's husband, comes home and is his usual nasty, 

antagJnistic self, so Janet and Frances escape to the hotel for a 

drink. 

As soon as Frances enters the hotel lobby, she is told that two 

men are waiting for her in the bar. When she walks into the bar, she 

stands there "gaping, her eyes fixed; her mouth" dropping "open and 
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all the blood" pouring "out of her" face (RG 344) because there sit 

Karel and David. They all eat, drink and exchange anecdotes for 

awhile, and everyone has a fine time except Karel because he is 

unwell. Later, when Frances and Karel go up to bed, she finds that 

his arm is swollen and he is feverish in reaction to his cholera 

injection, so she has to sleep in the other bed. 

The next morning Frances starts making Constance's funeral 

arrangements, and when she phones Natasha, she learns that Stephen 

and his child have disappeared. Since Constance has requested to be 

buried in unhallowed ground, it takes Frances a little while to find a 

spot for her, but eventually the funeral is held with only Frances, 

Karel, David, Janet, Sir Frank, Hugh, Harold Barnard and Mr. Fox, the 

vicar, in attendance. Later in the day, the Ollerenshaws visit Eel 

cottage and have a marvelous day. 

Two days later, however, the euphoric atmosphere quickly 

dissolves: Stephen and h!s child are found dead in a Sussex wood. In 

a letter to Frances he explains that he had found living "humiliating 

and destructive" (RG 365) and felt he had to sav'e himself and his 

daughter from it. 
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As stated at the beginning of this summary, the la~t pages 

concern events occurring several years after the primary episodes. 

Frances and Karel marry, and her daughter marries Karel's son. Joy, 

Karel's ex-wife, becomes a true lesbian (she had dabbled in that 

lifestyle in the past) and becomes a pleasant woman. And lastly, we 

learn that soon after the will was probated Frances bought Aunt 

Con's cottage from her father, who allowed her to pay full price for 

it, and they have been living there happily ever since. 

Although these are extremely brief summaries, they give some 

insight into the nature and variety of Drabble's work. Since she uses 

women and their problems as her primary focus, it would seem that 

her novels might become trite, repetitious, or insipid, but as can 

readily be seen, this is definitely not the case. Though there are 

similarities in the characters, each novel is a fresh, astute, creative 

presentation of women meeting a challenge and surviving under 

exceptional circumstances. 

Prior to proceeding with the remaining chapters, I feel it is 

necessary to acknowledge the sources for my chapter headings and 

epigraphs. Since Margaret Drabble often alludes to the English 
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romantic poets in her novels, it seemed appropriate for me to 

incorporate some of them into this thesis. Although I am guilty of 

slight editing in the chapter headings, and I have taken some 

quotations out of context, this was done in order that the 

line or lines might reflect what I wished to convey, and it was never 

my intention to be offensive or impertinent. The sources for the 

chapter headings and epigraphs, respectively, are as follows: 

Chapter II, Samuel Tayior Coleridge ("To a Young Ass"), Lord Byron 

("Childe Harold's Pilgrimage"); Chapter Ill, Lord Byron ("Childe 

Harold's Pilgrimage"), William Blake ("To Tirzah"); Chapter IV, 

William Blake ("The Tyger"), Lord Byron ("Childe Harold's 

Pilgrimage"); Chapter V, John Keats ("On First Looking into 

Chapman's Homer"), Lord Byron ("Manfred"); Chapter VI, Lord Byron 

("English Bards and Scotch Reviewers"), Mary Wollstonecraft ("A 

Vindication of the Rights of Women"); and Chapter VII, William 

Wordsworth ("To the Small Celandine"), John Keats ("Ode on 

Melancholy"). 
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CHAPTER II 

POOR UTILE FOOLS OF AN OPPRESSED RACE: 

THE PROTAGONISTS 

Their breath is agitation, and their life 

A storm whereon they ride, to sink at last, 

And yet so nursed and bigoted to strife, 

That should their days, surviving perils past, 

Melt to calm twilight, they feel overcast 

With sorrow and supineness, and so die; 

Even as a flame unfed, which runs to waste 

With its own Flickering, or a sword laid by, 

Which eats into itself, and rusts ingloriously. 

LORD BYRON. 

Each of Drabble's novels focuses on a specific human predicament 

or peculiarity, and the age of each protagonist usually determines 

the nature of that predicament or peculiarity. For example, the first 

novel examines feminine immaturity and indecision, and from there 

the novels advance to explore feminine dissatisfaction with 

marriage and motherhood; feminine distrust, rivalry and sexual 

inhibition; female avarice, ambition and sexual opportunism; female 

incompetence and neurosis; male and female disillusionment, and the 

seventh novel concentrates on feminine middle-age crisis. In the 

first-person narrations, we see the primary and secondary 
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characters through the protagonists' biased, unreliable perspectives, 

and in the novels with a third-person narrator, the protagonists act 

to contrast, reflect, and define the secondary characters. 

Consequently, in most instances, the way the protagonists react 

toward others rn their fictional world is a better indicator of their 

true natures than anything they have to say about themselves. 

However they are presented, be it self-conscious or omniscient 

narration, and whatever the age of the protagonist, not one could be 

considered a model for the edification of women. 

The first protagonist, Sarah Bennett, narrator and pseudo-author 

of A Summer Bird-Cage, is in her early twenties, has just "come 

down" from Oxford with a "a lovely, shiny, useless new degree" (SBC 

9) and is in a quandry about what to do with her life. She has 

willingly sent her fiance, Francis, to America to continue his 

studies so that she will have an opportunity to evaluate her 

alternatives to marriage. She thinks of herself as being vulnerable, 

"like a soft snail without a shell" (SBC 31 ), yet as the story 

progresses, she shows every indication of being quite able to defend 
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herself. She is somewhat confused about just who or what she 

really is; this becomes evident when she says: 

I would like to be high-powered, in a way that I wouldn't like 
to be or to be called Bohemian, or bourgeois, or intellectual, or 
promiscuous or any of the other charges that I had laid myself 
open to. I was, in a way, all of these things, I suppose, but I 
didn't belong to them. I only belonged to them relatively, 
depending on who was watching ... (SBC 1 06) 

Sarah is an attractive, intelligent girl, and she is well aware of it; 

in fact she feels superior to just about everyone other than her 

sister, Louise. She certainly has no doubt about her physical 

appearance, because she tells us, "I do feel perpetually the double-

edged guilt and glory of having so much, so much abundance ... but 

what on earth was one to do about all this lovely body that one was 

obliged to walk around with?" (SBC 182). Nor does she have any 

doubt about her mental prowess: "Sometimes I suspect that I must 

be so bloody brilliant that everybody else inevitably seems to be at 

half pressure" ( SBC 14 7). 

Although Sarah feels superior to the world at large, it is quite 

another matter when she is faced with her sister, Louise. When 

Louise is around she feels that Louise is Cinderella c nd she is "one 

of her ugly sisters after the pumpkin episode" (SBC 17). Her 
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animosity toward her sister is the most dominant feature of the 

novel, and she misses no opportunity to lament her abuse, both past 

and present, at the hands of her sister. Unfortunately, after a while 

we begin to see that many of the malicious character traits she 

attributes to her sister are very much a part of her own nature: 

I make myself sound pathetic, and I was. But she mishandled 
me: with a little skill or duplicity she could easily have 
persuaded me to run errands for her. Many other little sisters 
I knew or have since known were reduced to an inconspicuous, 
subservient position by a little tact. Perhaps Louise, by being 
openly sadistic, was merely being honest. At least she 
allowed me, by her manner, to salvage my dignity after a year 
or two, for I turned on her in the end. I used to laugh at her 
with my school-friends, to borrow her clothes without asking, 
and to steal her books. Once I read her diary ... In the end she 
taught me the art of ,competition, and this is what I really hold 
against ·her: I think I had as little desire to outdo others in my 
nature as a person can have, until she insisted on demonstrat-
ing her superiority. She taught me to want to outdo her. And 
when, occasionally, I did so, her anger hurt me, but as I had 
won it by labour from indifference, I treasured it. And when, 
finally, I took over one of her men at Oxford, the game was out 
in the open, I thought, for the rest of our lives. (SBC 113-14) 

The malicious side of Sarah's nature becomes petinfully apparent 

in her treatment of cousin Daphne. Instead of showing compassion 

for one who is less endowed than she, and from her description, less 

endowed is the ultimate understatement--she uses her as a yard 

stick to measure her own self-worth. In explaining her attitude 
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toward Daphne she says, "Daphne is somehow a threat to my 

existence. Whenever I see her, I feel weighted down to earth. I feel 

the future narrowing before me like a tunnel, and everyone else is 

high up and laughing" (SBC 125). 

Throughout the novel, Sarah, with one exception, never compli-

ments or praises another female without later retracting it. That 

exception is Simone, who appears in the novel only in the form of a 

letter. For her, probably because their acquaintance is limited, 

there is only praise: 

I do admire as well as love her, though I have always believed 
love preferable to and exclusive of admiration. I consider her 
a superior being. She is superior, and in contact with her I 
share her superiority: I lose the cruel and evasive sentiment
ality that Daphne and my mother arouse in me, and I become 
created harder and brighter in her eyes. (SBC 77) 

Sarah's tendency to belittle all other women and her propensity to 

reject all things female are characteristics that all of Drabble's 

protagonists exhibit. 

Like most of Drabble's heroines, Sarah is afflicted with emotional 

spasms; she often feels "an ominous horror" because she is about to 

have "a crisis of malice, weeping and exhaustion" (SBC 89). These 
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attacks are induced by a variety of reasons, not the least of which is 

jealousy. She feels the "crisis" coming on after she has been with 

Louise and John for an evening and concludes, "Whatever she [Louise] 

does, she wins. And lose. I've too much wit and too little beauty, 

so I lose" (SBC 200). Also like most of Drabble's heroines, Sarah 

does not think of calling on another female in her time of crisis. On 

the contrary, she says, "I felt that I must do something, talk to 

someone. Some man. I tried to think of somebody, and in the end I 

remembered Jackie Almond" (SBC 203). 

Finally, in spite of Sarah's pretense to superiority, she is 

basically a very shallow female. When asked what she wants to do 

with her life, the most ambitious or fulfilling things she can think 

of are "going to Rome, or seeing Francis and loving him as ... [she] 

used to, and having the right clothes for everything, and writing 

books [note ,that the only career oriented desire comes last]" ( S B C 

198), and even she admits that she could not earn a penny from any 

of them. To say the least, Sarah is hardly a model for the feminine 

liberation movement. 
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Our next protagonist, Emma Lawrence Evans, is six years older 

than Sarah, but even though she is married and the mother of two, 

her perceptions of herself and what she wants from life are just as 

confused. Emma is a passive reactor; she is not one who would act 

to change a situation when it becomes unacceptable, nor is she 

willing to accept that she might be responsible for many of her own 

problems. Instead, she blames her husband, her children and her 

environment; in her mind, she is a victim trapped in a loveless, 

sometimes violent marriage, but oddly enough, divorce never appears 

to enter her mind. 

Emma, a former fashion model, confesses that she has always 

been obsessed with her appearance ( G Y 135), and truer words were 

never spoken. She is little more than an attractive shell with 

nothing underneath. In a sense, she does not exist except through the 

reaction Jf ethers. Throughout her life she has wanted to be 

different, to be distinctive in order to attract attention, and to this 

end she has adopted a rather bizarre fashion preference and unusual 

tastes in heme decor and location (she refuses "to live in a street 

with anyone who could contaminate [her] by similarity" [GY 180])--
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all of her efforts are directed toward evoke a response from others, 

preferably one of approval, but any response will do as long as she is 

the center of attention. Notwithstanding the fact that all of her 

activities are directed toward educeing a reaction, she is an 

extremely vain, self-satisfied person, who places herself far above 

her husband and his theatrical associates. Her attitude toward 

almost everyone can only be described as condescending, and she 

admits that she has few, if any friends. On one occasion when she is 

mistaken for an actress, because, as she tells us, she looks like one, 

she is insulted rather than flattered and quickly denies it. A good 

example of her egotism is the teapot episode. While packing after 

the move to Hereford, she discovers that one of her teapots has been 

broken during the move, and she states, "I had never broken anything 

in removal before. I was white with fury for an hour after that. It 

is frightening how little I can bear dny slipping off of my own 

perfection" (GY 61). 

In wifely perfection, Emma has "slipped off" considerably. 

Although she thinks she gives all to her marriage and re:eives little 

in return, "her devotion to the marriage is suspect since she has 
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rejected [David] sexually and, in fact, practices sexual appease

ment. .. " (Beards 39), as exemplified by her pushing his hand off her 

thigh as sre agrees to go to Hereford with him. Moreover, though she 

criticizes David's temper (which she provokes) and considers him a 

brute, she is very impressed when he slams his fist through the 

bedroom wall and tells us that with that action he became the 

"manifestation of the David I had known, the man at whose approach 

graves opened, fountains leaped out of rocks, and trees and women 

gathered to listen" (GY 23). 

Although she purports to love her children, especially her 

daughter, Flora, we cannot help but wonder about her sincerity when 

she compares the physical aspects of motherhood to "hay fever or 

asthma" (GY 9); in other words, a condition that must be endured 

although it literally suffocates the sufferer. Also, she does not 

appear to have wanted the children and blames David and his 

carelessness: "I was appalled by the filthy mess of pregnancy 

and birth, and for the last two months before she [Fior~.~ ·;.;as born 

could hardly speak to him for misery" (GY 35). Though pregnancy 
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does have its discomforts, it is difficult to imagine a truly maternal 

woman feeling it is a "filthy mess." Emma's real problem with 

motherhood is that she is too engrossed in "self" to be able to 

nurture or love her children. And as Dee Preussner has observed, 

"The pattern of motherhood that Emma lives allows neither herself, 

nor ... her child[ren] to grow" (123). 

As might be expected, Emma has a problem with sexuality. Like 

the other facets of her personality, her sexual nature is purely 

superficial, and Virginia Beards has appropriately labeled her "a 

twenty-eight-year-old female tease" (41 ), not only with her 

husband, but also with Wyndham Farr, her pseudo-paramour. With 

David, intimacy is a test of wills; on one occasion she tells him, 

"You won't get anywhere by force," to which he replies, "That's the 

only way I do get anywhere ... I've had two children by force, haven't 

I" (GY 89). And as for Wyndham, the affair is more for mental 

stimulation than physical with even simple affection being difficult 

for Emma, as evidenced by Wyndham telling her that trying to get a 

kiss out of her "is like trying to get blood out of a stone" ( G Y 195). 

She enjoys the clandestine nature of their relationship and her 
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fantasies about him, but like her preference for hers d'oeuvres over 

entrees, their affair is all snacking and no sacking. In other words, 

Emma uses sex: 

for the wrong reasons--revenge on an egotistical husband, a 
need to confirm her continued attractiveness, a desire to be 
gossiped about, and an urge to snap the dreariness of days 
spent with two small children and a dependent au pair--Emma 
drifts into an affair which takes forever to be consummated, 
and, alas, simultaneously finished. (Beards 42) 

In Emma's opinion, the events in Hereford have opened her eyes to 

her own nature and have made her a more mature woman, but her 

assumptions seem false. Throughout the novel Emma compares 

herself and her actions to her child, Flora, which is more relevant 

than she realizes, and in the novel's last paragraph both she and 

Flora are pretending not to see a disabled sheep, Flora out of pride, 

and Emma, supposedly, "for the sake of the children" (GY 255). "The 

persistent comparison of Emma to things that are childish. . . 

indicates the extent to which she has been able to grow ... She is 

ready to take all and give nothing, and she does not participate fully 

in the relationship with David or Wyndham or even her children" 

(Preussner 122). Although Emma thinks she has experienced some 

sort of a revelatit'n or transformation due to the Hereford 
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experience, she is still a reactor, not a star or even a performer in 

her own private playhouse. 

Third in our progression of heroines is twenty-eight-year-old 

Rosamund Stacey, who has no empathy whatsoever toward other 

women, and who has much in common with her creator. Nancy Poland 

reports that Drabble cannot stand being supported (259), that she 

has "style and Cambridge-bred confidence ... " (256), and that Drabble 

"graduated with double honors, or as they say in England, a 'starred 

first'" (257). Also, in an interview with Iris Rozencwajg Drabble 

stated, "I'm very unassertive and I always think of myself as the 

kind of person who if things go wrong gives up" (343), and lastly, 

Drabble was expecting a child during the novel's composition. 

Rosamund shares all of these characteristics; therefore, it does not 

seem too presumptuous to infer that Rosamund might also reflect 

her creator's attitude toward the feminine gender. 

Throughout the novel, Rosamund goes to great lengths to stress 

how different shP ls from other women. She feels it necessary to 

dissociate herself from other females, not only in her daily life and 
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m her career, but also during her pregnancy and delivery. Overall, 

she feels she has nothing in common with women; she dislikes the 

look of them and feels "like a stranger in a foreign land" (M S 65) 

when she is unable to avoid them. Ultimately, her pregnancy forces 

her to acknowledge her own femininity, and to accept the fact that 

she is a woman, a fact she has rather violently attempted to deny 

without always being aware of the intensity of that denial. When 

her fumbling attempts at abortion fail, she rationalizes her actions 

by saying, "There was no reason why I shouldn't have one either, it 

would serve me right, I thought, for having been born a woman in the 

first place. I couldn't pretend that I wasn't a woman, could I, 

however much I might try from day to day to avoid the issue?" (M S 

19). 

Likewise, her visits to the prenatal clinic reveal her intense 

dislike for all things female. She see~ the other women at the clinic 

as "grossly inflated" with "swollen legs" and "bodies heavy and 

unbalanced" (MS 64). She even feels the nurses at the clinic are 

irritable and speak "in a tone of deliberate strained equanimit~, .. (M S 

41). After her check-up, and on her way home, the women on the 
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tube train frustrate and anger her. Later on, she begins to notice 

other pregnant women, and to her, the "streets were crawling with 

them" (MS 68), like rats or lice. The only time she shows any 

sympathy or adfl'its any kinship with the female gender is when 

she states, "I felt thoroughly annoyed; I could understand, in this 

condition, why women are, as they certainly are, such perpetual 

complaining bores" (MS 101 ). 

In a like manner, her contempt for women is evident at Octavia's 

delivery. After listening to what she considers the nurses' idle 

idiotic chatter, she becomes so annoyed that she yells, "Oh, for God's 

sake, pack it in, can't you?" (MS 112). As for the other mothers in 

the clinic, Susan Spitzer has observed that "she scorns the utter 

lack of logic in everything the women are saying, and she dwells at 

length, with great wit, on the parallel conversations two women are 

holding with one another" (242). Rosamund also takes great pride in 

her speedy unassisted delivery; again, she has distinguished herself 

as being superior to other women. Later, when the doctor comments 

on her muscle tone, vanity again surfaces: "A slim healthful body is 

77 



Rosamund's ideal, not only because it is clearly more attractive, ... 

but because it is farther removed from womanhood. . . " (Spitzer 242). 

Rosamund's mother, sister, sister-in-law, and female friends are 

either rejected or scorned. Although !ittle is said about her mother, 

except that she reared Rosamund to be independent and socially 

conscious, it is obvious that she has little love for either of her 

parents and has no desire to have anything but a very distant 

relationship with them; she hopes they will remain in Africa, or 

India, or anywhere. She wants both her parents to stay away, leave 

her alone, and allow her to remain in the rent-free flat. Lydia, 

Rosamund's roommate and implied friend, w~ites a less th'an 

flattering story based on Rosamund's illicit pregnancy. In turn, 

Rosamund takes great pleasure in the fact that Octavia destroys the 

manuscript: "it occurred to me that there was a certain poetic 

justice in having an exposition of me and Octavia ripped up by 

Octavia herself" (MS 164). Later, after Lydia rewrites the book and 

it receives poor notices, Rosamund again feels pleasure. Even a 

friend from her Cambridge days is not exempt from Rosamund's 

superior attitude. When they have lunch together she tells us her 
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friend is "nothingbut a wife and mother [my italics] and really I 

felt I was the better off of the two" (M S 165). 

Octavia's illness gives Rosamund another opportunity to express 

her contempt for women. The women at the hospital are the ones 

who are responsible for not allowing her to see Octavia. When the 

two nurses and the Sister try to prevent her visit, she has a 

screaming fit. It is a man, Mr. Protheroe, who shows compassion and 

allows her to see Octavia. 

Octavia is held by many critics to be Rosamund's saving grace. 

Nancy Hardin states, "The Millstone can be viewed as an updated 

version of what might appear to be a humorously loving· version of 

didactic literature for the .education and edification of today's young 

women, as well as the portrayal of one young woman's growth of 

self-understanding" ("Drabble's" 26). Frankly, I see little love or 

growth in the novel, and heaven help the young women who consider 

it didactic. As for love, even though Rosamund declares that she 

l0ves Octavia, the first love she has felt' in her life, what she really 

feels is self-love, because Octavia is a "small living extension of" 
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(MS 123) herself. A mother who does not want to be inconven

ienced by taking a sick child to the doctor is not a very good example 

of a loving parent. Also, she readily admits her resentment for 

Octavia when she tells us, "As I emerged from each fit of grief, 

felt bitter resentment against Octavia ... " (MS 101). Statements 

such as these indicate that Rosamund's selfishness and conceit at 

the end of the novel are just as prevalent as they were at the 

beginning. Rosamund can only accept Octavia and feel love for her as 

long as she does not necessitate any inconvenience in her life. At an 

early stage in her pregnancy she refused to place the baby up for 

adoption because she felt "that no adoptive parents could ever be as 

excellent" (MS 89) as she would be. I beg to differ. Perhaps the 

worst problem is the fact that little Octavia will grow up to become 

the W word, a WOMAN: alas, she would be far better off, considering 

her mother's dispositii~ll, if she were a boy,, or better yet, an 

earthworm. 

Now we leave the realm of feminine aversion and enter the world 

of feminine avarict:--Cia.ra Maugham's. T~3nty-two-year-old Clara 

. is the coldest personality in all of Drabble's fiction. She has one 
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driving passion--to advance herself--and she is seemingly without a 

conscience; she will allow nothing and no one to impede her 

progress. Even as an adolescent, "she never learned to take a simple 

pleasure in her own abilities; they remained for her a means, and not 

an end, a bargaining power rather than a blessing" (JG 11 ). 

Intense ambition seems to be a peculiarity that Clara was born 

with, because even as a small child, she hated her environment and 

determined to leave it. As a youth, nothing else mattered to her, not 

her parents, not her brothers, not friends, not even religion; in fact 

hymns, such as the one which inspired the name of this book, did not 

touch her with reverence, but rather elevated "her to a state of rapt 

and ferocious ambition and desire ... " (JG 39). As might be 

expected, she was an outsider during her youth, but when her breasts 

developed, her status changed, and she was allowed to enter into the 

teenage clique of feminine rivalry. Although sne was proud to have 

risen in her peers' esteem, she had no genuine friends among the 

girls, and as for boys, she did not really like them, but "persevered 

with them, in the hope that a taste for men, like a taste for the 

other desirable sophistications of life such as alcohol and nicotine, 
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could be acquired through hard work" (JG 59). When her father died 

when she was sixteen, she felt no grief, and her feelings toward her 

mother are limited to fear, hostility, and bitterness, leading her to 

term her as a "bloody-minded sadistic old hypocrite" (JG 68), and 

causing her to feel pleasure when someone laughs at or makes 

derogatory remarks about her mother. In one episode where her 

mother makes an attempt to show her kindness and support, she 

reacts with contempt because "evidence of care and tenderness was 

harder [for her] to bear than any neglect, for it threw into question 

the whole basis of their lives together" (JG 69). Under these 

circumstances, it is no surprise to learn that when she won a place 

at London University, she could not wait to leave Northam, or that 

she hated her home so much that when she was compelled to return 

for holidays, "she would shake and tremble with an ashamed and 

feverish fear" (JG 33) and inspect "herself anxiously ... for signs c~ 

manic-depression or schizophrenia ... " (JG 98). 

To Clara, people are simply a resource to be utilized for her 

entertainment and advancement. She is "incurably mean and lazy; 
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she would rather any day be a guest than hostess, she would rather 

reach out her hand for a drink than wash out a glass and lift up a 

bottle to pour one. She never entertained, and could not see that she 

ever would" (JG 155) because she assumes that she will always be 

on the receiving end. As for men, although "she effortlessly uses sex 

to gain deliverance from her humdrum provincial background" 

(Beards 43), she has never had a undesigning relationship, and "she 

uses men to gain a dubious sort of identity and security" (Beards 43). 

In fact, she had never even kissed a man before Magnus Denham, and 

she kissed him only under duress. Prior to that, "she had merely 

allowed herself to be kissed" (JG 214). 

At no time in her life has Clara felt the need to look beneath the 

surface or to seek the true qualities of things or people. She judges 

people by the cost and style of their clothing, their speech, and their 

manners, and like a chameleon, she tends to adopt the mannerisms of 

those whom she feels are worth emulating. When she meets Clelia 

and the other members of the Denham family in her final year at 

university, she thinks she has found the golden opportunity for which 
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she has always 3en searching, and like a leech or a sycophant, she 

attaches herself :> them. 

Although she ~elects Clelia as her first quarry, when she meets 

Gabriel, she cha ges her strategy because she realizes that he has 

more to offer an< "she knew as soon as she set eyes on him that he 

was what she 'h nted" (JG135). It is of no consequence to her that 

Gabriel is marri~ j and has three children; to the contrary, it makes 

him more appeal 1g to her because of the added challenge. She never 

even suggests t 1t she loves him or wants him for himself, what she 

wants is "to set 1rough him, a value on herself ... as Gabriel's wife 

she would ... r 3] irrevocably attached, safe, ... never to be lost 

again" (JG 197). 

At the end of the novel, even though her mother is dying with 

cancer, Clara is xeparing to leave Northam after only two days to 

continue har con uest of Gabriel and London society. Even Drabble 

has stated, "I do 't like her very much, ... " (Rozencwajg 338) and 

she is "going to :urn into something fearsome, I think. I rather dread 

her futur&'' (Har .in "Interview" 278). 
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Since we have explored avarice at its ultimate, we can now move 

on to neurosis, or to the heroine Drabble has termed as the "dottiest, 

the nearest to madness, of all the characters" (Hardin "Interview" 

290), yet she has also said that the book is the most female of all 

her novels (Rose "Feminine" 81 ). The two statements would seem 

paradoxical unless they were spoken by someone who has little 

affection for women. If Jane Gray's personality and actions are 

"most female," then women are indeed hopeless, because as Marion 

Libby states, the "incessantly introspective but otherwise inactive, 

Jane Gray positively wallows in the self-defeating conditions of her 

existence" (175), and she shows no inclination to work toward 

achieving self-esteem or personal fulfillment, but "becomes a 

classic example of woman-as-sexual-object, a simple receptacle 

waiting without impatience Oi even hope to be filled" (184). Yes, 

Jane Gray likes sex, but little else. 

The novel begins with Jane saying, "If I were drowning I couldn't 

reach out a hand to save myself, so unwilling am I to set myself up 

against my fate" ( WF 3). Throughout the novel, Jane rarely reaches 

out for anything other than James. Her house is in shambles, cooking 
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is almost non-existent and her children only appear as transitory 

shadows who receive little more attention than the dying plant in 

her kitch•3n. Unlike Drabble's other heroines, for whom "maternal 

love has been likened to religious grace, Jane uses religious terms 

to refer not to motherhood but to sexual fulfillment" (Koren man 63). 

For the most part, at least when James is absent, Jane spends her 

time staring at the wall or the clock, devising ways to avoid 

contact, not only with people, but with life itself because she is 

"firmly convinced that all accidents and ills are the result of a 

divine plan" (Moran "Spots" 33), so there is absolutely nothing she 

can do to change her destiny. And to make matters worse, she 

actually likes her helplessness; she tells us that "what I like is the 

feeling that nothing, nothing at all is expected of me: I am merely a 

woman ... "(WF 88). 

Jane has no friends, hates her mother, her sister, and her husband, 

and although she claims her cousin Lucy is like a sister to her, her 

actions toward her certainly do not support a loving, si3terly 

relationship, but then again, perhaps Jane does not believe that 
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sisters are lovable. An example of this "loving" relationship occurs 

when Lucy arrives at Bianca's birth: "the two women smiled at one 

another, carefully. They were afraid of one another in daily life .. 

( WF 8). There is little conven~ation between the two; however, 

Lucy does tell Jane that she is "quite spoiled with solitude," and 

that remark was "the most intimate remark that Jane had heard her 

make in twenty years ... " (WF 17). This exchange does not reveal a 

very close relationship by any standard. 

" 

The rivalry between Jane and Lucy began early, probably when 

Lucy returned from America. When they were in college, Lucy was 

the ultimate heartbreaker, and Jane complains, "Lucy was taking 

more than her share. I could not get over this impression, I could not 

reconcile myself to it" (WF 147). Later, when she attempts to 

console one of Lucy's rejected lovers, she says, "I can't see what you 

see in her ... I mean, she's not all that marvelous, is she?" (WF 151). 

A moment of self-recognition occurs when she says, "Sometimes I 

think that I married because Lucy married. I got a house because 

Lucy had a house. I had a baby because Lucy had a baby" (WF154). 

The most revealing statement concerning her attitude toward Lucy, 
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however, is: "It couldn't be possible that I wanted James because he 

was hers, because I wanted to be her. It wasn't so, it wasn't so" 

( WF 155). Considering the kind of man that James is, that has to be 

the only reason. 

Is Jane a less neurotic, more functional woman at the end of the 

novel? Only minimally so. True, she does begin to take more 

interest in her house and children, but cleaning up the debris that 

has accumulated during her absence and taking a trir to the zoo with 

her children do not signify rehabilitation, nor that the minimal 

change will last. As Marion Libby has suggested: 

Although Jane does make a few feeble efforts to overcome her 
fear of the world ... there is nothing in The Waterfall to 
suggest that this protagonist will ever attempt to force her 
will on reality, will ever recognize her children as separate 
individuals with separate needs and rights that may have to be 
defended, will ever challenge with love the inexorable 
operation of fate. (184) 

Or in more severe terms, the "novel only concedes that better sex 

makes Jane slightly more functional and diminishes her withdrawal 

symptoms" (Beards 40), but it is hardly likely that better sex can be 

a permanent panacea for all of her disorders. 
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Only slightly less neurotic than Jane Grey are Simon Camish and 

Rose Vassiliou, the dual protagonists of The Needle's Eye. It might 

seem inappropriate to include a man among all of these women, but 

it is not. If an "e" were added to Simon's name, making him 

"Simone," he would lose his only obvious male distinction, and he 

would become a typical Drabble heroine. For example, he, like other 

married heroines, is trapped in an unhappy marriage, and like all of 

Drabble heroines, he is very aware of interior decor and clothing. He 

is depressive, he feels he is a victim of his environment and 

heritage, he feels he has been abused by his mother, and like the 

majority of the heroines, he is sexually repressed--the list could go 

on and on. True, he does not tug at tablecloth fringe or have fits of 

weeping, but those are rather minor distinctions. 

Since I have, more or less, introduced Simon, and because critics 

pay less acter.tio.1 to him, it seems appropriate to analyze him 

before turning to Rose. When we first meet Simon, he is at a dinner 

party making the observation that "he had come to hate people, even 

the people that he liked, ... He was filled with resentment, a 

resentment that respected no distinctions and no loyalties" (N E 11). 
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He is a totally dfsillusioned man with no hope for the future; he 

detests his wife, he is ashamed and resentful of his mother, 

he is unfulfilled by his work, and he is estranged from his three 

children, one of whom is emotionally disturbed. He, like Clara 

Maugham, has always been a social climber, and although he would 

like to blame his mother for his excessive ambition, he is honest 

enough to admit that he wanted success as much as she wanted it 

for him. At an early age, he taught himself "to control his accent, 

his references, to misrepresent his past, to take on the colouring, 

first of those boys at school, then of those friends at college, and 

finally of his colleagues at the Bar" (N E 117). However, now that he 

has achieved the status he has labored for so intensely, he feels "his 

whole life [is] and act of misrepresentation" (NE 118). 

Although it disturbs him that people think he married Julie for 

her money, he cannot completely aer~y it because it was her money, 

her way of life, that initially attracted him to her; also, his mother 

disapproved of her which further enhanced her desirability. Prior to 

the marriage, he began to feel trapped, but did not know hov. to end 

the relationship. According to Simon, Julie would not let him go 
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because, even though he was not the quality of man she wanted or 

thought she deserved, she knew he was the best she could get. At 

this point in their marriage, he is totally powerless to fend off her 

attacks or even retaliate; she has usurped all control, not only over 

their children, but also over his life. And he, like Jane Grey, feels 

that he has no alternative, has never had any choices, that 

"inevitability had held him in its grip: psychological determinism 

had really got its claws into him" (N E 60). 

When Rose Vassiliou enters his life at this very low ebb, at first 

he is not attracted to her and thinks she is just another neurotic 

woman who is more eccentric than most. When he agrees to drive 

her home and she asks him inside to review her legal papers, he is 

more relaxed with her than other women because "she for sure was 

not going to seize his head and pinch his cheek and grind his nose 

upon her buttoned cardigan, and he did not see that he was called 

upon to make towards her advances that would have been only 

slightly less shocking" (NE 35). Over time, he and Rose c:-:ome 

friends, but nothing more because, although he thinks he loves Rose, 
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he "is incapable of loving ... " (Rose "Margaret" 15). There is never a 

hint of sexuality between them, and the only time he touches her is 

to comfort her once when she is crying. Although Rose has little 

interest in sex at this point in her lif9, that was not so in her 

younger years, but in Simon's case, it is unlikely that he has ever had 

a healthy interest in sexuality. The only hint of his rather perverted 

erotic nature occurs when he meets a particularly voluptuous woman 

who is with an acquaintance: 

These were the women, though he did not like to think of it, 
that peopled his fantasies--smooth, shiny, made-up sexy 
women, wearing underwear under their clothes, provocative, 
female, other. He dreamed of such women, and what they 
would do to him, and he to them, and he disliked them for it, 
and himself. There is nothing he would have more disliked than 
the realisation of his fantasies. The very thought of it made 
him feel quite ill. (NE 205) 

Considering his cool, aloof nature, and the disposition of their 

marriage, one wonders how he and Julie have produced three 

children, but then again, perhaps he performs on demand. 

Throughout the story, Simon is enigmatic; his persona is more 

like a disembodied voice, or omniscient narrator, but this is not so 

with Rose. She is very real with her eccentric behavior and crying 

seizures, and cry she does: indecision makes her cry, when she 
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cannot decide whether to take a bus or a taxi, she cries; when she 

finally decides on the bus and realizes she will be late, she cries; 

she weeps "because of her character, because she was always like 

this, always indecisive, meaning to oblige, but finally, inavitably, 

causing inconvenience to all" (NE 48). There have been some intense 

weepers among the other Drabble characters, but Rose Vassiliou 

alone could probably keep Kleenex in business. Not only does Rose 

have a problem with making decisions, but when she finally does, 

and the decision is negative, she cannot say no. In one episode she 

sleeps with a complete stranger because she cannot say no and does 

not want to hurt his feelings. 

Rose had a rather unusual childhood in that she was reared by a 

succession of nannies and governesses, one of whom was a religious 

fanatic. Due to the influence of this particular nannie, and because 

her middle name is "Vertue," she believed for a time that she was 

the reincarnation of Jesus Christ. And when she was twenty-four, 

evidently her Jesus complex had not entirely disappeared because 

she gave thirty thousand pounds (the majority of an inherited trust 
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fund) to an African charity for a school in Ujuhundiana when she and 

her children were living in the London slums. 

Rose, by choice, lives in the slums and refuses to move even at 

the risk of losing her children. In more honest moments Rose admits 

that she "had seen herself ... and knew that others would see her, as 

a crazed woman, denying her children for the thin glamour of an idea, 

... for the sake of a delusion; a principle so vague and abstract that 

even she could not properly define it" (NE 129). Perhaps I can 

define her reasons for having "chosen to live so as to share in the 

common human lot," as Barbara Dixson has termed it. It would 

appear that Rose likes having the status of living among the poor, 

and she basks in their admiration for her sacrifices and for what 

little help she gives them. She likes being known as a martyr for her 

principles, however vague they may be, but she also knows that, 

unlike her neighbor~. she can escape whenever she wants. She also 

delights in annoying Christopher by showing him he cannot control 

her. Even Drabble admits that Rose "was probably aware of the fact 

that she had the upf.)er hand in her commun:ty. She was in a way 

being lady of the manor ... " (Preussner "Talking" 566). As for her 
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"goodness" and charity toward her neighbors, she says, "I do the right 

things most of the time, but it's not because I really want to you 

know, it's just because I don't know how to say no" (NE 154). 

Barbara Dixson has stated that "a more loving mother than Rose is 

hard to imagine" (128). It is very difficult for me to see this when 

in a fight with Christopher she was "overcome with an upsurge of 

such violence that she . . . flung the smaller of the two children down 

the stairs at him, ... " (NE 77). It is a natural instinct for a mother, 

even a cat or a bird, to protect an offspring at any cost, even her 

life, not fling it down the stairs. And when her son, Konstantin, 

became rebellious and quarrelsome when he was only five years old, 

she tells us she stopped loving him, and only started loving him 

again when he "made peace with her, and for this, she loved him 

more" (NE 134). In other words, she can oniy love someone whom 

she can control, someone who will give into her demands without 

annoying her. No doubt she will do more than stop loving him when 

he enters his teenage years. Considerin~ ~hase lapses in her 
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motherly temperament, I hardly think Rose would qualify as Mother 

of the Year. 

Although there are numerous comments about Christopher's 

brutality, one can hardly ignore Rose's contributions to it. She even 

admits that she was the first to resort to physical violence, and 

that perhaps she is somewhat masochistic: "If he had hit her when 

she had still passionately loved him, she would not have minded it, 

she would have enjoyed it, even, but of course he had not done so, on 

the contrary, when she had loved him he had loved her and he had 

been, accordingly, good to her" (NE 78). Rose's violence is not 

exclusively directed toward Christopher; she has attempted suicide 

on two occasions, once by swallowing a bottle of aspirin, and once 

by slashing her wrists. 

A moment of self-recognition occurs for Rose when she decides 

to stop fighting Christopher for the children and run away to Ar~ica.. 

She is ready to leave the her home in the slums because it has 

become too agreeable to her. She realizes that the primary reason 

she wants to go to Africa is because it is more melodramatic, 

because it requires more sacrifice and hardship--"that it is [her] 
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own neurosis that prompts [her]" (NE 252), not a sincere desire to 

help the less fortunate. But does this recognition save her from 

herself? Not at all. In the end she takes Christopher back, 

supposedly for the sake of the children, but in actuality to incur 

more suffering. She does not love him, and because of the nature of 

the relationship, she becomes an even worse mother and wife. As 

Arnold Davidson has remarked, "In the best bad Christian style, she 

is suffering--sacrificing herself, and in doing so, as she also 

recognizes, to no particular point or purpose. · Neither her children's 

life nor the state of her soul is improved by what she does" (72). 

And finally, Frances Wingate, a middle-aged women in the throes 

of mid-life crisis, who could be characterized as a strong, capable, 

successful woman, but on the other hand, could be seen as "a 

fatuous, self-satisfied bitch; too good at everything by half, not to 

mention too rich and unemcumbered" (Fox-Genovese 238). Since she 

is older than the others and divorced, her problems do not stem from 

child bearing or martial problems, but rather from fear of deterior

ation and obsolescence. 
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Unlike the other protagonists, Frances is not an example of 

female ineptitude; her thematic function is to interpret the 

ineptitude of other women. For this reason, during the omnisci8nt 

narrator segments, Frances is juxtaposed with other women to 

illustrate how inferior they are, and when Frances narrates the 

story, she points out their inadequacies. In other words, in this book 

Drabble puts the "double whammy" on women. Frances, too, is 

somewhat double, or at least paradoxical; throughout the novel she 

exhibits all the traits that a radical feminine liberationist would 

applaud, yet mid-way through the novel she tells us that "she was 

more and more convinced that what every woman wanted was a man, 

... or if they didn't want that they ought to, ... " (RG 195). Another 

confusing aspect of her personality is her "Despair." Although she 

tells us that she has always feared the attacks, she also tells us 

[hat she suspects "that she tended deliberately to choose every now 

and then a situation in which nothing else could possibly happen [to 

prPv9nt the attack]. . . As though she wanted it?" (RG 5). 
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Throughout the Adra episode, Frances shows some very undesir

able traits. She definitely has a malicious streak, and her display of 

jealousy and vanity are very revealing. As the novel progresses, it 

becomes more and more obvious that Frances can only accept women 

who are not in competition with her, or who do Qat threaten her in 

any way. For example, Patsy Cornford is a female rival figure in the 

novel, and some of Frances' remarks about her are pure female 

venom. Right away Frances notes that Patsy is younger than she and 

more slender. Then to re-establish her own superiority, she states 

that at least she did not have Patsy's "mad and manic laugh" (RG 

244). She also observes that Patsy has bigger, more shapely breasts 

than she, and then cattily remarks that she would certainly be able 

to hold a pencil under them before long. From the beginning of their 

stay in Adra, Patsy tries to establish a friendship, but Frances is 

completely adverse to the idea. She even c~mpetes with Patsy over 

Spirelli; she doesn't want him, but she has to demonstrate to 

herself and to Patsy that she is the better, more desirable woman. 

Furthermore, Frances feels she knows "why pa·sy had been sent out 

·to Adra. Somebody in the office at home simply couldn't stand having 
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her around any longer" (RG 255). In short, she has nothing but 

contempt for Joy and Patsy (female rivals), and she rejects her 

mother and grandmother (Oedipal). The only time she mentions her 

s!ster, Alice, is to remark that she resented her, and she certainly 

has nothing good to say about Beata (a rival for Stephen's affection). 

Her feelings toward Janet are somewhat ambiguous. When she sees 

what a total simpleton Janet is, she does not feel threatened and 

can afford to be magnanimous. The two remaining women, Natasha 

and Aunt Constance, receive her admiration. One, because she poses 

no real threat to her relationship with her brother, and the other, 

because she is dead. 

Supposedly, this novel ends with a promise for the future and 

happiness for our heroine. I seriously doubt that, because Francis, 

like Rosamund, will always need to prove her superiority. As to her 

marriage with Karel, again Drabble condemns her heroine to a life 

with a loser. I agree with Ellen Lambert when she says, "I don't 

think that we have any reason to believe that, even in the 

happily-ever-after marriage with Karel glimpsed at the novel's 

close, Despair and Frances will part company for good" (46). 
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Ordinarily, protagonists in novels such as Drabble's, exemplify 

better traits than those of the lesser characters. And believe it or 

not, this is also the case, for the most part, with Drabble's 

characters. Yes, as vai.1, neurotic, and self-serving as these 

protagonists are, the minor characters amplify these character

istics and exhibit even worse traits, especially the mothers. 
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CHAPTER Ill 

IS THY FACE LIKE THY MOTHER'S: 

THE MOTHERS AND MOTHER FIGURES 

Thou, Mother of my Mortal part, 

With cruelty didst mould my Heart, 

And with false self-decieving teai3 

Didst bind my Nostrils, Eyes, & Ears: 

Didst close my Tongue in senseless clay, 

And me to Mortal Life betray. 

WILLIAM BLAKE 

The mothers in Drabble's novels are a study in all of the psycho-

logical forms of cruelty that plague mankind; they are spiteful, 

rancorous, mordant, selfish, invidious, and ruthless. Most of them 

are afflicted with emotional instability, but they are still quite 

capable of controlling both their husbands and their daughters, 

either through guilt or through coercion. Even Drabble has com-

mented, "One thing I have never been very good at is creating 'good' 

mothers. I'd written books and books before someone pointed out 

that I was perpetually producing these 'bad' mothers" (Milton 55). 
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Although the mothers in the early novels are not "good" mothers, 

they are not presented as vividly or with such venom as those in the 

later novels; beginning with Jerusalem the Golden, the mothers take 

on greater importance and become much more callous and emotion

ally destructive. This I find quite odd because usually as women 

grow older as Drabble has done over the period of the novels' compo

sition, they tend to lose their resentment toward their mothers and 

become more understanding about what makes them act as they do. 

But Drabble, if her novels are any indication of her own feelings, has 

grown more embittered and resentful over time rather than less. 

In A Summer Bird-Cage, Sarah Bennett tells us that she is her 

mother's favorite, but after we learn more about Mrs. Bennett, we 

are rather doubtful about any advantages she might derive from that 

status. When Sarah first arrives home for Louise's wedding, her 

mother is delighted to see her, but that feeling soon deteriorates. 

Within a few hours, Mrs. Bennett turns into a hypercritical virago, 

complaining about Louise, the wedding guests, and the Swedish 

housekdeper. 
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Mrs. Bennett really comes into character when Sarah decides to 

move to London. When Sarah tells her of her plans, Mrs. Bennett 

explodes: 

And what thanks do I get? And you can't say that staying at 
home for a week just after you've got back from abroad is 
staying at home all your life, can you? I've hardly had a 
chance to see you yet, and you're off. I sometimes wonder 
what you and Louise bother to come home for ... Oh, ifs all very 
well when you want something, like a bed or a reception, but 
as for staying here for me, it never crosses your minds, does 
it? (SBC 70) 

After this, she breaks in to a tirade about how Sarah only uses her 

home as a hotel, how she only wants to get away to her "horrible 

dirty friends," and ends with: "All I am is a servant, that's all I am, 

just a household drudge, and when I think how I respected my mother 

and carried things for her, and the years I've sat in for you two, all 

those nights when your father was away ... " (SBC 71 ). After she 

has made Sarah feel sufficiently guilty, she relents and says, "Oh 

yes, you really ought to go. !t would be much better for you to go. 

So let's have no more nonsense, shall we?" (SBC 72). Her 

capitulation does not result from a sudden flash of understanding 

or compassion, but because, in truth, she does not r~~ally want Sarah 

to remain at home for any length of time. 
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Emma Evan's mother does not enter into The Garrick Year because 

she is deceased; she died the year before Emma married. Conse

quently, we have to rely on Emma's assessment of her--it is brief 

and contemptuous. She tells us that her mother had "been a 

perpetual invalid, and had suffered all her life from tuberculosis, 

which ... when she was only forty-three, killed her" (GY 74). She 

refers to her as an "exotic miserable, woman" ( G Y 75) who drank too 

much, and whose face she has "seen on many a barmaid and in many 

a back street" (GY 74). Rather than having compassion for her 

mother or revering her, she always resented her and also resented 

the "lurid" pity that others felt for the family. The resentment she 

felt, however, did not stop her from using her as "an excuse for mild 

indulgence, a good sob story to endear [herself] to people late on in 

parties" (GY 75). 

Emma's usual reply to anyone who asks about her !Tlcther is, "Oh, 

she died in the end" (GY 72), and when her friend Mary Scott 

questions her about it, she tells her, "Oh yes, ... ;! ·.;vas a blessing in 

disguise, no doubt about it" (GY 110). Mary reacts to this statement 
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with confusion and embarrassment, and says she could not mean it, 

but Emma assures her that she does: "It was a blessing in disguise, I 

can tell you. The night after she died, my father--1 don't know ... my 

father seemed ten years younger. He really did. It would have killed 

him, too, if it had gone on any longer" (GY 110). 

Another absent mother is Rosamund Stacey's--she is in Africa, 

and again we must rely on the narrator for an evaluation. 

Rosamund's statements about her mother are even more limited than 

Emma's. In fact, she always refers to her parents together, so 

evidently she does not feel her mother has an identity separate from 

her father. She tells us that they allow her to live in their flat, not 

from any generosity or desire to help her, but because they do not 

want to feel guilty about the property situation which they choose 

not to "become involved in ... except on a suffering and sacrificial 

basis" (MS 12). She also suggests that they could easily have 

supported her, but did not because they felt she should be indepen

dent. Thanks to them, she "believed dependence to be a fatal sin" 

(MS 12). Rosamund and her parents share, at best, a very distant 

relationship; she does not tell them about Octavia, and when they 
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learn about her through the doctor who treated her heart condition, 

they choose to extend their absence rather than return home for any 

possible confrontation or involvement. 

At this point "motherly malignancy" becomes a ~erious matter. 

No longer are they simply neglectful or indifferent, but, instead, 

become vicious, vengeful, and ruthless. As Drabble has stated, "The 

worst mother in my novels is the one in Jerusalem the Golden who 

was modeled on my grandmother who made my mother's life a 

misery" (Milton 56). Even Clara's name "is a preconceived penance" 

chosen not because her mother liked it, but chosen "through a 

characteristic mixture of duty and malice" (JG 9-1 0). 

Nothing Clara does is acceptable to her mother, and Mrs. Maugham 

has only four methods of mothering: she either criticizes, 

humiliates, belittles, or ignores Clara. Her mother always resented 

her intelligence and good marks, and when she won a place at 

grammar school, her mother "constrained her parsimony and her 

innate distrust in education into selecting the less distinguished of 

the schools available, on the grounds that the bus fare was cheaper" 

(JG 43). Mrs. Maugham does not think her daughter is beautiful 
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because she always "assumed plainness, and she found it. She was 

so devoted to the principle that beauty is a frivolity and a sign of 

sin that she would have been ashamed to have it in the house" 

(JG 59). 

Furthermore, Mrs. Maugham's rancor is not directed toward Clara 

alone. When her husband died, the only thing she said was, "Well, 

he's gone and I can't say I'm sorry" (JG 35). She criticizes and 

terrorizes her neighbors, shop girls, and everyone else with whom 

she comes into contact. She has no "friends, for she [repels] 

intimacy as though it were an insult, but she [has] a position: her 

manner [imposes] itself relentlessly upon" (JG 52) everyone, and 

she makes them feel guilty. Mrs. Maugham is totally inconsistent, 

and what she thinks "one week to be wholly disgraceful," she praises 

"the next= and with no apparent consciousness of discrepancy" (JG 

37). For ex:lmple, before she acquires a new convenience, she thinks 

it is "infiiiltely vulgar and debased; after acquiring it she considers 

all those without it as highbrows, intellectual snobs, or paupers, 

while still managing to retain her scorn for all those who had had it 
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before the precisely tasteful, worthy and perceptive moment at 

which she herself succumbed to its charms" (JG 51). 

Since Mrs. Maugham is repelled by beauty, she is something of a 

connoisseur of ugliness. Her house is furnished with unattractive 

things, and to her, their very ugliness is a "source of pride" (JG 53). 

One of her most treasured possessions is a "slop basin" decorated 

with purple tulips which sits on the table during all meals but is 

never used. Although she claims to reject anything that is not 

useful and sees "all expense as a sign of innate vulgarity," (JG 85) 

her house is filled with useless objects because she cannot resist 

department stores and their gadgets. Yet when the expense involves 

her children, she is very resistant: "she tried to instill" into them 

"the view that only the truly refined can manage without toys, 

clothes and entertainments" (JG 85). 

The mother in The Waterfall 1s almost as wretched as Mrs. 

Maugham. She is cold, selfish, vicious, vain--almost any derogatory 

adjective would describe the wom~n. but her worst fault, at least 

from Jane's perspective, is that she had rejected her when her 
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sister, Catherine, was born and she had disliked her ever since. 

Jane tells us that her mother "was thought, generally, to be a 

charming woman--she was pretty, flattering gracious--and yet 

know the profound depths of her insincerity, for I would hear her in 

private savage, relentlessly, the antecedent of those very people she 

took such pains to charm" (WF 62). Jane's mother is also fond of 

maxims: "'What you wear doesn't matter, it's what you are that 

counts,' she 'would piously declare, while casting appraising glances 

at the fabric and .cut of her acquaintances' coats, ... " (WF 63). 

Also, "'Marriage and family warmth are so important, ... and a happy 

home like ours so rare'--she who flinched from any physical 

approach, whose eyes grew white with alarm and panic when" 

( WF 63) her husband tried to touch her. She thinks she is an asset 

to her community because, as Jane tells us, she: 

takes upon herself good works: cycling prettily and cheerily 
around the. village, annoying old ladies, getting tr.~m out of bed 
when they're trying to have a good nap, making ~:-~em switch off 
their favorite telly programs to chat to her. She prevents the 
village children from amusing themselves by dropping stones 
on the railway line, and she campaigns against the erection of 
shiny vulgar new public houses--she, who does not care for 
alcohol, she who has never set foot in a bar in her life. She 
campaigns against these t~ings as the impotent campaign 
against sex and abortion. ( WF 66-67) 
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Perhaps the incident which best displays her insipid nature is that 

of the erroneous initial. Jane tells us that her mother: 

once, put the wrong middle initial on a letter to a titled 
parent, and posted the letter before she found out what she had 
done. I saw her grow pale, I saw the hours lengthen, I saw her 
bite her nails, I saw her panic, I saw her weep. For her error, 
for her crime, I saw her hair turn gray, for a G where there 
should have been an H. ( WF 68) 

And like most of Drabble's mothers, the poor woman has attacks of 

hysteria, depression, and illness, which usually occur when her will 

is thwarted. 

We now advance to multifarious motherly malignancy, or the 

mothers of Rose and Simon in The Needle's Eye. These two mothers 

are exact opposites; one shows no interest whatsoever in her child, 

the other wants to control her child's every thought and action; 

consequently, each has had a devastating effect on her child's adult 

life. 

Rose's mother was always absent during her childhood, which left 

Rose to be reared by a succession of nannies and governesses, none 

of whom had a satisfying relationship with her. Mrs. Bryanston's 

excuse for being gone was and is poor health, but boredom is her real 

problem. Her home bored her, her husband bored her, and most 
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unfortunately, Rose bored her. Rose tells us that "she doesn't really 

do anything, she hasn't got any friends or anything" and that "she's a 

very sad person" (NE 84). 

Mrs. Bryanston is "so compellingly negative that it was an effort" 

for anyone "to speak to her at all" (NE 298). Her husband ignores 

her so completely that even when she speaks to him, he does not 

bother to respond. And as to her motherly nature, when Rose arrives 

home after an absence of over ten years, she greets her "with such 

indifference that one might have supposed they had seen each other 

regularly once a week" (NE 298). 

As might be expected, she is one of those who takes great 

pleasure in talking about her health, and illness is the only thing 

that animates her. "Once she had broken her arm, a drama which she 

had enjoyed" (NE 299) to the fullest extent. But for the most part, 

"her norm of ill-health was too monotonous to afford her any 

satisfaction; she had cried wolf so often that her claims for 

attention were treated with little respect" (N E 299). 

During dinne~ on the evening when they are all at Bryanston Hall, 

she expresses herself once by: 
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ringing a little bell that stood by her plate to summon the 
woman who waited on them: when the woman arrived, Mrs. 
Bryanston said querulously, 'What did you give me this for?' 
and handed back a perfectly unexceptionable plate of apple pie 
and cream, of which she had already eaten half. There was no 
explanation: the woman meekly removed the plate, as though 
used to such behavior. (NE 298) 

Throughout dinner, Rose tries to talk with her mother, but she 

receives little reaction for her efforts. Then when she leaves 

abruptly to return to her room long before the others are finished, 

her act has a cheering effect on everyone. 

As previously stated, Simon's mother is the extreme opposite of 

Rose's mother. His mother, "driving, neurotic, refined, ... worked so 

hard for him, ... insisted on his rights, ... pushed him and pushed 

him to where he now was ... whether he liked it or not ... " (N E 

112). He resents her for forcing him to make the wrong choices 1n 

the two major decisions of his life: his choice of a career and his 

choice of a wif,:;. One was an act of appeasement brought about by 

guilt, and the o!~er an act of rebellion. Although he says he loves 

her now, at least as much as it is possible to love "so repelling a 

woman" (NE 11 ~), the so-called love is also an act of appeasement. 

Throughout his youth he was ashamed of her and hated her for 
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insisting that he bring his more affluent friends home to their 

"horrid little house" for tea, and during his Oxford years, he denied 

any kinship with her because her books and radio show were 

"ridiculous, ... sentimental to the last degree," (NE 114) and "her 

name, to those who knew it, was a joke name, like Patience Strong 

or Godfrey Wynn ... " (NE 116). Simon's mother, like Clara Maugham's 

mother, has contempt for less meticulous housekeepers and people 

who use credit, but unlike Mrs. Maugham, she is not proud of the 

poverty and ugliness of her life. Her work and sacrifice, Simon tells 

us, were not done through love for him, nor did she expect love in 

return; all of her efforts were directed toward forcing him to escape 

the poverty she had always known. 

Next in line for condemnation is Lady Ollerenshaw, Frances' 

mother. Frances tells us that her mother has always been 1n 

competition with her. Many times durinc her adolescence, "Frances 

found herself sulking silently and ungraciously in a corner of the 

sitting room, or weeping upstairs on ~~;- bed, while her mother 

talked to her boyfriend on the settee" (RG 83). Her mother was "in 
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theory a feminist, speaking frequently of the need to emancipate 

women from the chores of domesticity and child-rearing, [however] 

she seemed not to like other women, and had few friends" (RG 82). 

Lady Ollerenshaw is a gynecologist who champions birth control and 

abortion, but who secretly thinks that total abstinence is the best 

answer. Obviously, she is a cold beauty who requires adoration but 

who does not want to be touched. Furthermore, we learn that she is 

a manipulator who usually gets what she wants by making her 

adversary feel guilty. 

Surprisingly, even a dead grandmother is subjected to scorn in 

The Realms of Gold. Frances refers to her Gran as "lazy and cross, 

crosspatch Gran" and relates that she often shouted at her to "Clear 

off, bugger off" (RG 1 07). She is so ill tempered that she would not 

allow her husband to have a dog until the last eighteen months of his 

life, and in anticipation of the dog's arrival, she sent her cats away 

to be shot or drowned. After her husband's death, the "dog hung 

around the kitchen, ... waiting to be kicked" (RG 113) because that 

was the only attention it ever received from her. We are also told 
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that after her husband's death, Gran became "even more short

tempered than she had been when younger, even more given to 

disconcerting attacks and long silences" (RG 1 04}. One cannot help 

but wonder if this is a fairly accurate picture of Drabble's feelings 

toward her own grandmother since "the book recalls some of her 

childhood experiences at her grandmother's" (Sadler 89}. 

As can easily be seen, Drabble has little affection or reverence 

toward mothers. Though some are less menacing than others, there 

is not one among them who would be a healthy influence on a child. 

Drabble is aware that her presentation of the parent/child relation

ship of the older generation is not a cheery one, but that is because 

she thinks that mothers of the older generation were not as 

maternal as contemporary mothers. In her opinion, her young 

fictional mothers "get on well with their babies" (Cooper-Clark 28), 

but in my opinion, her young mothers are just as selfish, neurotic, 

vain and neglectful as their own mothers. In other words, only the 

perspective changes. She says that "being a daughter is not much 

fun" (Cooper-Clark 28). "Not much fun" seems to be the ultimate 

understatement when we consider her fictional mothers of the older 
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generation; consequently, I suggest that had Drabble written the 

"Mother" song, it would not be as we know it, but rather something 

like this: 

"M" is for the misery she gave me, 
"0" means only that she's officious, 
"T" is for the tears she shed to enslave me, 
"H" is for her heart as cold as stone. 
"E" is for her eyes with malice shining, 
"R" means recalcitrant she'll always be, 
Put them all together they spell Mother, 
The word that means malevolence to me. 
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CHAPTER IV 

SISTER! SISTER! CHURNING SPITE: 

THE SISTERS AND SISTER FIGURES 

What deep wounds ever closed without a scar? 

The heart's bleed longest, and but heal to wear 

That which disfigures it; and they who war 

With their own hopes, and have been vanquish'd bear 

Silence, but not submission: in his lair 

Fix'd Passion holds his breath, until the hour 

Which shall atone for years; none need despair: 

It came, it cometh, and will come,--the power 

To punish or forgive--in one we shall be slower. 

LORD BYRON 

Though there are few sisters in the novels, the ones who are 

presented are little more than objects of envy and scorn. Evidently, 

Drabble feels that "sister" denotes only jealous rivalry, that a loving 

sisterly relationship cannot exist. The most thoroughly examined 

sisterly relationship is that of Sarah and Louise Bennett of A 

Summer Bird-cage, and the most succinctly reviewed is that of 

Frances Wingate ar~ ~.:ice Ollerenshaw of The Realms of Gold, but 

regardless of the amount of character development, Drabble makes it 
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perfectly apparent that the heroine's attitude toward her sister is 

one of resentment and animosity. 

As previously stated, 'Louise Bennett, Sarah's beautiful, elegant, 

narcissistic sister is the most thoroughly developed fictional 

sibling. Sarah says that in comparison to her, Louise is a grande 

dame, and she is a jeunefille or one of the "ugly sisters after the 

pumpkin episode" (SBC 17). Although they were close as small 

children, when Louise became a teenager she no longer had time for 

her younger sister, and she either bullied her or ignored her. 

Time does not improve their relationship, and by the fictional 

time of the novel, the two are totally estranged. They never 

correspond unless they want something from each other, and they 

never invite each other for anything. According to Sarah, Louise is 

"inclined to be ruthless about getting what she wanted" (SBC 12), 

and she "thinks her own life is so much mo:-e interesting than anyone 

else's that she has a right to sacrifice others" (SBC 163). It would 

appear that Louise has no consideration for anyone and least of all 

for her sister. 
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Rosamund Stacey's sister, Beatrice, like her other family 

members, is insignificant to Rosamund. Their relationship, if there 

is one, is quite distant, and Rosamund regards her with condescen

sion: "poor Beatrice was in an unfortunate position," but "her 

conscience was doubtless appeased by the unpleasantness of her 

social life" (MS 85). When she finally writes her about her 

pregnancy, she is indignant when Beatrice advises her to put the 

child up for adoption. 

And then there is Rosamund's sister-in-law, Clare, "a loser on all 

counts ... unattractive, unintelligent ... a dummy also in another 

sense of the word: one who is set up ... to bear the brunt of her 

sister-in-law's resentment" (Spitzer 235). Rosamund tells us that 

Clare has "an intellectual inferiority complex" or if she does not, 

should, because she is "certainly dim" (MS 91 ). Clare, who is in hsr 

late twenties, looks forty and goes to the beauty shop on a regui~r 

basis because she has "nothing better to do, and no other way of 

. getting rid of their money" (MS 93). 

Jane Gray's sister, Catherine, whom she claims is their parents' 

favorite, receives little attention in The Waterfall. Parental 
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favoritism alienated her from her sister "from the beginning, from a 

time before memory" ( WF 135). Jane admits that Catherine is more 

intelligent than she, but she claims she does not envy her nor waste 

time wishing she were more like her. They simply inspire "in each 

other nothing but a nervous mild suspicious middle-class boredom" 

(WF 136). 

Since Jane is alienated from Catherine, she has chosen her cousin, 

Lucy Otford, to treat and regard as a sister. Although they never 

argued or quarreled like sisters, their rivalry began at age seven 

when Lucy returned to England after war. Jane tells us, "Lu~y was 

my fate, my example: her effect upon me was incalculable" ( W F 

136). 

During their university years, though neither excelled, Lucy 

"always persuaded everyone that she was highly intelligent, through 

her limp enigmatic manner of speaking," ( WF 143) but her 

examination results did not support this because she spent most of 

her time at Cambridge "sleeping around" rather than at scholarship. 

Though Jane had always thought that Lucy was beautiful, she was 
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always surprised when others thought so and could never understand 

her success with men. Once when Jane visited her she found her in 

bed with her current lover, and her reaction to it was jealousy, or 

perhaps "a passion for Lucy, unrequited, betrayed" (WF 147). 

Over time it becomes obvious that Jane has always wanted to be 

exactly like Lucy and experience everything she experiences. She 

~ecognizes that she probably married because Lucy had married, had 

a child because Lucy had one, bought a house because Lucy had one, 

and ultimately sleeps with her husband; she "wanted James because 

he was hers, because ... [she] wanted to be her" ( WF 154). 

The only other sister in the novels is Alice, Frances Wingate's 

sister, and she is dismissed from the novel very quickly. All that we 

learn about her is that she ahd Frances shared a mutual resentment 

and that she committed suicide at an early age. 

Out of all the diverse feminine relationships, one would think 

th::t Orabble could at least relent enough to allow an unimpaired one 

between sisters, but considering her own childhood, perhaps that 1s 

impossible for her. In an interview with Barbara Milton Drabble 

stated: 
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My sister was not very nice to me--my big sister. I used to 
tag along after her and she was always . . . well, she used to 
play with me a lot when we were little . . . she got bigger and 
didn't want me around. That made me very sad and I always 
felt that I had been shut out, rejected by her. (54) 

Words almost identical to these are voiced by Sarah Bennett in A 

Summer Bird-Cage. Later in the interview she states that "one's 

siblings and parents is something that you're going to write about 

again and again ... " (Milton 54). Obviously the relationship between 

Drabble and her sister, Antonia S. Byatt, also a novelist and critic, 

set the pattern for Drabble's portrayal of sisters in her novels. 

Though she has been praised for her accurate and "convincing 

, portrayal of the new woman in her novel role" (Stovel "Margaret" 3), 

if she is accurate in her presentation of "the new woman" in family 

relationships, contemporary women are indeed in trouble because 

they have degenerated to the point that there is little left but 

suspicion, contempt and rivalry within the fa~ily unit. 
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CHAPTERV 

MANY HAVE I TRAMPLED IN THE REAMS OF GALL: 

THE WOMEN FRIENDS 

From thy false tears I did distil 

An essence which hath strength to kill; 

From thy own heart I then did wring 

The black blood in its blackest spring; 

From thy own smile I snatch'd the snake, 

For there it coil'd as in a brake; 

From thy own lip I drew the charm 

Which gave all these their chiefest harm; 

In proving every poison known, 

I found the strongest was thine own. 

LORD BYRON 

True friendship between Drabblaisian women is non-existent 

other than the friendship between Rose Vassiliou and Emily 

Offenbach, and even that one is somewhat questionable. Though 

some of the characters appear at first to be ~fiends, the friendship 

disintegrates if they have to be in close proxir. lity for any length of 

time. Most of the so-called friendships are little more than surface 

relationships developed primarily for social advcencement, to avoid 
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boredom, or for the heroine to have someone to compare herself to 

so that she can feel superior. 

Sarah Bennett claims to have two female friends, Simone and Gill. 

She likes "sad, eclectic, gaunt Simone with her dark face and her 

muddled heritage, her sexless passions and her ancient clothes" 

(SBC 78) because she makes her feel good about herself. She also 

probably likes her because she is obviously not in any position to 

compete with her and she rarely sees her. And as for Gill, at first 

she says they are "almost intimate," and that Gill is "much more 

generous and obvious and unself-conscious" ( SBC 41) than she is. 

After they have roomed together only a short time, however, she 

begins to see her as "badly dressed, censorious, and chaotic" (SBC 

86). Sarah tends to be untidy; she leaves unwashed dishes in the 

sink, she never empties ashtrays, she is careless about tapping 

cigarette ashes on the carpet, and she leaves her dirty clothes all 

over the apartment. Gill, on the other hand, is ultra-tidy and spends 

much of her time cleaning up after Sarah, which, of course, she 

resents. Over time, they begin to irritate one another to the point 

that Sarah explodes with, "For Christ's sake ... stop nagging and 
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complaining at me, you're absolutely impossible to live with, I'm 

surprised Tony [Gill's ex-husband] put up with it so long ... " (SBC 

116). She does say she is sorry she said it, but it does not erase the 

fact that she has been thinking it for a long time. Shortly thereafter 

Gill leaves Sarah a note telling her that she is returning home to live 
. 
with her parents. Although Sarah is somewhat upset by this turn of 

events and feels like bursting into tears, she controls herself and 

calls a male friend to soothe her. As Sarah has stated earlier, "Girls 

shouldn't share flats," ( S BC 11 0) and for a Drabble woman, this is 

definitely so. 

Emma Evans admits that she does not have any female friends, but 

she does have something of a continuing relationship with former 

schoolmate, Mary Scott. Instead of looking forward to Mary's visit, 

Emma feels nothing but anxiety: 

she had never approved in me the vein of perversity that had 
started to show itself even in school. .. She had always 
distrusted ... my university background ... And now I felt such 
a resurgence of those old anxieties, for her opinion did seem to 
carry weight; and I felt that everything about me, the style of 
my hair, the furnishings of my house, the nature of my 
hustand's profession, the nature of my own intermittent 
profession, even, ... the fact that my drawing room was 
on top of a garage laid me wide open to censure. (GY 1 06) 
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When Emma takes Mary into her drawing room, her much prized 

possessions begin to look like junk to her so great is her fear of 

Mary's disapproval. 

Emma is very uncomfortable throughout the visit, and their 

conversation never touches on personal issues or any of their 

activities past or present. She does not mention her aspirations 

toward modeling or television because she thinks she "could see 

now, in the cool useful light of her [Mary's] eyes, how paltry, vain 

and valueless all such desires truly were, being nothing but an 

extension of the undergraduate longing for notoriety and disruption 

which had alienated her so many years before" ( G Y 1 09). All of 

Emma's anxiety seems based only in her imagination because Mary 

appears to be sincerely interested in her and shows genuine 

compassion when they talk about her mother's death. True, she 1s 

disturbed tJy Emma's flippant manner of talking about her mother's 

illness and death, but who would not be shocked by someone 

nonchalantly saying that her mother's death was a blessing. Emma, 

as is the case with the majority nf Drabble's heroines, is the one 

who rejects female intimacy and friendship, not the female friends. 
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Rosamund Stacey's closest female relationship is with Lydia 

Reynolds. Early in the novel, she says, "I liked Lydia: she was 

intelligent and self-reliant and interesting" (MS 84), and she is 

pleased to have her move in with her, but as time passes, she begins 

to become irritated with some of her habits such as "putting in all 

the easy obvious middle pieces" (MS 1 02) in the jigsaw puzzles for 

which Rosamund has developed a passion. And later, although Lydia 

does "wash from time to time" (MS 170), Rosamund thinks she never 

looks clean nor does she wash her clothes often enough. Obviously, 

she and Lydia have the same problem as Sarah and Gill; one is tidy 

and one is not. 

When Rosamund finds Lydia's unauthorized expose of her life and 

pregnancy, it is not so much the fact that she has written it, but the 

way in which Lydia has charar.ter:zed her that upsets her. In the 

manuscript, the Rosamund ch?.i acter's scholarly endeavors are 

"nothing more nor less than an escape route, an attempt to evade the 

personal crises of her life and the realities of life in general," (M S 

104) and Lydia accuses the character of "having a jigsaw puzzle 

mind" (MS 1 05). Needless to say, Rosamund is far from happy with 
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I . . ·' 
this metaphor, and remembering that Lydia "had compared herself 

once to a spider, ... drawing material from its own entrails" (M S 

1 05), de:ides that it is not her own entrails she drains, but like a 

parasite, the entrails of unsuspecting victims. This same evening 

Rosamund goes into labor, and although Lydia returns in time to 

accompany her, she declines her assistance because she does not 

want to give her any more material for the book. 

Over time, Rosamund becomes even more condescending toward 

Lydia, and when Lydia is preparing to go out, she says she looks 

beautiful "in her usual tawdry way" with her "droopy, straying 

evening chignon," and her "permanent greyness, the greyness of one 

reared on baked beans, jelly and bread and drippings" (M 170). She 

also says that Lydia likes diminishing people so she can feel better 

about herself, and as mentioned earlier in Chapter II. Rosamund 1s 

quite pleased when Lydia's expose of her pregnancy fai!:; to be 

critically accepted. 

Clara Maugham has been suspicious of females aj";~ their motives 

throughout her life. As to her childhood friends, she tells us that 
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Rosie Lane achieved her popularity by a "judicious distribution of 

dried apricots and jelly cubes"; Susan Berkley is described as "a 

bossy, self-willed creature, whose natural vigor went, as 

adolescence progressed, the na~ural way"; and Janice Young is 

"irrepressible, shameless, brazen; she ran after the boys, ... 

and the boys meekly succumbed ... " (JG 56) even though she 

victimizes them. 

When Clara goes to Paris during her final year in grammar school, 

the only dress she has to wear to the dance is a hand-me-down from 

a cousin, and she is ashamed of it. When the girls admire it she 

feels that they are secretly glad that she looks tacky because 

"without some handicap she would have been a more serious threat" 

(JG 87). And when Janice offers to lend her a strand of imitation 

pearls to wear with the dress, she suspects that she is only offering 

them to her to make her look even worse. 

Clara and Clelia Denham, on the other hand, have a perfect 

relationship. Clelia is a incessant exhibitionist, and Clara is her 

ever adoring audience--it is a rather parasitical relationship. Clelia 

never misses an opportunity to display her possessions to Clara, 
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knowing full well that Clara has almost nothing of her own, but 

Clara does not mind; in fact, she encourages her because she wants 

to learn everything she can from her. Their friendship, if that is 

what it is, is of temporary importance because Clara sets her 

sights on a more promising prey--Gabriel. He has much more to 

offer Clara than his sister. 

There are no female friends mentioned in The Waterfall. Jane is 

too engrossed in thinking about James to think about anything or 

anyone else. 

There are two women who claim to be Rose Vassiliou's friend. 

The first, Diana, thinks Rose is mad, and she does not trust her 

husband to be in Rose's company. The other, Emily Offenbach, whom 

Rose says is "a bit of a Fascist" (NE 85), has been lusting after 

Rose's husband for years, but to give her credit, she has never 

attempted to seduce him and has always given him the impression 

that she dislikes him. Emily's attraction to Christopher arises from 

"a combination of boredom and masochism" (NE 227), and masochis

tic she is. Her current lover, Meyer, has made her suffer for years, 

and in return, "she (has] slandered him behind his back, attacked him 
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to his face, tormented him with her affection for others, and 

reported to him, maliciously, the ill-natured descriptions of him" 

that she hears from others, all "in the name of love" (NE 226). Her 

masochism, however, does not extend itself to Rose, and she does 

appear to have a genuine compassion for her. Every time Emily sees 

Rose bruised and broken by Christopher, though she has sympathy for 

her, she thinks that "she could herself have asked for no greater 

happiness than to be hit on the head by one of his vicious blows ... 

She would have died happily from his violence, she would have lain 

down and asked for it" (NE 227). As stated previously, Rose and 

Emily have the only seemingly true female friendship in any of the 

novels, but in true Drabble fashion, the friend cannot be allowed to 

be a normal, emotionally healthy woman. 

Like Jane Gray, Frances Wingate makes no mention of female 

friendship, and like Rosamund Stacey, she views all other women 

with contempt and as competitors. Frances is a man's woman, and 

she almost c;C\ems to bristle whenever another woman comes onto 

the scene. 
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Clearly, female friendship is not a major component in Drabble's 

novels. These women, for the most part, can only be said to use one 

another. They are suspicious and calculating, and they live by the 

maxims "every woman for herself," and "do unto others before they 

do unto you." Morton P. Levitt has observed that "underlying all, 

first-person and third-, intensely involved and purportedly aloof, is 

the omniscient voice of Margaret Drabble, merely pretending to 

speak through her heroine" (170). If this is true, I seriously doubt 

that Drabble places much value in female friendships and perhaps 

does not believe that a non-parasitic relationship can exist between 

women. 
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CHAPTER VI 

BEHOLD! IN VARIOUS THRONGS 

THE QUIBBLING SHREWS: OTHER 'Mlv1EN 

That women at present are by ignorance rendered 

foolish or vicious, is, I think, not to be disputed; and, 

that the most salutary effects tending to improve 

:nankind might be expected from a REVOLUTION in 

female manners, appears, at least, with a face of 

probability, to rise out of the observation. 

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT 

The lesser characters in the novels are presented with as many, 

if not more, undesirable characteristics than all of the previous 

categories of worr:ten. Ugliness and grotesquerie prevail in both the 

physical and psychological aspects of the characters. Out of all the 

many minor women depicted in these seven novels, Drabble leaves 

only six relatively unscathed either by her heroine or her omniscient 

narrator: an unnamed woman at the hospital in The Millstone, 

Candida Denham (Cielia's mother in Jerusalem the Golden), Mrs. 

Grey (Jane's mother-in-law in The Waterfal~, and in The Realms 

of Gold, Constance Ollerenshaw, Natasha Ollerenshaw and Mrs. Frank 

Ollerenshaw. Though these six are given neurotic tendencies, or 
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some other undesirable characteristics, they are at least presented 

with some redeeming qualities; however, the remainder of the 

women are presented with total negativism. 

Daphne, cousin to Sarah and Louise Bennett in A Summer Bird-

Cage, sets the standard for the lesser women characters in the 

novels. Both Sarah and Louise talk about her as though she is an 

"earwig." Daphne is "a plain bespectacled girl, now a school-

mistress, and one of those ... who bring despair to the hearts of 

young girls as they view the narrow grey horizons of maturity 

through such lenses" (SBC 19). She is the standard of comparison 

for ugliness; she has unshapely ankles which are covered with hair 

and "bluish pimples," and she is one who must "put things on in order 

to look better, instead of . . . strip things off" (SBC 34). To make 

matters worse, her taste in clothing is hideous, she frizzles her 

hair, and her choice in make up makes her look "pale and dead" (SBC 

35). Louise sums her up quite succinctly: 

one can scarcely think of people like that as human beings . 
She reminds me of those tame shabby animals in zoos, odd gnus 
and cows and things, so docile and herbivorous that they don't 
even bother to put them behind bars, but let them wander 
around loose ... the boring animals. Herbivores. Sadly 
smelling, depressed animals. (sac 178) 
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Unlike ugly Daphne, nineteen-year-old Sophy Brent of The Garrick 

Year has "a perfectly shaped face: huge brown eyes, long brown 

cheeks and very wide lips ... A full, gentle, voracious, suggestive 

face," but "an obviously stupid one" (GY 49). Emma takes a 

condescending attitude toward Sophy from the first time they meet, 

and Sophy has many bad habits which irritate her, such as, smoking 

too much, never using an ashtray, and drinking all of the children's 

orange juice. Emma says that although Sophy irritates her, and she 

is "as stupid and as shiny as an apple," (GY 113) she does not 

totally dislike her, and even if she spends too much time with her, 

"she was not the first silly girl" ( G Y 119) to waste her time. 

Also in The Garrick Year is Natalie Winter: "She would have been 

a perfect illustration of the belief . . . that all actors and actresses 

are very ordinary, unglamorous people ... " (GY 52). Emma has seen 

her on numerous formal occasions and Natalie has always managed 

to look "quite dreadful" like "a governess dressed up in clothes she 

thought an actress should wear" (GY 52). Natalie has an inelegant 

bony neck and shoulders, pale straw-like hair, a face "nobody would 
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look at twice, ... and has never been known to say anything of 

interest to anyone" (GY 52). 

All of the lesser women characters m The Millstone, excepting 

one, are presented as repulsive, crabby, surly, and mean. Rosamund 

appears to think that all women are conspiring to make her life 

miserable, and she "has created a disgusting, repellent image of 

women as inferior, uniquely corporal beings" (Spitzer 241 ). Since 

they have been discussed at length in Chapter II in an effort to 

better define Rosamund, it seems redundant to elaborate on them 

again in this chapter. The one genial woman is unnamed and appears 

only briefly in a scene at the hospital after Octavia has had surgery. 

She, like Rosamund, is there visiting her critically ill child, and they 

discuss the inadequacies of the medical system and express 

sympathy for the other children in the ward. 

Clara's grammar school teachers--all women--are the first to be 

subjected to feminine scrutiny in Jerusalem the Golden. Clara's 

science teacher, Mrs. Hill, a plump woman with frizzy hair encased 

in a hairnet, dressed more like a cleaning lady than a teacher. "She 

was one of those born failures as a disciplinarian" who "did not 
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really care whether people listened or not ... " (JG 45). Her 

knowledge of science was less than complete, and when she wrote 

equations on the blackboard, she would "get them wrong, mumble to 

herself, rub them out, look them up in a book ... without any 

suspicion that she might be forfeiting the confidence of her 

students" (JG 45). Though Miss Haines, her French teacher, was the 

"classiest teacher in school," she had "a sharp and brisk demeanour" 

and was excessively severe (JG 47). And lastly, Miss Riley, her 

geography teacher, "inflicted on them an intolerable suffering" (J G 

45) because she could not control her classes and they could not 

resist tormenting her. 

Phillipa Denham, Gabriel's wife, receives the most undesirable 

distinctions in this particular book. Though she is "pretty, in a pale, 

neurotic way," and she has "a brittle, deliberate elegance" (JG 139), 

she is a chain smoker with nicotine-stairaed fingers who taps her 

ashes onto the carpet. She is only happy when she is alone or out in 

company that does not include the Denhams. 

Phillipa is a weeper; she weeps in the house, on the front steps, 

in the street--anywhere and at any time. When she and Gabriel first 
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married, he found her crying in a corner because she could not 

manage her Durex dutch cap. She is so neurotic that if "she broke a 

nail, her eyes wouid fill with tears, and once she bought an unlined 

skirt which she could hardly bear to wear, for the friction of the 

cloth of the skirt against her legs would drive her into a frenzy" (J G 

167). Though she cannot sleep if there is a wrinkle in the bed, her 

house stays in a constant state of disorder because she cannot clean 

it herself, yet she cannot bear to have a maid in the house. And as 

for cooking, Phillipa only makes an effort to cook when they have 

company. "She's so lazy, she hates cutting things up, she always 

cooks everything whole, in lumps, and great lumps of meat, whole 

huge old potatoes, whole carrots, whole cabbages" (JG 157). Her 

cooking is so bad that her children will eat nothing but baked beans. 

Likewise, Phillipa is a failure as a mother. She is so com~!etely 

passive that she allows her children to play in the washing ma~h:ne 

and run free in the streets while she stands on her front step, 

watching those less fortunate, and cries. She cannot bear to :i~~ a 

finger to help herself or her children; "instead she [sits] suffering, 
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staring the image of her suffering in the face" (JG 167), and like 

Mrs. Maugham, she feels misery is a duty. The birth of her daughter 

only added to her neurosis because, in her, "she saw herself and her 

wounds reborn" (JG 168). 

Clara's sister-in-law, Kathie, is a petulant, quarrelsome woman 

with a fat "bottom" which she does not acknowledge. She tries to 

wear the same clothes that she wore as a girl; consequently, she 

bulges and sags and her stomach hangs out because her skirts do not 

fasten properly. 

Another brief perspective on womanhood is Margarita Cassell 

whom Clara meets at the poetry reading where she also meets the 

Denhams. Miss Cassell, "whose virtues [are] nonpoetic" (JG 16), 

liked to lean "forward from time to time to make sure that no one 

missed the magnificence of her bosom" (JG 20), and even in her 

husband's presence, she has an eye for "pretty boys." 

While in Paris, Clara and Gabriel encounter a vagrant, and, of 

course, it is a woman vagrant, not a man. She is a blowsey-looking 

creature with large red thighs who mumbles to herself, and as they 

watch her, "she suddenly [squats] down in the gutter, ... just in 
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front of them, and [pulls] up her skirts, ... then she [stands] up again 

and [pulls] down her skirt and [wanders] mumbling on " (JG 205). 

The last of the Jerusalem the Golden women is Candida Denham. 

It is quite easy to see why Clara rejects her own mother, but it is 

somewhat less obvious why she adopts Candida Denham as a mother 

figure and thinks she is the essence of motherliness. Clara never 

finds fault with her, but we, as readers, cannot help but wonder if 

she is as wonderful as Clara thinks she is, and if her motherly love 

is not more veneer than substance. Clara is most impressed with 

Candida's appearance, even though she admits that she has never 

seen anyone Candida's age who dresses or wears her hair like her. 

Candida, who is an author, does not teach because she "is afraid of 

being boring" (JG 117), and being boring, aged or unremarkable are 

thlngs she makes a concerted effort not to be, to the point that there 

appears to be a flirtation going on between her and Martin, Clelia's 

lover. In one scene, when Clara is looking at a photo album, she 

makes sure that Clara does not miss a photo of her and who she 

thinks must be T. S. Elio~:, or another of her and Scott Fitzgerald 

arm-in-arm. It would appear that Candida has a very casual attitude 
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toward her children, although Clara thinks she has "never in her life 

seen or heard of such a mother, a mother capable of such pleasant, 

witty and overt concern .. . (JG 127). This overt concern may be her 

attitude only when she has an audience. For instance, she relates 

quite flippantly that her eldest daughter has gone "dotty because she 

can't have children, and wanders around in a very odd coat all the 

time" (JG 117). This particular daughter never comes home and 

Candida never goes to see her. Also, it would appear that Clelia is 

not as imp~~essed with her mother's maternal instincts as Clara; this 

is quite evident when she says that the reason her mother had had 

four children was because she likes for people to "gasp in 

amazement" at the large number, and then praise her for her figure 

and her productivity (JG 119). Candida's desire to evoke amazement 

is also obvious in her choice of names for her children: Amelia, 

Magnus, Gabriel, Clelia ~r1d Annunciata. 

True, Candida is not as wretched as Mrs. Maugham, but she is 

obviously one of those mothers who tries to be a companion rather 

than a mother to her children. And, of course, ·.:here is nothing wrong 
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with trying to retain youthfulness, but it is harmful if its purpose 1s 

to compete with one's own children. 

Since few women are mentioned in The Waterfall, there is little 

to say about them, but there is one woman Jane Gray likes--her 

mother-in-law. She is described as strange, listless, yet nervous, 

horribly restless, and although she suffers from migraine and is 

sensitive to drafts, "somewhere inside herself, she [keeps] herself 

safe" (WF 112). Jane's mother considers the Grays to be socially 

inferior; consequently, it would appear that any acceptance Jane 

shows toward her mother-in-law is prompted more by her need to 

irritate her own mother rather than any real affection or admiration 

for Mrs. Gray. 

Though most are briefly described, nasty, minor-women 

characters abound in The Needle's Eye. First of all, there is Noreen, 

a "grim evangelical, life-denying, pinched and p:-iggish and 

retreating" (NE 75) religious from East Anglia who was Rose's 

tyrannical governess. She has a "long, pale, ~Jr::;e-like" (NE 75) face 

with "cold eyes and [a] large high nose with a look of a goose about 
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them ... , permed hair that looks "like an advertisement in a fly

blown neglected shop window" (NE 311) and thin disapproving lips. 

During her tenure with the Bryanston family, she nagged Rose about 

the family's money and convinced her that she was damned because 

of her family's wealth. 

Since Simon Camish has been classified as a "heroine," his wife, 

Julie, is difficult to categorize. She is not a husband or a lover, she 

is not a mother or a sister to a heroine, and she is definitely not 

anyone's friend; therefore, she must be classified as an "other 

woman." When Simon first met Julie, he thought she was a happy, 

outgoing person, but soon her "gaiety had revealed itself as a manic 

fear of solitude, the gregariousness as an inability to make any 

friends at all, the desire for a fast life as a symptom of profound 

irremediable crippling social ambition ... " (NE 56). He thinks 

that she, unfortunately, has been "given desire that could never be 

assuaged, given the knowledge to know what she was missing, the 

sensitivity to suffer at the loss" (NE 57). She is so self-centered, 

petulant, and perverse that even her father dislikes her and was 

ecstatic when Simon finally married her and got her out of his house. 
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She likes to spend her days either in hair curlers or out spending 

money and thinks she is truly classy when she calls her friends 

"stinking bitches" or "great fat old cows" (NE 57). Also, she has 

something of a flare for decor and likes to de~ignate colors with 

such descriptive adjectives as "goose-shit" (NE 58). 

Although she looks maternal, in reality, she does not like 

children, not even her own, but "they are useful adjuncts at times, 

she would be embarrassed not to have them ... " (NE 178-79). Like 

most of Drabble's mothers, she is "irrational, bigoted and cold" (N E 

56). Her moods swing "violently, creaking and screeching like a 

weather vane in uncertain weather" (NE 58) and have produced' such 

emotional damage in her children that her son is psychotic: "At the 

age of nine he either could not or would not read; he was destruc

tive, sullen, infantile" (NE 58). 

Obviously, Julie Camish is not so nice to come home to; however, 

near the end of the novel, Simon tells us that she is improving, 

becoming more like Rose--if that can be considered an improvement. 

Next is a woman at the post office who, when politely questioned 

about when a parcel might be expected to be delivered, replies, · 
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"Don't ask me ... Look here, you're asking me for a cast-iron guaran

tee, aren't you, a cast-iron guarantee about whether that parcel of 

yours will get there by the end of the week. Well, I'm not going to 

give you one, it's not my job. I don't give cast-iron guarantees to no 

one" (NE 123). She also attacks another customer who is trying to 

report that his family in Nigeria is not receiving his letters. She 

tells him that she needs proof in writing from them that he sent 

them and that they are not receiving them. He asks her how he can 

get proof from them that they are not receiving his letters when 

they are not receiving his letters. She replies, "That's your problem" 

(NE 123). This woman also systematically rejects parcels because, 

in her opinion, they are not properly wrapped, and she denies 

payment on family allowance checks by claiming the signatures are 

illegible. 

Lastly_ there is a librarian, who is "a peculiarly snappy and short

tempered woman" (NE 122) and almost as nasty as the woman at 

the post office. When asked by a patron where he might locate a 

copy of Animal Farm, she quite ungraciously replies that "the 
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library didn't stock zoology text books, if he wanted that kind of 

thing he'd better try the main branch" (NE 124). 

The final novel, The Realms of Gold, has a profusion of disagree

able women. As previously stated, the Frances character is a device 

used to expose other women, and the primary target is Janet 

Ollerenshaw Bird. Frances succeeds at everything--Janet at nothing; 

Frances is a gregarious person--Janet is a total recluse; everyone 

likes and admires Frances (except Joy)--no one likes or admires 

Janet; Frances is a great mother--Janet is a "goodenoughmother." 

Also, unlike Frances, Janet leads such a dull life she has to imagine 

catastrophes to relieve her boredom. She lives a miserable life in a 

house she hates with a husband she despises. "We never doubt the 

onerousness of Janet's existence but cannot accept it as the basis 

for her perversity. Seemingly unable or unwilling to confront Mark, 

she feeds on her resentment jJrivately and looses it on others" 

(Sadler 87). 

She admits that she has never loved Mark and thinks she married 

just to escape her mother. T no ugh the majority. of Drabble mothers 

leave a lot to be desired, Janet's mother seems like a nice lady--it 
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is Janet who is the problem. After a strained visit with her 

daughter, Mrs. Ollerenshaw muses, "But she couldn't stop herself 

calling around, to see how Janet was. She was worried about her. 

What could one ever do for one's daughter? Nothing, nothing. 

Everything she tried to do came out wrong" (RG 154). Janet's 

mother shows more compassion than any of the other women in the 

novel, but her "niceness" is simply a technique to amplify Janet's 

nastiness. 

Furthermore, Janet is a prisoner in her own home. She hides 

inside to avoid her neighbors; one neighbor is a woman as helpless 

and as unhappy as she is, and the other is a man and "a bore and also 

nosy, asking difficult and intimate questions" (RG 148). She takes 

satisfaction in disliking him. "Janet's spiritually going underground 

is neither pretty nor safe. She theatricalizes her maityrdom. . . " 

(Sadler 87). Rather than seeking help or working toward change, she 

turns inside herself to find nothing but emptiness and old wounds. 

The disappointment she once suffered at the hands of an art teacher 

hardly excuses her actions. After all, she could have tried some

thing else. 
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It is difficult to judge which woman is the most- disagreeable m 

this novel; however, if Joy Schmidt is not the "winner," she is 

certainly the first runner-up. Although, when compared to some of 

the other women, there are fewer words devoted to Joy, however, 

those used to describe her leave no doubt about her nature. We are 

told, more than once and in several different ways, that Joy Schmidt 

is a violent, abusive, masochistic, paranoid, miserable, irresponsible 

mad-woman whose only satisfaction comes from frustrating her 

husband, "like a caged animal in a zoo," (RG 228) until he beats her. 

Frances has some misgivings about their relationship: "privately 

[she] believed that he [Karel] had married Joy because she was so 

awful; she hated to think that Karel had made her awful. .. " (RG 77). 

Even Stephen's young bride shows no promise. She is described as 

"a shabby, neurotic little creature, as skinny as a rabbit, with bitten 

nails and stringy hair, ... and her voice, when one was lucky enough 

to hear it, had a horrible nasal whine" (RG 91 ). She is anorectic, 

and Stephen has had to force-feed her to keep her alive long enough 

to have their baby. Since the child's birth, he has had total 

responsibility for the child because Beata, the child's mother, is m 
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the hospital receiving therapy. As Mary Moran has pointed out, 

Beata: 

possesses the same psychological make-up as Phillipa (JG) 
and Jane (WF) ... She, too, is neurotic, reticent, and so fatally 
passive that she does not properly take care of herself, 
eventually developing anorexia nervosa and having to be 
spoon-fed throughout her pregnancy. After the baby is born, 
she turns her back to the world and takes to her bed where she 
remains for the rest of the novel, inert and lndifferent. 
("Spots" 40-41) 

Since Patsy Cornford was discussed in Chapter II in an effort 

better to define Frances, she will not be included in this chapter. 

Aunt Constance Ollerenshaw, whose death by starvation brings 

the Ollerenshaw family together, had her fair share of emotional 

problems. Her death, in part, was due to her quarrelsome nature; she 

often became angry with those who supplied her food and would 

avoid them for long periods of time. She never left her house except 

to buy food, and she never allowed anyone in her home, consequently, 

no one thought much about her disappearance. On sorting through 

Contance's papers, Frances learns that she had had a child by a 

married seaman which had died in infancy, and that after the child's 

death, Constance had spent the next three years in and out of mental 
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hospitals. Learning these things about Constance makes Frances feel 

a certain spiritual kinship with her, so much so that she buys her 

house to use as a weekend retreat. 

Natasha is the only woman in the novel whom Frances admires, 

but that is understandable since she is her brother's wife and 

aspires to be nothing more than a hard-working housewife; 

therefore, she poses no threat to her. Frances states that everything 

that "Natasha did was real and perfect" (RG 192). However, she also 

comments that she "had the gallant air of a woman fighting a losing 

battle, but nobody could guess the terms of her defeat, for she was 

discreet and silent about herself" (RG 192). In everything Natasha 

does, she chooses the most difficult process; she chops, grinds, 

bakes, gardens, and never takes any shortcuts--hard, unremitting 

toil relieves one from the necessity of thinking, of evaluating one's 

existence. AW1ough she is successful in most of her efforts, her 

ability to sustain life is lacking. Her carps and camellias die, and it 

would appear that she and those closest to her are either destined 

for an early death or are imprisoned in a living death, passively 

awaiting release. 
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Though there are other lesser women characters in the novels, 

these twenty-two, along with the other categories in the previous 

chapters, give a rather good perspective of Drabble's opinion of the 

world of women. Drabble has stated, "I do quite often make an effort 

to do justice to characters whom I don't possibly like or who in life 

annoy me" (Hardin "Interview" 279). Judging from her rendering of 

female characters, I suggest that all women "annoy" her, and she 

dispenses justice like a hanging judge who believes the ultimate 

crime is to be born female. 
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CHAPTER VII 

PANSIES, SILLIES, MILKSOPS AND CRAZIES: 

THE HUSBANDS AND LOVERS 

She dwells with Beauty--Beauty that must die 

And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips 

Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh, 

Turning to Poison while the bee-mouth sips; 

Ay, in the very temple of delight 

Veil'd Melancholy has her sovran shrine, 

Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue 

Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine; 

His soul shall taste the sadness of her might, 

And be among her cloudy trophies hung. 

JOHN KEATS 

Drabble inflicts the coup de grace on any possibility of happiness 

for her heroines by giving them husbands and lovers who make their 

lives deplorable. The reason she does this is unclear, but it might be 

that she thinks women are basically masochistic, or perhaps she 

wishes to punish her neurotic heroines for being fema!d, or she may 

feel that women are so simple-minded tha~ they are unable to select 

or attract an unimpaired mate, and, consequently, deserve nothing 

better than to be abused. Whatever the reason, there is not one 
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husband and only one lover in the novels who could be considered to 

be a congenial, loving companion, and the majority are so perverse or 

sadistic that a normal person would refuse to spend an evening with 

one of them, much less a lifetime. 

Though Sarah Bennett's fiance, Francis, is absent from A Summer 

Bird-Cage, we obtain an excellent example of the type of mate 

Drabble creates for her heroines with Stephen Halifax, Louise's 

husband. Stephen is both sadistic and masochistic, and, according to 

Sarah, probably in love with his wife's lover, John. She also thinks 

that he "can't be such a fool as he seems. But he certainly has a lot 

of seeming to account for" (SBC 155). Near the end of the book 

when Louise has been locked out of her house, she admits to Sarah 

that Stephen often abused her and tells her, "He's too horrid, you 

wouldn't believe how horrid and awful he is. He's a nut-case, but 

the most selfish, the most specious, the most mean kind of maniac 

that was ever let loose ... " ( SBC 213). Louise is not the only one 

who thinks Stephen is a mental case. His best friend Wilfred Smee 

says he is a "sick man ... really a psychological case ... ill and cut 

off and unapproachable" (SBC 158), and he is getting worse. 
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; . . ·' 
David Evans, Emma's husband, is a quick-tempered Welshman 

prone to putting his fist through walls and throwing things. Once 

before they married, he cut her wrist with his razor ju~3t to see if 

she had blood in her veins. He is "pugnacious, dark, small, in 

childhood religion-ridden and now ostentatiously keen on drink and 

women, and ... an actor, a selfish, drama besotted actor" (GY 32). 

Emma tells us that she was attracted to him primarily because of 

his foreignness and because she liked the feeling of terror he 

inspired in her. She also: 

found something touching and pathetic in David's assertion of 
his own positive wonderful self: poor David, who has no more 
self than a given quantity of water and who is always trying to 
contain his own flowing jelly-like shapelessness in some 
stern mould or confine because he is ... afraid of the aimless
ness of his own undirected violence. (GY 84) 

To add to this, he "has no idea of saving or of value" ( G Y 15) and 

spends money before he makes it so the family stays in a somewhat 

hand-to-mouth financial situation. Nora Stovel sums him up quite 

succinctly when she writes, "He personifies the artificial illusion of 

the stage, for as a man he is a sham: his 'rugged pretensions' mask 

his wishy-washy nature" ("Staging" 164). 
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George Matthews, Rosamund's one-night-stand and Octavia's 

father, is little more than a convenient sperm bank. We learn very 

little about him other than that he is "rather unnoticeable, being 

unaggressive and indeed unassertive in manner," that he has "a thin 

and decorative face, a pleasant BBC voice and quietly effeminate 

clothes" (MS 25). He is such a delicate looking man, that until 

Rosamund touched him, she "had always assumed he would be as 

insubstantial as grass or as some thin animal" (MS 29). They 

first met when Rosamund was with Joe Hurt, and she "distinctly 

thought he fancied Joe" (MS 26). Rosamund does not usually allow 

men to touch her, but on that fated evening, even after they 

"[subside] gently together" (MS 33) on the sofa, Rosamund feels safe 

with him and even enjoys his caresses because she thinks he is 

homosexual and will not expect anything else from her. Then after 

their love makinQ episode, Rosamund wonders if he had made love to 

her "through sheer politeness" (MS 35), because he thought she 

had invited him in to do it. She tries to convince herself that that is 

not the reason and decides that he must be bisexual, and that he 

"must have wanted it a bit ... or he wouldn't h·ave bothered" (M S 
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35). Considering the amount of passion displayed in the scene, the 

fact that he moans, "Oh God, how pointless this is" (MS 35), and that 

he never calls her or tries to see her after this, it seems quite 

probable that he did do it through "sheer politeness." 

Oddly enough, avaricious Clara Maugham has the only male love 

interest who could be considered worth having. True, he is cheating 

on his wife, but he is "on the whole an honourable man, and [has] not 

kissed anyone except his wife since marriage" (JG 164). Gabriel is 

a Cambridge man with a neurotic wife (Phillipa) and three children. 

He and Phillipa have "never been happy; they had been, at their best, 

in love." (JG 169) A large part of his attraction to Clara is that 

she reminds him of Clelia, his sister, and he admits that he "used to 

be in love with Clelia" (JG 198). And as for Clara, she wants him 

for what he can do for her and becausP. he is "Cielia all over again, 

but lacking ... her faint abrasive edge'; {JG 136). Poor Gabriel, the 

only nice guy in the lot and he gets juxtaposed with the worst 

woman just to make her seem even worse. 

Now we move on to our fifth Prince Charming, James Otford. He 

owns part interest in a garage, is a sports car enthusiast, and likes 
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babies. Those are his better attributes. When Jane asks him why he 

never works, he replies, "It was never meant that I should do any 

work ... I'm what's called a sleeping partner" (WF 161 ), and that is 

what he does beet. When she asks him why he spends so much time 

with her, he replies, "It's because of boredom, you know. Because 

really, I've got nothing else to do" (WF 161). Those are words that 

would make any feminine heart sing with rapture. Because he feels 

guilty about the dark circles under her eyes, he is such a gallant 

that he offers to "do it" to her while she is asleep. This is the man 

that Drabble has created to "save" her heroine: "And without 

James, ... where Y!Ould I have been ... He changed me, he saved me, 

he changed me ... " (WF 277). But into what? It does not appear 

that James could be much of a savior or deliver her from her 

neurosis, but rather that he will only dally with her until hi~ 

"boredom" sets in again, and then move on to his next balneC'!ogic 

diversion. 

Rose Vassiliou's savtor, or Christ-opher, is a violent Greek from 

Camden Town, who is "so obsessed by the thought of possession" 

(NE 319) that he will not allow Rose to reject him. He is so jealous 
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that he calls her every hour from work to check on her whereabouts, 

and if she is away from home more than he feels is necessary, he 

locks her in the house. Since he cann1Jt find her guilty of having an 

affair with a man, he directs his accusations toward her friend, 

Emily Offenbach. 

Furthermore, he beats her black and blue, pulls her hair out, and 

bloodies her on a regular basis. Shortly after he had moved out of 

their house, he returned one night to rape and beat her just to show 

her that there was nothing she could do to stop him. Although he 

claims to love his children, his real reason for filing for custody is 

to hurt Rose. This becomes perfectly clear when he arrives an hour 

l.ate for his appointment with the welfare officer, and instead of 

making an effort to show that he is capable of caring for the 

children in a proper environment, he has nothing to show her but an 

hotel room with empty whisky bottles all over the floor. 

In short, he does everything a man can do to a woman to hurt 

Rose, short of killing her. And in fact, he does that; at the end of the 

novel he moves back home and makes her existence a living death. 
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The last of the unlikely lovers is Karel Schmidt, Frances 

Wingate's man of minor talents. Karel has "long fair stringy ringlet 

thinning hair, a long stringy mustache, a huge beak of a nose, a tired 

and oddly foreign look, the look of one much battered by over.vork 

and a refusal to admit the advance of years" (RG 59). Karel is a 

history instructor who spends much of his time trying to counsel and 

help the misfits and crazies of the world; he finds "them ... 

psychiatrists or ... or drug contacts, each according to his need. 

It was one of his favorite principles (again closely resembling 

inertia) that one should never question what the other person 

wanted, or try to impose a view of one's own upon another" (RG 96). 

Karel is "a born victim, and, saved by a miracle from the holocaust 

of Europe, it [is] not in him to devise another fate" (RG 221 ). The 

primary reason he becomes involved with other people and their 

problems is becalJ:Se he cannot say no. His wife tells him that he is 

so dull that he welcomes any attention he can get, and "that he is 

so boring that the concept of boredom had never darkened his mind, 

that he wanted to play at being Jesus Christ" (RG 96). 
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Karel does love Frances, as well he might, because she is 

everything he admires and he is not. He has always been a totally 

disorganized person, but thanks to her, "he had been obliged to 

organize himself a little ... " (RG 221 ). Though he approves of many 

things about her, he does not think she should go off an leave her 

children as she does, he disapproves of her excessive interest in her 

work, and he does not like her lavish use of her and her ex-husband's 

money. Karel has a thing about money--he never pays a bill until he 

receives a final notice, and he thinks anyone who pays a bill 

promptly is either a "neurotic" or an "eccentric" (RG 219). 

Karel, like Christopher Vassiliou, is a wife-beater, but he tells us 

he only does it because his wife drives him to it and she likes it. He 

does not know why she has stayed with him other than for regular 

beatings, and he thinks he might "murder her with the bread knife" 

because "maybe that was what she was waiting for" (RG 228). 

These are the compassionate, considerate, loving helpmates that 

Drabble has created for her heroines. Drabble has said that her 

heroines "more often than not come to reco~1 nize themselves through 

their lovers [or] husbands ... " (Hardin "Interview" 274). Just what is 
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it that they recognize--is it that they are masochists? And she 

thinks "unmarried women or men tend to have a lower breaking 

point" (Hardin "Interview" 282); perhaps they do--simply because 

they have not had to endure and survive Drabble's idea of a male

female relationship. 

162 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

Why is it that Drabble's women, with very few exceptions, are 

displayed with such ugliness? Why is it that she only creates 

inferior men to companion them? Is it because she has a deep-

seated dislike and distrust for women? I think so. Nancy Hardin 

writes that "Orabble shatters various female stereotypes and for the 

most part emphasizes women's competence and independence" 

("Interview" 274). Ms. Hardin must have had her eyes closed when 

she read these seven novels. What could be more stereotypical than 

Sarah, a confused, vain and selfish child/woman; Emma, a vain, 

impractical, dissatisfied young mother who thinks she has missed 

out on the finer things of life; Rosamund, a frigid, schoolmarmish, 

intellectual virgin; Clara, an avaricious tart who will stop at 

nothing to get what she wants; Jane, a totally neurotic, helpless, 

sex-starved agoraphobic; Rose, a religious or some type of fanatic, 

who makes life miserable for both herself and her family, and 

Frances, a professionally successful, vain, jealous, malicious bitch? 
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As to competence and independence, where is it? Sarah appears 

never to have thought about actually getting a job and admits that 

her interests have never involved anything that might make her self

sufficient. Emma thinks that the mundane Norld of employment is 

beneath her dignity. Rosamund, who could not afford a place to live 

without her parents' help can only "find herself" with the help of a 

man who is "as insubstantial as grass" (MS 29). At the beginning of 

the story, as well as the end, "Rosamund is 'a pathetic failure, a 

severed head' despite her academic triumphs and 'courageous 

determination'" (Spitzer 240). As for Clara, her only ambition is to 

become Mrs. Denham and to become "irrevocably attached, safe, 

strapped, labelled, bound and fixed ... " (JG 197). Jane is "saved" by 

a man who cheats on his wife and tells her he would like to lock her 

up, or put her under a stone, to make sure she would be there when 

he wants her (WF 199). We leave her with the knowledge that she 

is still at home waiting for James to fulfill her. And, of course, 

Rose. Rose is so competent and independent that she cannot even 

make up her mind about which bus to take and sleeps with strangers 

because she cannot say "no." Frances is the only one who supports 
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herself or seems to be able to make it through even one day without 

falling apart. And, of course, even she has to be redeemed. It 

matters not that her savior is a financial failure, or that he has 

beaten his first wife on a regular basis, or that he is jealous of her. 

In spite of all of this, he is her savior, and Frances is "convinced 

that what every woman wanted was a man, ... or if they didn't want 

that they ought to .. . "(RG 195). 

Is this a condemnation of Margaret Drabble's creative ability or 

for her representation of women? Not at all. Her skill with prose is 

exceptional, and her ability to incorporate literary and symbolic 

allusion into her text is superior. It is simply my contention that 

she is neither a voice for the feminist movement, nor a woman who 

likes or respects other women. One could, I suppose, interpret her 

women as examples of the "female condition," that is, women as 

V!Ct!111s of a patriarchal society, but I think not. Margaret Drabble 1s 

a woman who likes men; she is a man's woman. To her, other 

women are either foolish bores or rivals. When asked whether she 

wot ried about pleasing her reading public, which, of course, is 

composed primarily of women, she replied, "I don't think I have to 
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worry very much about them because . they seem to swallow 

whatever you want to give them" (Poland 264)--now, how much 

respect is in he rent in that statement and what does it say about her 

opinion of the intelligence quotient of women? 
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