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Introduction 
Area and Objective of Research 

 

My dissertation proposes to read female Gothic fiction published in the last decade of the 

eighteenth century and the first decade of the nineteenth century; a period that saw the 

emergence of the female Gothic genre, possibly as the result of the French Revolution (Clery 

71). It will be argued that, contrary to the entrenched critical view that in the period the body 

was neglected in female Gothic fiction to resurface only in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (see 

for instance Spacks, Hogle, Castle), corporeality did indeed play a very significant role in the 

texts of female Gothic writers. Indeed, they did not only incorporate the representation of the 

body into their writing but employed it in a subversive way so as to articulate their criticism 

of contemporary patriarchal ideology. I have been able to identify four distinct ways the 

female body is used for subversive purposes which I mean to illustrate by the analysis of four 

Gothic novels written by women in the period: Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the Forest 

(1791), Mary Wollstonecraft’s Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman (1798), Charlotte Dacre’s 

Zofloya, or the Moor (1806), and Mary Anne Radcliffe’s Manfroné, or the One-Handed Monk 

(1809). We will see that the four women writers, though working within the framework and 

with the conventions of the same genre, approached the problem of the body from entirely 

different points of view.  

Ever since Ellen Moers’s influential Literary Women (1977), Radcliffe has been 

considered the originator of the genre of female Gothic. It is precisely because of the 

identification of female Gothic with Radcliffean Gothic that scholars have come to the 

conclusion that physicality disappeared from the genre. So far Radcliffe has always been 

discussed as a woman writer who, in accordance with the dictates of propriety and ladylike 

decorum, sought to avoid direct reference to the body. My intention is to challenge critical 

understanding concerning the bodilessness of Radcliffe’s writing, and to show that The 

Romance of the Forest was a novel strongly based on the representation of physicality.  

Mary Wollstonecraft is best known for her treatise about the rights of woman; she has 

always been considered as a subversive social critic with daring ideas concerning the 

education and social position of women in contemporary society, which she implemented in 

her own private life, in her sexual liaisons exposed in her husband, William Godwin’s 

Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman published in 1798. Maria; or, 

the Wrongs of Woman is a novel saturated with physicality probably for two reasons: one is 
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that it was written under the influence that the French Revolution had made on 

Wollstonecraft, and also because she was pregnant at the time of its writing. These 

circumstances made their impact on the novel supposed to be the most autobiographical of all 

her books, in which she articulated her anxiety about maternity, especially fears and 

ambivalent emotions about her own maternal body.  

Charlotte Dacre is similar to Wollstonecraft in the sense that she was also considered a 

provocative anomaly during her life: as daughter of a Jewish merchant, Catholic in her 

religion, having a swarthy complexion and related to a married man to whom she bore 

children before he would have divorced, she could have expected nothing but ostracism from 

contemporary critical forums. Nevertheless, her greatest offence was to voice her appreciation 

for the infamous Matthew ‘Monk’ Lewis to whom she dedicated her first novel and whose 

highly corrupting influence can be easily traced in Dacre’s writing. Dacre has not made her 

way into the literary canon; her novels have always been read as the licentious creations of the 

‘female Monk’. Recent scholarship, however, has begun to read her novels for their own 

merit, and it is especially her representation of the body that has captured critical attention. 

Chronologically the last woman writer the dissertation engages with is a fairly 

unknown author; whose identity is still debated in scholarly circles. The only extensive study 

dealing with Mary Anne Radcliffe is an essay that posits four possible candidates for the 

name, whereas her oeuvre has not, so far, triggered any serious critical attention. Manfroné, or 

the One-Handed Monk, however, was quite popular at the time of its publication and it offers 

valuable insights into the representation of corporeality at the end of the period discussed.  

 

Thesis outline 

 

By offering a feminist reading of female Gothic fiction published in the 1790s and 1800s, I 

am going to argue that women writers consciously incorporated physicality into their writing 

to articulate female anxiety about patriarchal strategies of oppressing women.  

The dissertation is divided into four main chapters preceded by one that explains the 

genealogy of the term ‘female Gothic’; places the topic of the dissertation into a wider scope 

of scholarship; and establishes its place in the critical tradition.  

Chapter 2 is dedicated to Ann Radcliffe’s second novel, The Romance of the Forest, in which, 

I argue, she articulates her rejection of male hegemony in terms of her heroine’s physicality. 

Radcliffe has rarely been associated with subversive ideas; in contrast, her name and writing 

have always been equated with feminine propriety so much so that Yael Shapira has coined 
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the term “delicate Gothic” to describe her mode of writing. The fact that she married a radical 

journalist has not been enough to associate Radcliffe with radical ideas: she has remained an 

elusive writer withdrawn from public life, hence her reputation as a proper lady-writer. 

Despite her reputation, however, in my view she was deeply conscious of the various means 

of male oppression. The first part of the chapter deals with the means by which the female 

body is exposed to objectification. Radcliffe represents the convent as a patriarchal structure 

that seeks to shrink and cover the female body and also to distort the heroine’s vision of 

reality. In the second part the other means of oppression is addressed: the reduction of the 

female body to an object of male sexual fantasy. Descriptions of Adeline’s body and clothing 

when she is exposed to male glances function as markers of another kind of imprisonment; 

that of feminine sensibility. Radcliffe’s response to the said male machinations is her 

outlining the heroine’s re-discovery of her natural body: she depicts nature as a ‘good mother’ 

that affiliates the orphaned heroine and whose influence engenders the masculinisation of the 

overtly feminine body. The heroine’s rediscovery of the maternal body in nature projects her 

wish to recover the body of her lost mother. Feminist Gothic scholarship has long insisted on 

the Gothic hero’s or heroine’s dread of the devouring Gothic mother whose presence would 

obstruct their development towards a mature identity. In the last part of Chapter 2 I am going 

to challenge this notion and argue that the heroine’s completion of the process of maturation 

necessitates her recovery of the maternal.  

Chapter 3 also focuses on the issue of maternity and Mary Wollstonecraft’s response 

to her own maternal body she writes into her Gothic novel, Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman. 

As Maria is regarded as the most autobiographical of all Wollstonecraft’s literary pieces, I 

read the novel as the ‘hideous progeny’ of a pregnant writer and also as a text that articulates 

that writer’s anxieties and fears concerning her maternal body. The issue of maternity is 

inevitably entangled with the influential event of the French Revolution: no other British 

woman writer was influenced by the revolutionary events to such a great extent as 

Wollstonecraft was. She went to France during the time of the Revolution, and this visit 

proved to be quite reformative with regards to her previous notions about sexuality and the 

female body in general.  

The chapter begins with the reconsideration of the genre of Maria which Mellor claims to be 

a realistic novel; however, more recent scholarship (Kilgour, Heller, Heiland) discusses it as a 

Gothic novel. The next sections discuss the representation of the female body during the 

French Revolution which put maternity and breast feeding into the focus of attention, and 

advertising the emergence of a masculine woman. The chapter thematizes the bifurcation of 
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the assessment of maternity as an essentially empowering female experience and also as a 

confining one since it virtually cancelled female heterosexuality. I found the discussion of 

Wollstonecraft’s writings that preceded Maria necessary so that we could get a picture of her 

attitude towards the body, hence I decided to analyse certain passages of A Vindication of the 

Rights of Man and A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. The analyzed passages explain 

Wollstonecraft’s rejection of the Burkean ideal of femininity and all forms of subjection 

engendered by the physical exposure of the female body. I also argue that Wollstonecraft’s 

visit to France during the Revolution changed her attitude towards sexuality to a great extent: 

while her Vindication of the Rights of Woman promotes reasonable love between sexes, it is 

her passionate relationship with Gilbert Imlay and consequent pregnancy and disappointment 

that inform her last unfinished novel. Following a careful consideration of Wollstonecraft’s 

oeuvre culminating in Maria, I claim that she found maternity an essentially burdening 

experience that she intended to get rid of. Textual evidences will show that she would have 

preferred to choose sexual liberty rather than being fettered by the weight of pregnancy and 

motherhood which she considered as the result of male practices to further enslave woman. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the mutability of bodies which is the central topic of Charlotte 

Dacre’s novel, Zofloya, or the Moor. The chapter begins with an outline of Dacre’s career as a 

writer and as a woman precisely because she employed the same physical strategy in her life 

as her anti-heroine, Victoria does in the novel discussed. Dacre, I argue, realized the 

deceptiveness of bodily surfaces and she pointedly made use of that deceptiveness to make 

her body and her character’s body seem proper. The second section of the chapter compares 

the two juxtaposing females, the asexual Lilla and the ‘oversexual’ Victoria with the intention 

to show how limiting contemporary women found the patriarchal image of the feminine ideal 

embodied by the “alabaster-skinned” and “baby-faced” Lilla. My claim is that Victoria’s 

murdering Lilla constitutes Dacre’s rejection of that haunting image, and also that the 

mutability of Victoria’s body marks how thoroughly that image had been internalized by 

women. The mutability of the body provides both Dacre and Victoria with a means to survive 

in a society that estimates character on the basis of appearances. I also attempt to show – 

following the footsteps of Adriana Craciun, the first scholar to address the issue of physicality 

in Dacre’s Zofloya – to what extent Victoria’s body is transgressive measured by 

contemporary standards. Finally, I turn to another prominent body in the novel; that of the 

slave, Zofloya who is the only character in whose presence Victoria’s attempts to manipulate 

her own or other people’s bodies remain inefficient, and whose towering masculinity and 
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pointed Otherness affect the transformation of Victoria’s monstrous body into a submissive 

feminine body.  

The final chapter engages with the problematics of the dead female body as it appears 

in Mary Anne Radcliffe’s Manfroné, or the One-Handed Monk. The novel features an almost 

unnatural fixation on the dead female body which functions as a keepsake to hinder the hero 

in his participating in competitive male heterosexuality. It is the only female Gothic novel 

amongst those discussed in this dissertation that does not reject the objectification of the 

female body; but uses it as a tool to transform and, most importantly, effeminate male bodies. 

The text of Manfroné is overburdened with body parts that function as phallic symbols, be it 

the capital hand of the title or the penetrating eyes of male characters, and Radcliffe seems to 

seek to counteract the power of these phallic parts by overemphasizing the passivity and 

femininity of the female body. It does not mean, however, that Mary Anne Radcliffe would 

have been unconscious of the potential threat of women’s objectification and its leading to 

their inevitable victimization since the text appears to be very sensitive to male practices of 

oppression: I interpret death-like femininity in Manfroné as a response to the ‘cult of the dead 

woman’ that held its sway among male artists in the nineteenth century, and compare 

Radcliffe’s treatment of male-female relationships to that of the male artist and the dead 

subject of his work. It seems that Radcliffe was familiar with and influenced by male Gothic 

writing of the late eighteenth-century, this is probably the source of the misogynistic elements 

incorporated into the novel.  However, what counts as weakness in female characters of male 

Gothic art (not only literature but also painting, see Fuseli’s The Nightmare) is highlighted as 

the strength of Mary Anne Radcliffe’s heroine. The chapter concludes with a reference to the 

parallel between Manfroné and Frankenstein, which suggests that early nineteenth-century 

women Gothicists shared the concern of marginalized femininity and aggressively expanding 

masculinity.  

 

Methodology 

 

Some of the selected narratives have already been discussed by Gothic scholarship; however, 

the majority of these studies remain painfully generalizing in their conclusions, which spurred 

my attempt to engage with these texts as closely as possible in order to come up with 

something other than the futile repetition of Gothic conventions.  

The major method of analysis I use is close reading. The reason for privileging close 

reading lies in the social circumstances of the writers themselves: as women’s writing at the 
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time was not supposed to openly engage with issues of corporeality, female Gothicists had to 

recourse to very subtle means to represent the body in their fiction. The choice of certain 

words and the intertextual resonances of phrases are taken into careful consideration. 

Furthermore, another method I applied in the formulation of my theses was comparative 

analysis. Although the subject of the dissertation is the female Gothic novel, male Gothic 

novels and their conventions had to be taken into consideration in order to highlight the 

essential differences between the two modes of writing, and, more importantly, because they 

are shaped by the very conventions female Gothic writers responded to. 

Moreover, I did not limit my focus on fiction for comparison. My idea was to create an 

appropriately extensive cultural context in which the specific aspects of corporeality in female 

Gothic can be defined. Consequently all types of writing, poems, conduct books, newspapers, 

letters will be quoted as well as works of art discussed as expressing the mind of the time 

parallel with or contrary to the ideas of women Gothicists in connection with the 

representation of the body.  

Apart from cultural studies, feminist literary theory significantly informs the analysis 

of all the narratives discussed. As the dissertation takes the body, more specifically the female 

body, as its focal point, it observes issues that feminist literary theory has also been concerned 

with; and as such, the ideas of feminist scholars like Kristeva, Butler, Cixous or Irigaray with 

regards to maternity and patriarchal views on femininity need to be considered. It has to be 

admitted that a feminist reading of literary texts will necessarily be restrictive since it 

addresses issues of femininity from a limited perspective. Such a perspective would 

sometimes result in ‘radical’ readings, especially of canonical texts; however, the method of 

close reading and the careful selection of secondary literature to support the argument will 

hopefully yield convincing interpretations.   

I hope my research will contribute to the reconsideration of the genre of the female 

Gothic novel, which has sometimes been dismissed as reactionary literature penned by bored 

middle-class women and including nothing but parroting the conventions established by male 

writers like Horace Walpole or Matthew Lewis. The analysis of the selected narratives will, 

hopefully, substantiate my hypothesis that female Gothic writers sought to articulate their 

anxiety about issues of gender, social status, maternity and sexuality in a society where their 

natural voices were silenced and their imagination curbed. Furthermore, they did so by relying 

on the source most forbidden to them; their own bodies. Every single chapter in the 

dissertation begins with an overview of the particular woman writer’s life and career not just 

as a writer but also as a woman in order to substantiate my firm belief that these women 
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Gothicists incorporated their personal struggles and anxieties into their texts, and vice versa; 

they wrote their stories on their bodies.  
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1. Generic considerations and research on Gothic corporeality 
 

1.1. Female Gothic 
The hardest thing to do with a child, sometimes, is to name it. The same is often true of a type 

of literature. To find a name which shall adequately express the tendencies and purposes of 
certain literary work is a difficult and perplexing task. […] So it has been, I think, with the 
novels which came toward the end of the eighteenth century, and to which we have loosely 

applied the term “Gothic”. (McIntyre 644) 
 

Clara F. McIntyre was one of the first twentieth-century scholars who directed critical 

attention to the Gothic novel and what she said about the difficulty of naming Gothic novels is 

relevant to labelling those late eighteenth-early nineteenth-century novels that were written by 

women and incorporated the conventions of the Gothic novel. A number of terms have been 

applied to these writings: female Gothic, women’s Gothic, feminine Gothic, and feminine 

Romanticism are the most widely-used ones. These terms have been applied, however, to the 

same body of writings that were produced and published in the last decade of the eighteenth 

century and the first decade of the nineteenth: a period remarkable for the feminizing of the 

Gothic novel. There has been much debate whether it was women or men who published 

more in the period from the 1790s to the first decades of the nineteenth century, but the 

publication of The English Novel 1770-1829: A Bibliographical Survey of Prose Fiction 

Published in the British Isles shows that between the years 1785 and 1820 women produced 

more novels than men; in 1814 66% of the novels published were written by women. “By 

1820 publications reached a cross-over point, where male-authored publications exceed the 

female-authored ones. After that came a remasculinization of the novel” (Miles, “What is a 

Romantic Novel?” 181). Critics seem to agree that novel writing in general, and gothic fiction 

in particular became a female territory, with the notable exception of Marshall Brown who 

distinctively states that Gothic novels are not women’s writing (Brown 6). Markman Ellis 

quotes one writer from the Monthly Review in 1773, who remarked of novels that “this branch 

of the literary trade appears now to be almost entirely engrossed by the ladies” (qtd Ellis, The 

History of Gothic Fiction 48). 

  ‘Female Gothic’ as a generic term began to take form in the 1970s. The first instance 

of its long-term development is connected to Leonard Wolf who defined Gothic fiction as a 

female-dominated genre notwithstanding the success of male Gothicists.  
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Despite the triumphs of Lewis and Maturin, the Gothic novel was something of a 
cottage industry of middle-class women – as if women, oppressed by needlepoint, 
whalebone stays, psychic frustration, shame and babies, found in the making and 
consuming of these fictions a way to signal to each other (and perhaps the world of 
men) the shadowy out-lines of their own pain. (qtd Howard 58) 

 

Though it does not mention the term ‘female Gothic’ (it is to be coined three years 

later), Wolf’s article reveals some important aspects of the then prevailing standpoint in 

literary criticism concerning the female-dominated Gothic novel. On the one hand, he hints at 

a distinctively female way of writing in Gothic fiction that differs from the male mode as 

established by Walpole and given full sway by Matthew ‘Monk’ Lewis, William Beckford 

and Charles Maturin. On the other hand, preceding David Punter, Ellis and many others, Wolf 

realizes the social significance of female Gothic writing; that women use it as a means of 

expressing their feeling of loneliness and circumcision in patriarchal culture and society. 

Despite Wolf’s acknowledgment of the fact that female Gothic writing surpasses the category 

of silly popular fiction written exclusively for the sake of mere entertainment, he does not 

seem to take their works seriously when he refers to their writing as “cottage industry”.  

As far as the evolution of the term ‘female Gothic’ is concerned, Ellen Moers was the 

critic who coined it in her 1976 Literary Women. As Lauren Fitzgerald tells us, Moers had 

already made her ideas public in a lecture she delivered at the University of Warwick in the 

early 1970s (Fitzgerald 13) and she published two articles in the New York Review of Books in 

1974 with the titles “Female Gothic: The Monster’s Mother” and “Female Gothic: Monsters, 

Goblins, Freaks” (Fitzgerald, “The Institutionalization” 13, Howard 58) but she gave full form 

to her argument in Literary Women. She defined female gothic as “the work that women 

writers have done in the literary mode that, since the eighteenth century, we have called the 

Gothic” (Moers 75). According to Lauren Fitzgerald, Moers was instrumental in the 

institutionalization of Gothic studies, a “pioneer” whose “importance [is] indisputable” 

(Fitzgerald, “The Institutionalization” 21), being the first who recognized the potential for 

feminist criticism in Gothic written by women. Notwithstanding Moers’s importance in 

directing critical attention to a much neglected body of literature, her definition proved way 

too general. Apparently, Moers’s view that the author’s gender decides whether a work should 

be labelled female Gothic or not has not satisfied critics; therefore, a variety of terms has been 

invented either to replace or to specify Moers’s. Susan Wolstenholme calls it ‘women’s 

Gothic’ (xii) and in her study she primarily deals with Gothic writings authored by women, 

Suzanne Becker uses the term ‘feminine Gothic’ which testifies her abandoning the Moersean 
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principle and focusing on the gender of the speaking subject (Wallace and Smith 5), Diane 

Long Hoeveler’s ‘Gothic feminism’ indicates her belief in the female Gothic as a subversive 

genre, whereas ‘lesbian Gothic’ and ‘post-feminist Gothic’ are concepts typical of twentieth-

century uses of the genre (Wallace and Smith 5-7).  

In 1983 Juliann Fleenor published a collection of essays entitled The Female Gothic 

which gives the following definition of the genre: 

 

It is essentially formless, except as a quest; it uses the traditional spatial symbolism of 
the ruined castle or an enclosed room to symbolize both the culture and the heroine; as 
a psychological form it provokes various feelings of terror, anger, awe, and sometimes 
self-fear and self-disgust directed towards the female role, female sexuality, female 
psychology and procreation; and it frequently uses a narrative form which questions 
the validity of narration itself. It reflects a patriarchal paradigm that women are 
motherless yet fathered that women are defective because they are not males. (qtd 
Howard 65)    

 

As we see, distancing herself from Moers’s definition, Fleenor directs the focus of the 

genre from the author to the narrator and the heroine, thus indicating a new path for feminist 

criticism to engage with female Gothic fiction. Her insights are important because in 

Fleenor’s view it is no longer necessary for a writer to be a woman in order to write in the 

female Gothic mode, and vice versa, which actually explains why Shelley’s Frankenstein or 

Dacre’s Zofloya are considered to belong to a male Gothic tradition rather than the female 

one, which latter is primarily associated with Radcliffe’s ‘gentle Gothic’. The other important 

issue raised by Fleenor in her introduction is that the Gothic heroine caught in the labyrinthine 

persecution of the villain representative of patriarchal society is symbolic of a real threat 

impending over women. The paraphernalia of Gothic stories, the ruined castle with its 

trapdoors, subterranean vaults, sliding panels and torture dungeons and the conventional plot 

of the heroine trying to find her way out came to represent the real-life quest of women 

searching for identity, in which men prove a constant obstacle. Fleenor addresses another 

issue concerning female gothic writings, which will be taken up by Claire Kahane and Anne 

Williams among many others: the heroine’s “conflict with the all-powerful, devouring 

mother” (qtd Heiland 58). According to feminist scholars, the search for female identity is 

hindered not only by patriarchal structures, but by the suffocating legacy of the (mostly) 

absent mother, and as such the Gothic quest involves the daughter’s attempt to separate from 

the mother; in other words, to overcome the pre-Oedipal phase (Heiland 62) where the central 

Gothic trope of the castle is a maternal space, a womb-like structure which the daughter 



16 
 

wishes to get rid of in order to be able to construct a separate identity. Robert Miles goes as 

far as saying that feminist critics coined the term ‘female Gothic’ to redress earlier, 

psychoanalytic critics of the Gothic who “have traditionally focused on the Oedipus complex 

as its primary determinant” (Miles, Ann Radcliffe 106). Interestingly, others find just the 

reverse of this pattern the main concern of the female Gothic: Jerrold E. Hogle argues that the 

“frequent goal of the Gothic imagery is the recovery of a lost or hidden maternal origin by 

both men and women” (“Introduction” 10). In Hogle’s scenario, the heroine’s success in her 

quest for identity is marked by her success in re-membering her fragmented relationship with 

a fellow-woman, whose life and identity were broken by the same patriarchal structures 

(religion, law, and marriage) that endanger the daughter. The peculiarity of this scenario lies 

in its negligence of gender; Hogle suggests that the search for the lost mother is not a specific 

female plot, but it characterizes male-oriented Gothic fiction, as well. With this suggestion, 

Hogle joins the on-going debate about the difference between male and female Gothic, which 

was started by no other than one of the founders of the genre: Ann Radcliffe.  

In her famous essay entitled “On the Supernatural in Poetry” (1826) published 

posthumously, Radcliffe formulated an argument that later gave the foundations of a 

distinction within the genre of Gothic fiction. She writes that “[…] they must be men of very 

cold imagination with whom certainty is more terrible than surmise”, and that “terror and 

horror are so far the opposite that while the first expands the soul and awakens the faculties to 

a high degree of life, the other contracts, freezes and nearly annihilates them” (Ann Radcliffe 

“On the Supernatural in Poetry” 147). Radcliffe’s distinction between horror and terror has 

become the basis for a gendered differentiation between male and female Gothic. The epitome 

of those works that depicted positive horror has become Lewis’s The Monk (1796), with its 

detailed descriptions of mangled corpses, putrid remains and bloody apparitions. Terror 

Gothic, on the other hand, came to be associated with writers with more subtle devices, 

mostly women writers for whom mysteries preceded gory materiality. An effective 

interpretation of Radcliffe’s passage comes from Anne Williams, who in her influential study, 

Art of Darkness (1995), compares a male and a female Gothic scene, which have an almost 

identical structure, yet their comparison demonstrates the Radcliffean pattern of horror versus 

terror Gothic. Williams takes the scene from The Monk, when the nun Agnes is found by her 

brother in a subterranean vault, her body an emaciated form embracing the rotten carcass of 

her dead infant. The other scene is probably the most often-cited one in the history of Gothic 

studies: it features in The Mysteries of Udolpho, when Radcliffe’s heroine, Emily draws a veil 

that covers something which she mistakenly (as it later turns out) believes to be the corpse of 
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the woman who formerly lived in Udolpho. The basic difference between the two emblematic 

scenes, Williams argues, lies in the ‘thing’ the veil conceals/reveals: in male Gothic it’s death 

with all its heavy physicality and horror, whereas in female Gothic, where the dead turn out to 

be living or not human at all (what Emily finds behind the veil is actually a wax-effigy), the 

emphasis is on the mystery and the terror it evokes in the adventurous heroine, since it is only 

a couple of hundred pages later that we learn what was revealed to Emily (Williams 74).  

Others like Kate Ferguson Ellis see the basic difference between male and female 

Gothic in the evolution of the plot. Ellis in The Contested Castle (1989) distinguishes between 

a masculine and a feminine mode of writing within the Gothic tradition and she relates the 

distinction to issues of possession and usurpation: 

 

[…] in the feminine Gothic, the heroine exposes the villain’s usurpation and thus 
reclaims an enclosed space that should have been a refuge from evil but has become 
the very opposite, a prison. The masculine Gothic gives the perspective of an exile 
from the refuge of the home, now the special province of women (Ellis The Contested 
Castle 45). 

 

As we see, a bit more than a decade after the publication of Literary Women, the 

question of authorship is contested by the question of perspective: Dacre’s Zofloya could 

easily fit into what Ellis labels the masculine Gothic, since it offers the perspective of a 

female villain who, estranged from the feminine domain, runs amok deliberately transgressing 

all rules of propriety that the feminine Gothic mode was always too much aware of. However, 

Ellis’s pattern seems to be a limited one: it is restricted to spatial imagery and the specifically 

Gothic trope of possessing the castle. Anne Williams argues that the male and female Gothic 

traditions employ two distinct sets of literary conventions (100) and as a result, offers a much 

wider range of characteristics in which male and female Gothic writings differ: she tackles 

upon narrative technique, plot and assumptions about the supernatural as major guidelines 

(102). Concerning narrative technique, Williams says, multiple points of view prevail in male 

Gothic, whereas female Gothic is told from the single perspective of the heroine. The former 

is famous for its acceptance of the supernatural, with the latter being notorious for explaining 

it away, the very thing Radcliffe was quite often chastised for (Williams 102-103). As for the 

plot, male Gothic tends to use tragic plots, usually culminating in the death of the villain, and 

it involves voyeurism, pornography and an anxiety about the female as mother (Williams 102-

106), while female Gothic is more often than not solved by the conventional marriage for the 

heroine (Williams 103).  
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The most recent studies concerning female Gothic do not reject older concepts, instead 

they seem to incorporate these concepts into a hybrid and more generalized formula. Kathleen 

A. Miller, in her 2008 study about Mary Shelley’s Mathilda understands the term ‘female 

Gothic’ as texts authored by women and texts that “deploy elements of the gothic to address 

issues of profound concern to women” (Miller 291). Wallace and Smith contend that “female 

Gothic […] is shaped by many issues, including national identity, sexuality, language, race 

and history” (10) and they say with Juliann Fleenor that “there is not just one Gothic but 

Gothics, with many different forms and levels” (10).  

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar in their ground-breaking study of nineteenth-

century literary women see the nineteenth century as the first era in which “female authorship 

was no longer in some sense anomalous” (xi), meaning that it was the first time in British 

literary history when women writers made their contribution to literature unprecedented 

before. They claim that nineteenth-century literary women did have a literature and a culture 

of their own (xii). Though I do not debate the truth of this postulate, I believe that the period 

prior to that studied by Gilbert and Gubar might also be described as one in which women 

writers began to formulate a separate literary community and developed a literature of their 

own. The period I am referring to is the last decade of the eighteenth century, the period that 

saw the birth of female Gothic fiction.  

In the following dissertation, I am going to use the term female Gothic for novels 

written by women in the last decade of the eighteenth and the first decade of the nineteenth 

century; novels that employ the conventions of the eighteenth-century Gothic novel with the 

aim of subverting those patriarchal structures that confined women in the given period. The 

female Gothic novels I am going to discuss all respond to one particular aspect of their 

confinement and their response is definitely subversive. Early Gothic scholars were largely 

reluctant to attribute any revolutionary principle to female Gothic novels: Maggie Kilgour, for 

instance, claims that it is male Gothic that is revolutionary, and female Gothic remains 

reactionary since it represents a bourgeois aesthetics that always ends up with the re-

establishment of the original patriarchal order (Kilgour 38). David Punter is using the term 

“lesser fiction” (The Literature of Terror 9) to describe eighteenth-century Gothic writing 

indicating that this kind of fiction presented an “imaginary world devoid of the realism that 

characterized the eighteenth-century realist novel” (The Literature of Terror 9). Feminist 

Gothic scholars, however, were beginning to recognize the subversive potential of female 

Gothic writing: Markman Ellis postulates that the originator of the female gothic, Ann 

Radcliffe did not write for mere entertainment but to “direct her readers to consider one of the 
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central issues of the 1790s: the status of women” (The History 50), whereas Marie Hockenhell 

Smith argues that uncertainty about women’s position in the matrix of family, law and 

sexuality preoccupied the female gothic in particular (408). According to Margaret Doody, it 

is in the Gothic novel that women writers could first “accuse the real world of falsehood and 

deep disorder” as it “portrays the institutions that oppress the heroine as outdated, illegal, 

foreign and alien i.e. patriarchal family, marriage, class, the legal, educational and economic 

system” (Doody 560). DeLamotte completes this argument with the notion that the “Gothic 

romance is a typically female genre because it is about the nightmare of trying to speak ‘I’ in 

a world where the ‘I’ is incomprehensible to the dominant power structure” (DeLamotte 

Perils of the Night 166).  

Hungarian feminist-Gothic scholarship also emphasizes the subversive inclinations of 

the female Gothic: Séllei’s concept of the female Gothic includes novels written from a 

specifically feminine perspective, which criticize some of the fundamental myths and sexual 

policy of contemporary England (Lánnyá válik 82 my translation from Hungarian), whereas 

Marinovich-Resch proposes that the heroine of the female Gothic novel has to face the threat 

posed by the villain whose authoritarian reach as patriarch, abbot or despot seeks to entrap her 

and usurps her property (258).  

These feminist studies testify to the subversiveness of female Gothic writing in the 

eighteenth-nineteenth centuries, however, they remain painfully general in their arguments. 

My aim is to specify the subversiveness inherent in female Gothic writing; therefore, I have 

chosen four Gothic novels written by women in order to display how they address the status 

of women in contemporary society. The four novels are Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the 

Forest, Mary Wollstonecraft’s Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman, Charlotte Dacre’s Zofloya, 

and Mary Anne Radcliffe’s Manfroné, or the One-Handed Monk. A careful analysis of these 

texts will show that each one of them responds to one aspect of women’s confinement: 

mother-daughter relations, the experience of motherhood, the mutability of the female body 

and the passive-aggressive female body. As these concepts indicate, the main focus of the 

dissertation is on the body; in other words, how female Gothic texts represent corporeality. 

 

1.2. Representations of the body in female Gothic writings 
 

The eighteenth century brought about significant changes concerning the 

representation of the body, most importantly as the result of the conflict between the 

representation of the proper and improper body. Paul Youngquist claims that “the British 
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Romantic period coincides with the cultural consolidation of a proper body” (xv), where the 

proper body served culturally “as a disciplinary strategy that regulates individual bodies and 

behaviours, and anything that does not fit the regulations of the proper body is categorized as 

monstrosity” (Youngquist xv). The proper body was one prescribed by patriarchal culture; 

therefore, women writers could turn to monstrous or improper bodies in their texts to signal 

their rebellion against prevailing cultural norms. The most subversive event of the period, the 

French Revolution also used bodily images to signify its distance from the institutionalized 

body: the leading art of the revolution was undoubtedly the caricature; the Morning Chronicle 

from 1796 also attests to it: “The taste of the day leans entirely to caricature…We are no 

longer satisfied with propriety and neatness, we must have something grotesque and 

disproportioned, cumbrous with ornament and gigantic in its dimensions” (qtd Youngquist 

xxii). Goya’s art is especially expressive about revolutionary bodies. In Goya’s paintings, 

Fred Licht claims, “the body of man, for untold centuries represented as an object of 

reverence, is for the first time rendered as corrupt and repulsive, bereft of nobility” (qtd 

Davenport-Hines 165). Renaissance representations of the human form as seamless, perfect 

and harmonious went through serious modifications and revaluations in the last decades of the 

eighteenth century, most importantly as a result of the French Revolution. Why the 

revolutionaries had seen Goya’s art as a major source of inspiration is quite clear: he attacked 

the clergy and the aristocracy as social classes that could be blamed for the distortion of social 

as well as human life. Plate 13 in Goya’s series of dreams depicts feasting monks to whom a 

severed human head is being served on a platter, which symbolizes how the ravenous clergy 

exploits humankind spiritually as well as sexually (Davenport-Hines 160), while his famous 

The Chinchilla Rats shows two aristocrats in a final stage of mental and physical dementia, 

being spoon-fed like children, wrapped up in armorial tunics (Davenport-Hines 160) which 

may also pass for strait-jackets. Davenport-Hines sees Goya’s dismembered, needled and 

mutilated corpses as a signal of the “disintegration of the times” (164); however, they also 

symbolize the disintegration of proper physicality.  

Women’s bodies were especially intriguing: ever since Aristotle (see his Generation of 

Animals) they have always been seen as monstrous by patriarchy; with all their fluids and 

mutability as a result of the menstrual cycle and pregnancy; therefore, if women writers 

wanted to write against patriarchy and expose the social injustices they had been subjected to, 

they would only have to turn to their own monstrous bodies, not only because the female body 

was considered fearsome because incomprehensible but also because at the time, Mary 

Poovey says, “even to refer to the body” by women writers was regarded as “unladylike” (The 
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Proper Lady 14). Nevertheless, Gothic scholars have always maintained that corporeality 

disappears from eighteenth-nineteenth-century female Gothic writing.  

Marshall Brown was only one critic amongst many who asserted that in Radcliffe’s 

Gothic in particular, and in female Gothic in general, psychic mechanisms come to the 

foreground (Brown xv) thrusting corporeality into oblivion. This is how Brown relates the 

representation of the spiritual in opposition to the physical in the Gothic text: 

 

The hauntings and torments of the gothic make man a plaything of higher powers. But 
behind their sadism lies a reduction of the physical. The body is kneaded until it is 
desiccated and inert, and at that point a mysterious residual freedom of the spirit arises 
from the petrified corpse. […] In the gothic, physical destruction and mental resistance 
are mutual and inseparable […]. (Brown 10-11) 

 

In Brown’s reading of the Gothic, the reduction, the annihilation of the physical is a 

necessary prerequisite of the indulgence of spiritual powers. They cannot be present at one 

and the same time; the erasure of the one engenders the rise of the other. This is what Henry 

Lemoine’s poem “The Phantasmagoria” (1801) published in the Gentleman’s Magazine 

suggests: 

Such are the forms Phantasmagoria shows, 
And such the dread which round us glows, 
As when the weary limbs repose in sleep, 
What wild, fantastic forms their vigils keep, 
Men, Devils, Angels, unconnected train, 
Compose the motley visions of the brain, 
Until the purple blush of day appears, 
And chaces from our brows nocturnal fears, 
The busy scenes from their usual brightness wear, 
And the false dreams dissolve in shapeless air. 
So fleet the golden days of human joys, 
And vain delusion ev’ry hope destroys. (qtd Myrone 296) 
 

What Marshall Brown refers to as “reduction to stony essence” engendering the 

intensity of the spiritual appears to be the central image of Lemoine’s poem. Here the stony 

state is sleep, when boundaries of the human body slacken to accept the miraculous but 

materiality regains its power as soon as the night is over.    

Patricia Meyer Spacks insists that after the emergence of the sentimental novel direct 

physicality disappears from English fiction (Spacks 33), the kind of intense physicality that 

characterized Restoration drama and the satirical verse and prose of the first half of the 

eighteenth century. Jerrold E. Hogle seems to define the essence of a tendency in Gothic 
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studies when he says that the body was only restored to the Gothic in 1818 when 

Frankenstein was published (Hogle, “The Gothic at our Turn of the Century” 156). Nearly 

seventy years earlier, J. M. S. Tompkins put forth a very similar argument with regards to 

Ann Radcliffe’s novels. In The Popular Novel in England she contrasts German tales of terror 

characterized by “hideous, detailed butcheries and stolidity of characters” to the English ones 

with their “heroine’s troubling fortitude” (Tompkins 245). The focus is The Mysteries of 

Udolpho, in which Tompkins emphasizes the “spectrality and immateriality” (257) of 

Radcliffe’s characters and reckons that the first Gothic romance writers did not aim at raising 

physical horror because they “had to preserve the dignity of the human body and bear witness 

to the supremacy of the soul” (Tompkins 272). 

Later Gothic studies draw on Terry Castle’s much-cited and most insightful essay 

from 1987, “The Spectralization of the Other in The Mysteries of Udolpho” on the subject of 

the disappearance of the body in the Radcliffean female Gothic. Castle claims that the 

peculiarity of Radcliffe’s novels lies in the fact that evoked “a new collective absorption in 

the increasingly vivid, if also hallucinatory, contents of the mind itself” (Castle, “The 

Spectralization of the Other” 237). The female Gothic novel in Castle’s understanding evolves 

around “internalized images of people” which she calls the “spectralization of the other” 

(Castle, “The Spectralization” 237), and which involves the replacement of death and 

materiality with the permanent spiritual presence of the deceased. Castle sees the reasons of 

this tendency in late eighteenth-century attitudes towards death and dying, and relies on Philip 

Aries’s observations, according to which, “late eighteenth-century Western culture was 

characterized by growing dissociation from corporeal reality, and a new and unprecedented 

antipathy toward death in all its aspects” (qtd Castle “The Spectralization” 242). The cosmetic 

preparation of the dead, the hiding and denial of the physical signs of mortality (Castle “The 

Spectralization” 242) may be accounted for as results of this tendency that tried to evade the 

sight of decay and death. In Radcliffe’s Gothic, then, this new attitude, Castle concludes, 

manifests in that “real human beings become ghostly too – they suddenly seem insubstantial 

and unreal” (Castle, “The Spectralization” 249).  

Yael Shapira admits that it was extremely difficult for an eighteenth-century woman 

writer to write about the body (“Where the Bodies Are Hidden” 456) because of the “code of 

delicacy” (“Where the Bodies Are Hidden” 458) that expected of women to be disgusted even 

by hearing others talk about the body, as it would surely corrupt their physical as well as their 

mental health (Shapira, “Where the Bodies Are Hidden” 458-459). Nancy Armstrong also 

notes this anti-physical inclination of contemporary conduct literature when she claims that 
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they hardly ever mentioned the physical aspect of female experience expect when dressing or 

“the modest bearing” of a woman in public was concerned (Armstrong 109). In spite of all the 

ever-present difficulties of the representation of the body in women’s writing, “eighteenth-

century Gothic was intrigued by the possibility that the body, normally closed and neat would 

be disordered, penetrated, exposed – that it would be made a spectacle for the protagonist, and 

through them, for the reader, as well” (Shapira “Where the Bodies” 456). Shapira also warns, 

however, that the “lived body and the verbalized body must undergo a parallel process of 

cleansing to become fit for public display” (460), which prerogative was conceived by 

Radcliffe in a way that resulted in the minimization of her heroine’s physical presence 

(Shapira “Where the Bodies” 463). Shapira apparently relies on Terry Castle’s notion of the 

spectralization of Radcliffe’s characters when she says that “Radcliffe de-emphasizes the 

body’s material presence and implicitly contains its scrutiny within a polite discourse of 

sensibility” (Shapira, “Where the Bodies” 464). The reason for this, in Shapira’s view is that 

the Radcliffean heroine values the dignity of her body more than her life; she would rather die 

than be exposed to the shame an open, penetrated body would evoke (“Where the Bodies” 

470-471). The gothic fiction of the eighteenth-nineteenth century was so bodiless that even 

ghosts cannot be taken for shades of real bodies, they are counterfeits of ghosts, signifiers of 

already existing signifiers, and thus the ghost of gothic fiction is doubly removed from the 

signified i.e. the body (Hogle “The Gothic Ghost”). Shapira pinpoints the same anti-physical 

tendency in contemporary drama, claiming that there is a great difference between 

seventeenth-century audiences who “were willing to stomach grisly spectacles” and spectators 

and critics of the second half of the eighteenth century who no longer tolerated the sight of 

mortality (Shapira “Shakespeare” 8 – 21).  

Such arguments are all the more confusing because Gothic fiction from the very 

beginning has been associated with kinaesthetic qualities; its blood-curdling and hair-raising 

effect was much commented upon by a number of contemporary critics and writers from Jane 

Austen to William Hazlitt. The earliest tributes to the power of gothic writers tended to 

emphasize the physiological: Henry Tilney claims in Northanger Abbey that his hairs stood on 

end while reading Udolpho (Austen 66), while Hazlitt spoke of Mrs Radcliffe as one who had 

mastered the “art of freezing blood” (253) making the “flesh creep and the nerves thrill” 

(250), and Mary Shelley’s self-confessed aim was to “curdle the blood and quicken the 

beatings of the heart” (Frankenstein 18). 

For women writers it should have been especially important to write through their 

bodies, to use Helen Cixous’s phrase, since language seems to have failed as an adequate 
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means for expressing female experience. Barbara M. Benedict found the sentimental novel’s 

preoccupation with physiognomy a sure sign of the concept of the body as one in which the 

body is seen as a sincere medium “before which devious language resigns” (Benedict 325-

326). It is just so with Kristeva, for whom femininity finds expression in non-language, in the 

body (Meaney 145), and Robert Miles asserts that for women it was forbidden to express their 

desires in words; therefore they turned to the semiology of the body which is the natural 

language for the expression of desire (Miles, Ann Radcliffe 117).  

So far there have been hardly any extensive studies on eighteenth-century physicality, 

especially one concerning Gothic novels. Steven Bruhm’s Gothic Bodies (1994) is one 

exception but its main focus lies on the representation of bodies in pain in the Romantic era. 

Bruhm himself also insists that the study of corporeality is missing from Romantic 

scholarship: 

 

It should become evident throughout this book that, while there are numerous studies 
dealing with Romantic agony in the sense of emotional suffering, disenfranchisement, 
alienation, and grief, these studies assume – or subsume – the category of the physical, 
which raises its own, particular problems. There is no extended analysis that attempts 
to locate physicality and physical pain as a concern for the Romantics. (Bruhm 5) 

 

John Wiltshire’s Jane Austen and the Body is another promising attempt at locating 

physicality in late eighteenth- early nineteenth-century literary texts, though it only engages 

with the representation of disease. Wiltshire emphasizes the importance of the body in 

Austen’s novels as it is manifested through sickness and ill health and he also tries to show 

that incidents about health cannot be segregated from political and social issues/realities 

(Wiltshire 5). He claims that the body in Austen’s writing was normally taken for granted: it 

is only when “it becomes painful and dysfunctional that its markings become disclosed to 

consciousness” (Wiltshire 8), and makes the general statement that “eighteenth-century 

feminism was hostile to the body; they silenced the body as an obstacle to female intellectual 

advances (Wiltshire 15). My aim is to contradict this statement and prove that late eighteenth-

early nineteenth-century women writers of the Gothic were far from silencing the body. On 

the contrary, they consciously used and represented physicality to articulate their desires, and 

as such I agree with Adriana Craciun’s claim that we cannot find the body in these texts only 

as long as “we limit ourselves to sexuality as the defining indicator of corporeal experience 

and representation” (Craciun Fatal Women 12).  

 



25 
 

Female Gothic writing of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries rarely contains direct 

references to sexuality; instead, it repeatedly draws on the discourse of sensibility to depict 

the body, especially the female body. As John Mullan argues, in the novel of sensibility, 

sentiment is articulated by the body – by its “postures and gestures, its involuntary 

palpitations and collapses” (Mullan 16). In Samuel Richardson’s novels, sensibility – the 

capacity to feel and display sentiments – is not spoken but rather displayed through the 

“massively sensitized, feminine body” (Mullan 61), and Mullan insists that “all the later 

novelists of sentiment resort to this repertoire of wordless meanings; most reveal an obvious 

debt to Richardson when they do so” (61). The palpitations of the heart, the direction of the 

eyes, tears, sighs, blushes, postures and gestures are parts of a corpus of words female Gothic 

fiction shares with the Richardsonian novel of sensibility; however, this vocabulary of 

sensibility serves entirely different purposes in the two types of fiction. For Richardson, 

bodily symptoms of sensibility serve to emphasize feminine virtue: immaculate virginity and 

moral prowess in the face of illegitimate male desire. Richardson, Mullan claims, was by no 

means a proto-feminist: 

 

Richardson mythologizes femininity – and, like many male writers before and since, 
he isolates virginity as its essential representation. Inasmuch as he creates, in all his 
novels, a woman to fulfil his ethical and religious ideals, his elevation of femininity 
cannot be understood to be ‘radical’. Though his attitudes to the roles and prerogatives 
of women may have been more liberal than those of some men of his age, Richardson 
does not provide, in his novels, any actual analysis of the condition of women in 
eighteenth-century society (Mullan 67).  

 

Furthermore, Richardson’s development of feminine sensibility seems to be directed in his 

novels at the reduction of female bodies to various states of physical disability. As Mullan 

warns us, the capacity of feeling is not only rewarding, but it can also be excessive or self-

destructive (110): 

 
As long as sensibility, that capacity which escapes speech, is represented as a set of 
bodily symptoms, the picture of exemplary femininity can be one of sickness, of 
physical debility. The palpitations of the sensible woman can take on the appearance 
of an ailment, the symptoms of a melancholy or hysteria which connote a sensitivity 
become almost unsupportable. The body’s collapse is the sign of virtue in extremis 
(Mullan 110). 

 

As opposed to Richardson’s scenario, the female Gothic novel seems to develop the sensible 

female body in a novel and radical way: it employs corporeal gestures to imply the 
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invigoration and masculinisation of the debilitated feminine body. For female Gothic writers 

like Ann Radcliffe, the representation of virtue does not consist in the ailing and submissive 

woman; on the contrary, Radcliffe’s heroines are rewarded at precisely the moment when they 

reject the unhealthy feminine body in favour of a strong, independent corporeal existence.  
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2. Ann Radcliffe’s sublime bodies 
 
2.1. Introduction: Ann Radcliffe 
 

Ann Radcliffe is probably the best-known eighteenth-century female Gothicist, the one 

woman writer, excepting Mary Shelley, who had made her way into the literary canon, and 

even contemporary male critics and distinguished pens appreciated her talents. Keats called 

her Mother Radcliff in one of his letters (Keats 25), Nathan Drake, the popular  critic noted 

for his interest in German literature alluded to her as the Shakespeare of Romance writers 

(Drake 359), for Walter Scott she was the “mighty enchantress” and the “first poetess of 

Romantic fiction” (Scott 342), while Hazlitt asserted that Walpole’s Otranto was “dry and 

meagre stuff” (Hazlitt 252) compared to the “reverie-engine that was a Radcliffe-text” (Miles, 

“Mother Radcliff” 47). Radcliffe is usually distinguished from other women writers of the 

period, who also worked within the genre of the Gothic romance: Walter Scott was especially 

outspoken against Radcliffe’s imitators, “the servile race” as he called them, who attempted to 

apply the magic wand of Radcliffe, “without the power of wielding it” (Scott 363). Scott also 

tried to cleanse Radcliffe’s reputation from the stigma of being associated with the French 

revolution when he claimed that it was “the cry of the period … that the romances of Mrs 

Radcliffe, and the applause with which they were received, were evil signs of the times” 

(Scott 363). As Miles notes “consuming gothic fiction somehow became the literary 

equivalent of relishing the works of the guillotine” (Ann Radcliffe 16); however, Scott did not 

equate Radcliffe’s works with the brutality of the French revolution, though he insisted on the 

culpability of her followers (Miles Ann Radcliffe 16). Radcliffe’s radicalism has always been 

an issue much debated amongst Gothic scholars: earlier scholars have argued that her novels 

should be interpreted as reactionary rather than subversive (see Summers, Kilgour), and 

David Durant went as far as claiming that “Radcliffe is not the forerunner of the Romantic 

Movement but the staunch foe of its most salient characteristics, as she cherished neoclassical 

culture and saw signs of its disintegration as omens” (Durant 519). Durant substantiated his 

concept by focusing on Radcliffe’s explained supernatural: the technique she used in all of her 

novels to demonstrate that the supernatural does not exist, only as the result of the effect of 

external circumstances on the heroine’s imagination. Radcliffe tends to hint at the possibility 

of the supernatural, most often via mysterious shades and groans, but they are always traced 

back in the end to completely natural causes. Durant interprets this tendency in Radcliffe’s 

writing as her rejection of the irrational which he claims she saw as monstrous (Durant 520).  
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Some critics have settled the question of whether Radcliffe should be regarded 

conservative or radical by simply saying that “Radcliffe’s novels resist being read 

monologically” since “they promote aristocratic as well as bourgeois values, demonstrate both 

progressive and conservative political beliefs, and are feminist and anti-feminist” (Schmitt 

855). Both Mary Poovey and Marilyn Butler have noted, for instance, that Radcliffe's novels 

are at once progressive and conservative (Schmitt 872) because they describe the heroine’s 

circumcision but they always end up with the re-establishment of those oppressing structures 

that threatened the heroine in the first place. Norman Holland and Leona Sherman find that 

the Gothic “permits [the reader] to hover between radical exploration and a familiar, 

conservative ending” (287), while Terry Lovell maintains that Gothic novels by Radcliffe and 

others addressed a readership that “desired the rewards of feminine conformity yet 

simultaneously feared the dangers of submission to male domination” (qtd Schmitt 872). This 

dichotomy between the progressive and the regressive in Radcliffe’s oeuvre might be the 

result of Radcliffe’s attempt to titillate the reader’s sexual curiosity, thus offering them 

pleasure: as the heroine is submitted to various attacks on her life and chastity, the female 

reader might experience an excitement otherwise unavailable for her; however, such a 

dangerous experience has to be balanced by an ending that reassures female propriety. 

Cynthia Griffin Wolff has a similar claim when she says that eighteenth-century Gothic 

fiction provided the reader with an opportunity to play with the idea of aggressive/dangerous 

sexuality but then “there is the assurance that these forces are under control substantiated by 

the chaste ending, a rejection of the said aggressive sexuality” (Wolff 104). Those who 

believe in Radcliffe’s radicalism have always attributed it to her family’s and husband’s 

influence. Miles claims that “the robust, liberal, critical energies” he has found in Radcliffe’s 

writings originate from her status in the “dissenting middling classes to which she belonged” 

(Miles, Ann Radcliffe 4), and he also emphasizes that it was her husband who encouraged her 

to write in the first place, who himself was a radical journalist and “vigorously welcomed the 

French revolution”; therefore it would not be far-fetched to assume that his political 

inclinations found their way into Radcliffe’s writing (Miles, “Ann Radcliffe and Matthew 

Lewis”). Ledoux finds Radcliffe’s radicalism limited to her interest in middle-class, rather 

than aristocratic values. In The Mysteries of Udolpho, Ledoux says, “Radcliffe de-emphasizes 

Emily’s blood-ties to the ancestral castle and champions a more egalitarian aesthetic where 

the simplicity of La Vallée connotes virtue”, and as such Emily’s alienation from Udolpho 

“aligns her perspective with the middle-class reader, who would also feel estranged from the 

ancient seat of power and its resident aristocrats” (Ledoux 337 – 338). However, Ledoux also 
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believes that Radcliffe’s novel has been central to the kind of reading of eighteenth-century 

female writing that saw the gothic space as an allegory of domestic imprisonment where 

women are inevitably victimized (331), and she contrasts Radcliffe’s heroines with those of 

Eliza Fenwick, who are physically much more assertive. Fenwick’s heroine, Sibella claims 

the ability to resist illegitimate power physically – she is of a robust built who can swim, dive 

and leap: Sibella imagines her escape from confinement a solo effort, unlike Radcliffe’s 

heroine who always relies on male assistance (Ledoux 341). Interestingly, the most well-

known contemporary parody of the Radcliffean Gothic model, Jane Austen’s Northanger 

Abbey, also builds on the physical qualities of the heroine as the decisive characteristic of 

Radcliffe’s female Gothic, since the novel begins with Catherine’s description as a girl most 

unlike a typical Gothic heroine:  

 

She had a thin awkward figure, a sallow skin without colour, dark lank hair, and strong 
features—so much for her person; and not less unpropitious for heroism seemed her 
mind. She was fond of all boy's plays, and greatly preferred cricket not merely to dolls, 
but to the more heroic enjoyments of infancy, nursing a dormouse, feeding a canary-
bird, or watering a rose-bush (Austen 5).  

 

Unlike a Radcliffean Gothic heroine with ivory skin, glossy curls and delicate features, 

Catherine Morland is relatively plain and most importantly physically vigorous participating 

in tomboyish movements that require strong bones and good health. Johnson emphasizes how 

unlikely a Gothic heroine Catherine Morland is: she does not show signs of weakness and 

female sensibility; as a child she loved rolling down the slopes of hills and when her 

mysterious sweetheart does not show up at a ball, she returns home but she does not cry or 

toss sleeplessly in bed, but she appeases her extraordinary hunger and falls asleep for nine 

hours of refreshing sleep. It is quite clear, that Austen confronts physical requirements of 

lady-like decorum in the first place: her heroine does not fit the traditional corporeal image of 

women in her physical strength and energies. It is especially interesting that Austen refers to 

satiating hunger, since Lord Byron is reputed to have held that there was nothing as disgusting 

as the sight of a woman eating (Johnson “A Sweet Face” 164). Austen’s heroine apparently 

transgresses those physical features of propriety that Radcliffe’s heroines so painstakingly 

demonstrate.  

However, it was not only her heroines, but Radcliffe herself who was seen as a proper 

woman by contemporaries. As the Edinburgh Review writes in 1823 “[the] fair authoress kept 

herself […] incognito […]; nothing was known of her but her name on the title page”; 
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furthermore, “she never appeared in public, nor mingled in private society, but kept herself 

apart, like a sweet bird that sings its solitary notes” (qtd Miles Ann Radcliffe 21). The Literary 

Gazette observes in 1826 “she was ashamed, (yes, ashamed) of her own talents; and was 

ready to sink in the earth at the bare suspicion of any one taking her for an author; her chief 

ambition to be thought a lady!” (qtd Miles, Ann Radcliffe 21). A “biographically elusive” 

woman, to use DeLucia’s phrase (102), Radcliffe seems to have managed to solve the 

incompatibility of being a writer and a proper lady: she turned out to be so elusive with 

regards to her personal life that Christina Rossetti had to give up writing her biography for 

lack of material, and many legends began to circulate about her going mad and being locked 

up in a mental asylum towards the end of her life. As the Edinburgh Review article shows she 

was numbered among the “feathered race”, a proper woman who stays in the background and 

does not expose her body to public glances despite her being a celebrated writer of the time. 

One of the very few biographical stories about Ann Radcliffe is about how she was rumoured 

to have written Plays on the Passion, which were anonymously published in 1798, in reality 

written by Joanna Baillie. The rumour was spread in a letter by Anna Seward, and she also 

claimed that Radcliffe herself admitted to have written these sensational dramas. Radcliffe 

was so embarrassed by the incident that she did not write to Baillie to correct the tell-tale and 

to inform her that she never said anything like that; it was her husband who set it right after 

her death (Hoeveler, “Joanna Baillie” 117), and it is no wonder that Radcliffe was upset by 

the rumour because Baillie is very explicit about corporeality in the plays.  

As we see, Radcliffe’s contemporaries as well as the scholars of her writing see her as 

an essentially bodiless woman who always managed to keep the mask of propriety: she 

remained invisible behind her writing, a quality she admired in others to a great extent. 

Hoeveler relates that Radcliffe was a great admirer of Mrs Siddons when she compared the 

celebrated actress to Shakespeare in that she “always disappears in the character she 

represents, and throws an illusion over the whole scene around her that conceals many defects 

in the arrangements of the theatre” (qtd Hoeveler “Joanna Baillie” 124). Radcliffe was bold 

enough to suggest that Mrs Siddons would have made a magnificent Hamlet (Hoeveler 

“Joanna Baillie 125), which might sound strange from a woman so careful of her propriety as 

a woman writer. No one has suggested so far that Radcliffe’s representations of bodies had 

anything subversive about them, which means that critics have sufficed to equate Radcliffe’s 

literary body with the bodies of her writings. My aim in this chapter is to display that 

notwithstanding her reputation as a proper lady, Radcliffe’s “solitary notes” had very definite 

subversive undertones.  
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2.2. Radcliffe’s subversive bodies 
 

The fact that Radcliffe’s subversiveness had something to do with the representation of 

corporeality seems to be substantiated by the following excerpt from the Monthly Magazine in 

1819: she has “dissected depravity with medean boldness, and dared to lay open the arteries 

of male dereliction from the oracles of the heart to the marrow in the bones. She has 

penetrated the metaphysics of her sex, and exposed the criminality peculiar to ours” (qtd 

Clery 84). Interestingly, Radcliffe’s understanding of human passions is praised here in 

medical terms; however, it is also worth noting that almost all the elements of this praise have 

undertones implicating impropriety. If a male critic writes about dissection, boldness, 

penetration, and exposing the shortcomings of men in connection with a woman writer in the 

eighteenth-century, it must mean something definitely degrading. It is very probable, 

therefore, that the above excerpt is not so much a praise but rather the castigation of 

Radcliffe’s outspokenness in her novels. The strong corporeal terms might suggest that the 

writer of the article disapproves of Radcliffe’s eloquence concerning bodily matters which 

was supposed to be a serious transgression of female propriety in the eighteenth century. 

Various sources testify that very few things disgusted men more than hearing a woman talk 

about bodies. As far as the body was concerned, women were allowed to articulate 

corporeality represented by clothing; every other reference to the body was considered to be 

unladylike and strongly against decorum. Furthermore, Radcliffe does not only use subversive 

representation in her writing but she uses that representation to articulate the criminality of 

men: her boldness is apostrophised as “medean”, hence regarded as witchcraft. Medea was a 

devotee of the goddess Hecate, and one of the great sorceresses of the ancient world. There 

are many elements of the myth that suggest female corporeal aggression. For instance, after 

Medea helps Jason obtain the Golden Fleece, the two flee accompanied by Medea’s younger 

brother, Absyrtis. Medea’s father, King Aeetes pursues them so in order to delay the pursuit, 

Medea kills her brother and cuts his body into pieces scattering the parts behind the ship. 

After returning to Jason’s home, she restores the youth of Jason's aged father, Aeson, by 

cutting his throat and filling his body with a magical potion. She then offers to do the same for 

Pelias the king of Iolcus who has usurped Aeson's throne. She tricks Pelias' daughters into 

killing him, but leaves the corpse without any youth-restoring potion. After the murder of 

Pelias, Jason and Medea have to flee Iolcus; they settle next in Corinth. There Medea bears 

Jason two children before Jason forsakes her in order to marry the daughter of Creon, the king 

of Corinth. Medea gets revenge for Jason's desertion by killing the new bride with a poisoned 
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robe and crown which burns the flesh from her body; King Creon dies as well as he tries to 

embrace his dying daughter. Medea flees Corinth in a chariot, drawn by winged dragons, 

which belonged to her grandfather Helios. She takes with her the bodies of her two children, 

whom she has murdered in order to give Jason further pain (Hunter 1 – 6). Medea apparently 

transgresses a number of social taboos including murdering her own children and her younger 

brother, and she succumbs to unladylike behaviour when she is so strongly involved in bodily 

matters. Her major transgression is her ability to strip the body to its core and uncover, 

discover and expose it to violence and death; bodies claimed superior to her own. She dissects 

her brother’s body, opens up her father-in-law’s and leaves a king’s sacred body to rot; in 

other words, she reduces the sacred bodies of the father, brother and king to mere putridity 

and renders them inferior by dissolving the mystery of power concentrated in the 

impenetrable male body. Revenge, another factor strictly forbidden to woman, seems to be the 

essence of Medea’s existence: when she is betrayed by her husband, she avenges his 

disloyalty by hurting those he loves. Instead of covering the female body, she makes it look 

naked to the core when she makes the flesh of Jason’s new wife burn from her body. Medea’s 

masculinity, therefore, is articulated not only through her liability to vengeance on patriarchy 

but also through her liability to manipulate and hurt those inferior to her, that is children and 

women.  

When the writer of the article in the Monthly Magazine compares Radcliffe’s method 

of writing to Medea’s exertions, he seems to suggest that notwithstanding contemporary belief 

in Radcliffe’s conservativism as a writer and a woman, her novels contest this belief and it is 

precisely her representation of corporeality that makes them subversive. The main reason for 

the belief that bodies have disappeared from Radcliffe’s writing is the scholarly interpretation 

of her only surviving theoretical piece intended to be part of the prologue to her posthumously 

published novel, Glaston de Blondeville, eventually published as a separate piece in the New 

Monthly Magazine. It is most well-known for Radcliffe’s distinction between horror and 

terror but it also adumbrates Radcliffe’s attitude to corporeality. On the Supernatural in 

Poetry (1826) was written in the form of a dialogue between two travellers Mr S and Mr W 

talking about poetry and the sublime effects of Shakespeare’s plays in particular. Mr W is a 

person of poetic imagination, highly sensible to the beauties of sublime scenery, whereas Mr 

S is a more down-to-earth man with a mind curbed by reason and rationality. He is a character 

engrossed in his own materiality that “seldom troubled himself to think upon any subject, 

except that of a good dinner” (146). He always talks sense, for instance, when he agrees that 

the weird sisters of Macbeth should be attired as Scottish women, or when he claims that he 
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could never suppose that such things as ghosts could be real as “they are out of all reason and 

probability” (149); the magnificence of creative powers advocated by Mr W are lost on him. 

He represents that class of people whose “confined faculties cannot comprehend how the soul 

may exist after separation from the body” (149). He is the kind of man “of very cold 

imaginations, with whom certainty is more terrible than surmise” (150). It is clear from the 

dialogue that Radcliffe’s sympathies rest with Mr W, whom she uses as a mouthpiece, and is 

rather dismissive of Mr S. The two might be representative of terror and horror respectively;” 

the first expands the soul and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life” (150), while “the 

other contracts, freezes and nearly annihilates them”. This opposition, however, clearly shows 

what critics seem to have misinterpreted in Radcliffe’s oeuvre: that her characters are all soul 

and they have no bodies.  

If we read the passage cited above very carefully, we must understand that Radcliffe is 

opposed to gross materiality that entraps the soul and annihilates the creative power of 

imagination, but it does not mean that she would be disinterested in the faculties; in contrast, 

she wishes that everyone would respond physically as well as mentally to instances of the 

sublime. The thrill being the long-lasting effect of terror is a distinctively bodily sensation 

which Radcliffe does not seek to avoid or minimize its importance. That the sublime enlarges 

the body and makes it more tangible can be perceived in Adeline’s character in The Romance 

of the Forest. Before she was thrust to the care of La Motte, she had been living in the 

confinement of a convent under control of very strict rules she could not get accustomed to.  

When her father first abandons her to confinement, her heart is “rung with grief” especially 

when she learns that her father intends her to “take the veil” (RF 20), upon which she hardly 

attempts to “express [her] surprise and grief” (RF 20). As Adeline’s feelings about convent 

life are described, the walls of the convent and the veil symbolizing a life of devotion emerge 

as signifiers that confine the female body on the precise orders of patriarchy since it is 

Adeline’s father who forces her into the convent in the first place. The heroine rebels against 

confinement though: “Too long I had been immured in the walls of a cloister, and too much 

had I seen of the sullen misery of its votaries, not to feel horror and disgust at the prospect of 

being added to their number” (RF 20), which shows that Adeline resists her body being tied 

up in the cocoon of the veil and locked up within the forbidding walls of the cloister. The 

prospect of becoming a nun projects her shrinking body; an image unbearable to her: 

 

You, my dear Madam, can form little idea of the wretchedness of my situation, 
condemned to perpetual imprisonment, and imprisonment of the most dreadful kind, 
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or to the vengeance of a father, from whom I had no appeal. My resolution relaxed; for 
some time I paused upon the choice of evils; but at length the horrors of the monastic 
life rose so fully to my view, that fortitude gave way before them. Excluded from the 
cheerful intercourse of society, from the pleasant view of nature, almost from the light 
of day, condemned to silence, rigid formality, abstinence and penance, condemned to 
forego the delights of a world, which imagination painted in the gayest and most 
alluring colours, and whose hues were, perhaps, not the less captivating because they 
were only ideal: such was the state, to which I was destined (RF 20). 

 

As this passage clearly shows, Adeline envisions confinement in terms of her senses 

being plugged: her sight would be limited to darkness, her tongue tied up, the pleasures of the 

body denied to her; in other words, her body would become imprisoned and its freedom 

minimized. What Radcliffe adumbrates in her description of convent life should be interpreted 

as femininity formulated by patriarchy; male ideal of femininity that is silent, humble and 

deprived of the joys of the body i.e. sensuality and sexuality. The Lady Abbess as the agent of 

patriarchy represents how thoroughly women have been brainwashed by the said patriarchal 

image of femininity so much so that they internalize its requirements and believe it to be the 

best possible way of contention. This woman of “rigid decorum and severe devotion” (RF 

20), however, disgusts and terrifies Adeline, and the prospect of her shrinking body and 

limited senses spurs her resolution to go against her father’s strictures. Interestingly, Radcliffe 

uses the term “invigorated” (RF 20) to indicate Adeline’s strength of mind as she disobeys her 

father’s orders, but it is also a term strongly indicative of the growing and masculinising body 

of the heroine that refuses to be cocooned. In other words, the invigorated female body 

possesses the strength to break out of imprisonment but it is precisely the prospect of 

imprisonment that invigorates the female body. Adeline’s subversive body draws its strength 

from the source that threatens the freedom of her movement; hence corporeality functions as a 

means of subversiveness. At this point of the novel, the heroine’s rebellion against the 

incarcerated female body is crystallized in her neglect of filial duties: “Since he can forget the 

affection of a parent, and condemn his child without remorse to wretchedness and despair; the 

bond of filial and parental duty no longer subsists between us; he has himself dissolved it, and 

I will yet struggle for liberty and life” (RF 20). Richard Allestree’s The Whole Duty of Man 

(1751), a Protestant devotional work, clarifies the importance of such disobedience as 

follows: 

 

[…] of all the acts of disobedience, that of marrying against the consent of the parent 
is one of the highest. Children are so much the goods, the possessions of their parents, 
that they cannot, without a kind of theft, give away themselves without the allowance 
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of those that have the right in them… it belongs to children to perform duty, not only 
to the kind and virtuous, but even to the harshest and wickedest of parents (qtd 
Goldberg 31).  

 

As we see, eighteenth-century notions about the child’s body were more than 

restrictive: it was regarded as the property of the parents who were free to dispose of it to their 

heart’s content. As such, Adeline’s rebellion must be considered double-fold since she does 

not only defy the patriarchal image of the ideal female body when she refuses to take the veil 

but she also rejects the parental image of the ideal child’s body when she claims possession of 

her own body as a daughter and does not allow her father to dispose of it.  

According to Fitzgerald, it is generally characteristic of Radcliffe’s novels that they 

are concerned with the female body as property, “with property being the measure of all 

things in eighteenth-century society” (“Inalienable Rights” 2), and she argues that the heroine 

is only empowered as long as she can claim possession over her own body. Furthermore, 

Fitzgerald continues, Radcliffe consciously built her heroines’ status on the equation between 

the terms ‘property’ and ‘propriety’: as long as they defend their propriety, they are their own 

mistresses and cannot be dispossessed (“Inalienable Rights” 4). The terms ‘property’ and 

‘propriety’ were used interchangeably throughout the eighteenth century and Coleridge also 

insisted on the “essential identity” of these words as late as 1817 (Fitzgerald “Inalienable 

Rights” 4); however, while the equation of these two terms might be taken for granted in The 

Mysteries of Udolpho – the novel Fitzgerald analyzes in her study –, it does not hold for 

Adeline’s conduct in The Romance of the Forest. Whereas Emily can only be empowered as 

long as she remains a proper lady, Adeline’s empowerment lies in her breaking the rules of 

propriety. Of course, Emily does not have to rebel against her father since St. Aubert is the 

epitome of the benevolent father of the Gothic novel; however, in Adeline’s case her act of 

disobedience should be viewed as the ground of her being; the very thing that conditions her 

gaining control over her own body. I have argued elsewhere that the Gothic novel has two 

ways to criticize the bourgeois family: either by disposing of the family altogether, 

abandoning children to their own devices; or justifying the actions of children when they 

oppose the will of their parents (“The Plight of the Gothic Heroine” 12). In Radcliffe’s novels, 

when heroines resolve to do the latter, she does not condemn them for it; instead she 

maintains the idea that “a choice which involves the happiness or the misery of your whole 

life, ought to be decided only by yourself” (A Sicilian Romance 30), or as Katherine Ellis has 

put it: “Right is always on the side of the children” (Katherine Ellis 52).  
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The walls of the convent and the veil of nunnery both function as patriarchal 

limitations forced upon the heroine’s freedom of movement, sensations; in short, all her 

physical functions. These patriarchal limitations seek to objectify her i.e. to render her to be 

the property of others, most importantly that of the father and to transform her body into a 

limited, silent wax model of ideal femininity. Shortly after Adeline is taken from the convent, 

her father and his accomplices shut her up in an old house only to thrust her into the arms of 

La Motte. The scene offers the first description of the heroine and is emphatic for the 

presentation of her body as a sexual object: “A habit of grey camlet, with short flashed 

sleeves, shewed, but did not adorn, her figure: it was thrown open at the bosom, upon which 

part of her hair had fallen in disorder, while the light veil hastily thrown on, had, in her 

confusion, been suffered to fall back” (RF 5). Robert Miles argues that Adeline is first 

represented to us, in the above description, as “one of Rousseau’s monsters” (Ann Radcliffe 

119) since she is dressed in precisely the way Rousseau prescribes women to appear as sexual 

objects in the eye of the male observer: “no article is selected at random, and yet there is no 

trace of artificiality. Her [Sophy’s] dress is very modest in appearance and very coquettish in 

reality; she does not display her charms, she conceals them but in such a way as to enhance 

them” (Rousseau 394). A scene very similar to the one cited above displays Adeline’s charms 

even more directly, almost verging on pornography since it discloses Adeline’s half-naked 

body to a group of soldiers led by the arch-villain of the novel, the Marquis de Montalt: “Her 

beauty, touched with the languid delicacy of illness, gained from sentiment what it lost in 

bloom. The negligence of her dress, loosened for the purpose of freer respiration, discovered 

those glowing charms, which her auburn tresses, that fell in profusion over her bosom, 

shaded, but could not conceal” (RF 47). Here Adeline is described as a distinctively erotic 

object completely exposed to the lascivious glances of the Marquis’s cavaliers; she appears to 

be weak and vulnerable with a sexualized body inviting to be ravished. It is important to note 

that the circle of gazers is headed by the Marquis who eventually turns out to be the brother of 

Adeline’s real father and the one whose machinations sent her to her first father substitute; the 

man who forced her into the convent; moreover, at one point in the novel he is even rumoured 

to be Adeline’s father. As such, the Marquis is yet another male relative or father substitute 

through the eyes of whom Adeline’s body is deprived of its natural abilities and freedoms 

only to be limited to a patriarchal image of ideal feminine body: the first father substitute 

envisions a body-bound daughter locked up in a convent for life, the second, La Motte sees 

her as a coquettish Rousseauean monster, while the third eyes her as an eroticised object. In 

the latter scene, Adeline’s future husband, Theodore is part of the admiring circle of cavaliers. 
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His name predetermines him to be the hero of the novel, the one who is always at hand to 

save the heroine and the one male whose effeminacy distinguishes him from the rest of the 

male characters, especially from the hyper-virile villain. Although he does seem to be 

precisely the kind of hero, his character is somewhat anomalous if we consider how Adeline’s 

charms appear in Theodore’s eyes described by the following lines of poetry:  

 

Oh! have you seen, bath'd in the morning dew,  
The budding rose its infant bloom display;  
When first its virgin tints unfold to view,  
It shrinks and scarcely trusts the blaze of day?  
So soft, so delicate, so sweet she came,  
Youth's damask glow just dawning on her cheek.  
I gaz'd, I sigh'd, I caught the tender flame,  
Felt the fond pang, and droop'd with passion weak (RF 91).  

 

It is very difficult to trace the exact source of this quotation; Wolfgang Müller’s essay, 

though focused on the use of lyric insertions in The Romance of the Forest, does not mention 

the original writer. Müller claims that Radcliffe used her novel as a means “to give expression 

to the poetic component in her creative mind” (175); however, unlike many of the poems 

interspersed with the narrative text, the above poem is not Radcliffe’s own writing but an 

excerpt taken from an English poet. In Samuel Johnson’s collection of English poetry, it is 

published with the title: “Lines Attributed to Dr. Goldsmith, Inserted in The Morning 

Chronicle of April 3 1800” (Johnson 505); however, it is clear from the dates of publication 

that the poem belongs to another pen as The Romance of the Forest was first published in 

1791. The excerpt is, in reality, part of Thomas Percy’s poem, “Cynthia, an Elegiac Poem” 

first published in 1758, in which a lovesick youth pours out his painful memories about his 

beloved, Cynthia, a proud woman who refused to share the “straw-built shed” of joy, 

preferring the “city throng” (Percy 282). In the poem we may witness a curious reversal of 

gender roles that render the lovesick youth effeminate and passive lying under the bower of an 

aged oak tree alone and forlorn, while the text figures a woman who cruelly rejects rural joys 

in favour of a more active life in busy urban surroundings. The poem is an obvious imitation 

of Propertius’s elegies, not only because Percy’s poem begins with a quotation from the 

Roman elegist but also because the title-character, Cynthia is known to be Propertius’s lover, 

the central figure of his poetry. Interestingly, Propertius’s elegies describe his relationship 

with Cynthia in precisely the same terms as Percy’s poem; as one in which the man becomes 

effeminate by his love for a woman who completely enslaves him. Propertius refers to his 
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love for Cynthia over and over again in his poems as an obstacle that makes it impossible for 

him to think about anything else i.e. to write poems of political or social concern (Katz xix). 

Katz also claims that the relationship of the two is based on his subservience to her (xxiii) and 

that he is “in a state of virtual bondage to her” (xxiv). Interestingly, the only part of Percy’s 

poem that represents traditional eighteenth-century gender roles is precisely the one chosen by 

Radcliffe to describe Adeline’s ‘charms’ i.e. her body as it appears in Theodore’s eyes. It 

depicts the female body as a distinctively erotic object peeped on by man during her bath. The 

naked female body in all its virginal whiteness is slowly exposed to the penetrating eye of the 

male observer: the white because its virginal, it is described as a budding rose indicating the 

budding desire and sexual awakening of a maiden who is very shy yet ready to dis-cover her 

naked charms to her lover and to discover sexual passion. The budding female body pointedly 

“shrinks” at the blaze of day which does not only suggest modesty, chief female virtue for 

patriarchy, but is also symbolic of delicate femininity which the shrunken, small, smooth 

body of woman has to possess. Miall sees this image of the feminine body as a perfect 

representation of the physical ideal of womanhood that evolved toward the end of the 

eighteenth century, and asserts that “weakness of body and mind seems to have given women 

greater sexual attractiveness” because it increased “the scope for male control” (Miall 20). 

Since Radcliffe's heroines are capable of little physical exertion and often faint, Miall says, 

they seem close to this anorexic paradigm. Miall interprets the image of the budding rose 

bathed in the morning dew as a symbol of childishness in woman and claims that “besides the 

heroines’ illnesses, their childlike qualities contribute directly to their attractiveness (Miall 

17). Wollstonecraft complains about this view when she speaks of women “hanging their 

heads surcharged with the dew of sensibility” (VRW 153), and believes that it is precisely via 

sensibility that women are kept in a state of perpetual childhood. Whether we interpret the 

image of the budding rose as a woman in a state of sexual awakening or childhood, the 

general message of the first quartet is the same: it maintains the limitation of woman’s body 

and its confinement into a shrunken, delicate overtly feminine body that is exposed to the 

voyeuristic glances of a male observer. The second quartet renders the female body to be the 

sexual object of male desire; it actually depicts the erotic fantasy of sexual intercourse with 

the woman. ‘Soft’, ‘delicate’ and ‘sweet’ belong to contemporary vocabulary men used to 

describe femininity, yet the lines are deeply saturated with sexuality if we interpret the 

woman’s coming and the man’s sighing as elements of their sexual intercourse, while the 

post-coital glow on the woman’s cheek and the enervation of the male body at the end point to 

the consummation of their sexual desire. As I have pointed out earlier, these eight lines make 
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up the only stanza in Percy’s poem that represent woman as a vulnerable, effeminate being, 

and man as a voyeur and penetrator of the female body; therefore, Radcliffe’s choice displays 

her understanding of contemporary patriarchal view of femininity.  

Another intertextual reference further substantiates this idea, and it is again placed in a 

part of the novel where Adeline is seen through the eyes of one of her father substitutes, La 

Motte.  

 

She was now in her nineteenth year; her figure of the middling size, and turned to the 
most exquisite proportion; her hair was dark auburn, her eyes blue, and whether they 
sparkled with intelligence, or melted with tenderness, they were equally attractive: her 
form had the airy lightness of a nymph, and, when she smiled, her countenance might 
have been drawn for the younger sister of Hebe: the captivations of her beauty were 
heightened by the grace and simplicity of her manners, and confirmed by the intrinsic 
value of a heart "That might be shrin'd in crystal, And have all its movements scann'd." 
(RF 16 italics mine). 

 

The description of the female body in this passage is typical in its associating the 

female body with the beautiful: it is proportionate and light, not to say aerial that borders on 

bodilessness. The comparison with Hebe serves to force the heroine into traditional female 

roles of the nurturer, the mother and the forgiver. Hebe was cupbearer to the Greek gods; she 

served them with nectar and ambrosia, until she married Heracles and had two children. She 

was also worshipped as the goddess of pardons or forgiveness: freed prisoners often hung 

their chains in her sanctuary. This comparison is in accord with contemporary view of women 

as passionless agents whose function is to nurture male society and their offsprings without 

relishing any dangerous passions, including that of revenge. The heart “that might be shrin’d 

in crystal” can be a reference to Robert Herrick’s poem, “To Julia, In Her Dawn, Or 

Daybreak”, another male erotic fantasy about gazing on a sleeping maid.  

 

By the next kindling of the day, 
My Julia, thou shalt see, 
Ere Ave-Mary thou canst say 
I'll come and visit thee. 
 
Yet ere thou counsel'st with thy glass, 
Appear thou to mine eyes 
As smooth, and nak'd, as she that was 
The prime of paradise. 
 
If blush thou must, then blush thou through 
A lawn, that thou mayst look 
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As purest pearls, or pebbles do 
When peeping through a brook. 
 
As lilies shrin'd in crystal, so 
Do thou to me appear; 
Or damask roses when they grow 
To sweet acquaintance there (Herrick 90 – 91) 
 

The glass, the lawn, the brook and the crystal are surfaces that enclose the female body 

and make it into a showcase of beauty and virtue. The woman is again reduced to a lifeless 

statue or relic, which needs to be turned artificial while it is young and smooth so that bodily 

corruption could never steal her beauty. The confinement and objectification of the female 

body is perpetrated by the male observer whose perspective remains the dominating one 

throughout the poem. All stanzas are about his looking, and the woman being looked at; in 

other words, she is deprived of all active movements not only because her limbs are imagined 

to be encaged behind glassy surfaces that in reality reflect the male observer but also because 

her perspective is deemed obsolete: it is only the direction of the male gaze that matters. 

When Radcliffe intimates La Motte’s perspective according to which Adeline’s heart i.e. her 

body should be enshrined in crystal and have all its movements scanned, she articulates the 

essence of Herrick’s poem; that female beauty consists in lifelessness, passionlessness and 

lack of movement.  

As we see, Radcliffe presented a number of scenes in which the heroine’s body is 

formulated according to the desires of the male observer: her body appears as a modest but 

coquettish victim to La Motte when they first meet; it figures as the naked object of male 

erotic fantasy for Theodore and the Marquis, and it also represents ideal femininity that is 

supposed to be incarcerated and put on display. Such descriptions serve to show that Radcliffe 

was more than familiar with the feminine ideal of the day forged by patriarchy; however, she 

does not hesitate to present her own version of ideal femininity and, interestingly, her version 

is engendered by the sublime.  

 
2.3. Radcliffe’s sublime female body 
 

It seems that Edmund Burke’s ideas of the beautiful and the sublime articulated in his 

Philosophical Enquiry (1757) made a strong impression on Radcliffe’s ideas about femininity 

and masculinity. Burke’s distinction between the beautiful and the sublime is obviously a 

gendered one: he associates the principle of the sublime with masculinity when he describes it 
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as “great, rugged and negligent” and that it “ought to be solid and even massive” (The 

Sublime and Beautiful Compared 1), while the beautiful is apparently a feminine principle 

characterized by smoothness, likeness and delicacy; or as Philip Shaw argues, for Burke 

sublimity is associated with the authority of the father, while beauty with “a mother’s 

fondness and indulgence” (Shaw 57).  

Radcliffe seemingly builds upon this contrast in the physical description of her 

heroine: Adeline appears as beautiful in the eyes of patriarchy, engendered by her exquisite 

femininity; however, when she is alone or at moments of rebellion against the patriarchy that 

tries to limit her being to the category of the beautiful, her body achieves degrees of 

sublimity: it becomes greater in proportion and passionate in its movement. Adeline’s first act 

of rebellion occurs when she rejects the will of her father to take the veil and her obstinacy 

eventually conquers her father’s resolution. Radcliffe describes the day when she leaves the 

suffocating sphere of the convent as follows: 

 
The long wished for day at last arrived. My father came, and for a moment my joy was 
lost in the sorrow of bidding farewell to my poor companions, for whom I had never 
felt such warmth of kindness as at this instant. I was soon beyond the gates of the 
convent. I looked around me, and viewed the vast vault of heaven no longer bounded 
by monastic walls, and the green earth extended in hill and dale to the round verge of 
the horizon! My heart danced with delight, tears swelled in my eyes, and for some 
moments I was unable to speak. My thoughts rose to Heaven in sentiments of gratitude 
to the Giver of all good! (RF 21) 

 

The first most important aspect of the heroine’s transition is that she becomes the 

possessor of the gaze: for the first time in the narrative Adeline does not ‘appear’ but ‘look’; 

an essential step in her claiming possession over her own body. It is not only the confinement 

of the veil and the walls of the convent that she breaks through, but more significantly the 

glassy surfaces that male observation has built around her. Her plugged up senses suddenly 

achieve a degree of freedom: her sight is no longer hindered by monastic walls erected by 

patriarchy to circumscribe women but is extended only to be bounded by natural barriers; the 

horizon. Contrasted with the motionless, statue-like body of ideal femininity, Adeline’s heart 

is dancing with delight and the smooth and polished surface of her feminine body is cracked 

to let her tears flow. At this moment only Adeline’s tears swell in her eyes; however, the freer 

her body becomes, the greater it is in proportion: when she begins to live in relative freedom 

of patriarchy in the forest abbey her spirits are “animated” by the “fresh breeze of the 

morning” (RF 6) and “her heart expanded in momentary joy” (RF 6) as she views the sublime 

landscape. While the abbess has previously been described as a woman of rigid decorum, that 
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rigidity is now contrasted with Adeline’s “elastic energy” (RF 6) that resists the oppression of 

patriarchal confinement. As Kimiyo Ogawa informs us, “elasticity” was a word frequently 

used in eighteenth-century medical writings (a corpus of literature that, according to both 

Mullan and Ogawa, shared a vocabulary with the discourse of sensibility) in connection with 

nerves and fibres, in short, with the body (Ogawa 31). Furthermore, her formerly closed up 

body is now opened up: 

 
The balmy freshness of the air, which breathed the first pure essence of vegetation; 
and the gentle warmth of the sun, whose beams vivified every hue of nature, and 
opened every floweret of spring, revived Adeline, and inspired her with life and 
health. As she inhaled the breeze, her strength seemed to return, and, as her eyes 
wandered through the romantic glades that opened into the forest, her heart was 
gladdened with complacent delight (RF 8). 

 

While Herrick’s poem predestined the heroine to be a budding flower whose beautiful 

body opens up to be accessible to the male erotic gaze, Radcliffe’s nature ensures an 

environment in which the female body is safe from male appropriation and is able to achieve 

a degree of strength and health that pointedly contrasts the patriarchal ideal. As I have shown 

earlier, eighteenth-century patriarchal ideal of femininity consisted of the reduction of the 

female body to a vulnerable, essentially weak and unhealthy entity; however, Radcliffe’s 

female body becomes blooming with health and strength as a result of her encounter with 

nature, and what is more important, the transformation of the heroine’s body makes her 

pleased and content, while her encounter with men and the resulting shrinking of her body 

always evoke in her melancholy and discontent. As Radcliffe asserts in A Sicilian Romance, 

the ultimate goal of all her heroines’ actions should be to achieve happiness, and it is clear 

that it is precisely the empowered, independent female body that engenders the heroine’s 

happiness; or, as Ogawa argues, “the strengthened body is a precondition for women’s 

liberation” (132).  

Adeline’s body achieves a degree of masculinity not only because it becomes strong 

and healthy but also because it expands in size: ‘swelling’ is a key word Radcliffe employs to 

indicate the transformation taking place in her heroine’s physicality, which transformation is 

engendered by her encounter with the sublimity of nature. 

 

At first, a small line of inconceivable splendour emerged on the horizon, which, 
quickly expanding, the sun appeared in all his glory, unveiling the whole face of 
nature, vivifying every colour of the landscape, and sprinkling the dewy earth with 
glittering light. The low and gentle responses of birds, awakened by the morning ray, 
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now broke the silence of the hour; their soft warbling rising by degrees till they 
swelled the chorus of universal gladness. Adeline's heart swelled too with gratitude 
and adoration (RF 13). 

 

It is important to bear in mind that in eighteenth-century texts the ‘heart’ functioned as 

a euphemism for the ‘body’ (Spacks 36); therefore, when Adeline’s heart swells, it is 

symbolizing her expanding physicality. The responses of the birds seem to mirror the process 

of Adeline’s transformation: they make gentle, low, and soft noises in the beginning but their 

voice gets more and more prominent and swelling to result in a loud chorus which articulates 

universal happiness. As the chorus swells, Adeline’s body also swells in response to that, 

which has to be regarded as the culminating point in her transformation: preceding that she 

used to be soft and silent while under patriarchal control but as she achieves freedom, her 

body throws down the manacles of the male ideal and begins to display her own desires. It is 

not accidental that of all creatures Radcliffe chose the birds to adumbrate Adeline’s physical 

change since caged birds were representative of incarcerated femininity in eighteenth-century 

texts; Wollstonecraft “feathered race” or Blake’s caged creature whose loss of liberty is 

mocked at in “How Sweet I Roamed” are cases in point. Birds are typical of women’s caged 

existence not only because they have the potential to be free since they have wings and the 

ability to fly yet they are often put on display in cages but also because their ability to sing 

makes them speak for women writers in general who were not supposed to articulate their 

desires in words. Radcliffe herself was compared to a “sweet bird” that “sings her solitary 

notes”; however, this image served as a means to enhance her propriety as a woman writer: 

though she can sing, her notes are limited according to the rules of propriety forged by 

patriarchy. Radcliffe’s birds of liberty in nature represent what women writers had been 

deprived of: the liberty of articulation, hence the swelling chorus does not only mean the 

liberating experience of the masculinised female body but also points to the essentially 

liberating experience of writing about such masculinisation.  

Radcliffe seems to be creating here a kind of sublime essentially different from the one 

Burke envisions in his Enquiry. Both find the source of the sublime in nature; however, 

whereas Burke’s masculine sublime is characterized by grandeur and ruggedness and as such 

evokes fear and awe in the spectator, Radcliffe’s feminine sublime seems to be more closely 

associated with the picturesque. The picturesque, Lauren Rabb says, represents Nature as a 

“comforting source of physical and spiritual sustenance” and it refers to the charm of 

discovering the landscape in its natural state providing the viewer with scenes that are 

uplifting and not frightening (Rabb 1 – 2).   
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Anne K. Mellor already made the distinction between masculine and feminine sublime 

in her Romanticism and Gender (1993), when she claimed that “the [feminine] sublime 

arouses a sense of personal exaltation, a consciousness of virtue and self-esteem, and hence of 

tranquillity, a mental freedom from the tyrannies of men and women who are now reduced to 

impotent insignificance” (96). Using Mellor’s ideas concerning this different kind of sublime, 

Philip Shaw argues that 

[i]n the Gothic fiction of Ann Radcliffe a connection is made between the sublime 
and patriarchal tyranny; however, as Radcliffe critiques the tendency of the sublime to 
legalize patriarchal power, she shows too how positive images of the sublime might 
assist women, enabling them to see in the unbounded majesty of nature a vision of the 
ideal society: democratic, unrestricted and all free from paternal control. […] Where 
the sublime in Burke, Wordsworth, and Coleridge seems to depend on the extinction 
of feminine difference, for Radcliffe and other female Gothic writers, the 
contemplation of the sublime leads to an affirmation of the feminine (Shaw 108 – 
109). 
 

It is important to understand why nature provides the heroine with such an 

empowering experience, since it is clear that she responds to the sublime surroundings of 

nature in a different way as men do. Adeline’s second father substitute, La Motte looks at 

nature as a resource to be exploited: “La Motte observed everywhere a profusion of game; the 

pheasants scarcely flew from his approach, and the deer gazed mildly at him as he passed” 

(RF 13) and “the forest abounded with game, which would, at once, afford him amusement 

and food, a circumstance, considering his small stock of money, by no means to be 

overlooked” (RF 14). As we see, La Motte observes nature so that he could find out how it 

might be advantageous to him; he wants to exploit it, and as such his intended actions are 

foregrounding the actions of that great penetrator of the mysteries of nature in female Gothic, 

Frankenstein. La Motte represents observing and analyzing masculinity that looks upon 

feminine nature as a predator would on its prey: he wants to use it for fun on the one hand, 

and for nurturance on the other; two decisive functions men used women for, hence his 

attitude towards nature is quite typical of eighteenth-century male response towards women 

and femininity in general. For the Marquis, nature means only one thing; self-preservation: 

“Self-preservation is the great law of nature; when a reptile hurts us, or an animal of prey 

threatens us, we think no farther, but endeavour to annihilate it” (RF 117). There is another 

character in the novel whose attitude towards nature is typical of eighteenth-century 

masculinity. The surgeon who attends to Theodore’s wound says that “nature is the most 

improper guide in the world. I always adopt a method directly contrary to what she would 

suggest; for what can be the use of Art, if she is only to follow Nature?” (RF 98), which 
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indicates the inclination of eighteenth-century medicine to deny nature as a source of power. 

The surgeon’s incapability as a physician is strongly suggested in the novel, though, which 

shows Radcliffe’s disbelief in purely reason-oriented masculinity.  

As a contrast, Adeline is affiliated by nature which is all the more important because 

she has been ripped out of her familial background. She is being tossed from one father to the 

other, and is in desperate need of a mother who could instruct and strengthen her. Charles 

Bondhus reads nature and natural sublime as a kind of “good father” that protects and, “in a 

sense teaches the heroines the fortitude they need to remain centered in the face of 

oppression” (113) and adds that Radcliffean heroines are “attuned to the effects of the natural 

sublime precisely because they possess heightened sensibility as a result of their early 

education” received from the father (112 – 113). It seems that Bondhus makes some general 

statements about Radcliffean heroines but he does not seem to note the difference between 

Adeline and Radcliffe’s later heroines. For instance, his idea that Radcliffean heroines possess 

heightened sensibility as a result of their early education in a safe familial background might 

be applicable to Emily who has been brought up in the paradisiacal La Vallée by the epitome 

of the gentle, benevolent father, St. Aubert, or Ellena raised by her affectionate aunt (Bondhus 

112); however, it is clearly not relevant for Adeline whose familial circle has been corrupted 

from the beginning. Her fortitude is definitely an innate one that lies dormant in her while she 

is under control of her degenerate father substitutes but it is cherished when she finds pleasure 

in natural surroundings. Nature does not function as a “good father” but rather as the good 

mother that affiliates the heroine, revives her both physically and mentally, and teaches her to 

survive alienation and corruption. For Mellor, nature in female Gothic is explicitly gendered 

as female (Gender and Romanticism 97), although she rejects to view it either as an 

“overwhelming power” or an “all bountiful mother” (97). Instead, nature, Mellor argues, is a 

“female friend, a sister, with whom [the heroines] share their most intimate experiences and 

with whom they cooperate in the daily business of life, to the mutual advantage of each” (97). 

The reason why I insist on Radcliffe’s nature being not only female but also maternal is that 

Adeline seems to recover lost maternity in nature. 

 
2.4. The Maternal Body Lost and Recovered  
 

As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick claims “for women in gothic life begins with a blank – they have 

no mother and their names suggest this blankness – Blanche, who lives in Chateau-de-Blanc, 

Virginia and all the names that begin with the letter A – Agnes, Antonia” (Sedgwick 261). 
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Adeline belongs to just the type of heroine Sedgwick describes: she has neither a mother nor a 

father; therefore, stands completely exposed to patriarchal influence and violence from the 

beginning of the novel. It seems to be a commonplace in Gothic studies to say that somewhere 

in the unconscious of the heroine is the mother whose absence or presence might be the key to 

understand the novel. Many critics believe that the female Gothic novel thematizes the hero or 

heroine’s separation from the all-controlling, all-devouring Mother. For instance, Anolik 

argues in Foucaultian terms that the mother functions in the Gothic novel as a kind of 

panopticon; one that exerts social control within the family and who represents an obstacle to 

the narrative (Anolik “The Missing Mother” 27). It means that were the mother present in the 

Gothic novel, the heroine would not have the opportunity to reach out for maturity because 

with the mother’s surveillance no one would have the chance to endanger her daughter’s 

integrity in the first place. In line with Anolik’s argument, Nancy Chodorow and Claire 

Kahane also assert that the separation from the mother enables the heroine to move forward 

into a wider realm of experience (Anolik “The Missing Mother” 29 – 30), while 

Wolstenholme reads dark spaces as emblematic of the maternal body, hence the heroine’s 

attempt to escape the castle in order to separate from the mother (Anolik “The Missing 

Mother” 30). These readings are strongly based on feminist assumptions like those of Luce 

Irigaray who claims that the mother – daughter relationship is a hindrance to the development 

of the daughter’s identity as an independent feminine subject: “You look at yourself in the 

mirror. And already you see your own mother there. And soon your daughter, a mother. 

Between the two, what are you? What space is yours alone? In what frame must you contain 

yourself? And how to let your face show through, beyond all masks?” (“And the One Doesn’t 

Stir Without the Other” 63). According to Helene Cixous, the development to femininity is 

predicated on the rejection of the mother (Meaney 23), while Nancy Friday writes that the 

declaration of full sexual independence is the declaration of the separation from the mother 

(Johnson, “My Monster” 5). Kristeva goes even further when she writes that matricide is a 

vital necessity for individuation. If the mother is not metaphorically killed, then aggression 

turns toward the self, or if an identity with the mother is unbroken, the self will be killed in 

the process of the elimination of the maternal (Kristeva Black Sun 27). Gothic novels, 

therefore, get rid of the mother so that they could depict the maturation of the daughter 

without the surveillance and controlling presence of the mother.  

More recent readings of the female Gothic, however, look at the mother’s absence as 

one deeply traumatic to the heroine: Hoeveler argues that the mother’s missing body signals 

“the psychic trauma of the loss of matriarchy; the loss of the mother as a figure of power or 
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even a fantasy of power in a society that no longer values her role and importance” (“The 

Female Gothic and the Creative Process” 45). Daughters of the female gothic, Hoeveler 

continues, “mourn the passing of the mother’s body from view and control, so they 

repetitiously delineate texts that symbolize their fantasized construction and reconstruction of 

the maternal, aesthetically potent, and deadly beautiful body” (Hoeveler “The Female Gothic 

and the Creative Process” 45). The reconstruction of the maternal is indeed the on-going 

program of Radcliffe’s heroine in The Romance of the Forest. As Adeline is passing from one 

pseudo-family into the other, her goal is to reconstruct the mother’s body and her assuring 

presence around the daughter: first she is taken as a baby from her real father by the Marquis 

and is brought up by her first pseudo-family which she has to leave on the Marquis’s orders to 

enter the convent. When she escapes patriarchal imprisonment in the convent and is tossed 

into the arms of the La Mottes, she helps them build up a new familial environment in the 

forest. With Adeline’s encouragement and help they make the desolated abbey habitable and 

settle down for a normal life; Adeline as a good mother nourishes the wild creatures of the 

forest, who answer her calling; in other words, she tames the wilderness around her and enacts 

Wollstonecraft’s maxim that “wherever [the female traveller] goes, a little fertile patch of 

household comfort grows beneath [her] feet” (qtd Bondhus 124). Once again, the Marquis’s 

presence disturbs the picture of maternal idyll and Adeline escapes to settle down with the 

family of the benevolent La Luc, where Adeline can again experience harmonious family life 

and she also manages to reunite Theodore with his family. This “household comfort” is again 

dismembered by the villain’s influence but Adeline eventually settles down as Theodore’s 

wife having recovered her heritage as the daughter of the late Marquis de Montalt.  

The maternal virtues Adeline learns from Mother Nature enable her to experience 

empowerment for the first time. It is very important to note that nature as a disembodied 

mother is the only possibility for a good mother in Radcliffe’s novel: the other mother option, 

Madame La Motte is a corrupt one since she seeks to perpetuate her own confinement and 

disempowerment on the heroine. We learn at the beginning of the novel that Madame is a 

passive and powerless woman: her efforts to reassure her husband are “ineffectual” (RF 7); La 

Motte finds it enough to give “slight answers” to her inquiries (RF 10); she entreats her 

husband not to go further on the perilous road but he “reproves” her and “commands” to go 

on (RF 10); and we also learn that La Motte “seldom consulted his wife till he had determined 

how to act” (RF 13). It is also quite clear that Madame approves of Adeline’s exquisite 

femininity – her “sweet manners” (RF 8) and she is pleased with her as long as she maintains 

that feminine image. As I have shown earlier, it is precisely that feminine image that 
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incarcerates the heroine; hence Angela Carter’s claim from The Sadean Woman can be 

appropriated to Madame’s behaviour: “Mother seeks to ensure the continuance of her own 

repression, and her hypocritical solicitude for the younger woman’s moral, that is, sexual 

welfare masks a desire to reduce her daughter to the same state of contingent passivity she 

herself inhabits” (Carter 124). When she suspects Adeline to maintain a secret affair with her 

husband, all her affections disappear to give place to a cold and haughty attitude towards 

Adeline. As we see, the reign of patriarchal villainy does not only disturb the heroine’s 

relation to her own body but to other female bodies as well; it makes friendship within the 

sexes impossible, as women relate to each other as rivals for male attention (Kilgour 87). 

Madame’s character corresponds to the kind of women who inhabit the world of Generation 

in the Blakean universe where females are either passive or pernicious; while the heroine 

protected by her mother corresponds to the women in Beulah where females are both 

powerful and constructive (Fox 508).   

The father, therefore, hinders the daughter’s unification with the mother precisely 

because it would prove an empowering experience to the heroine. Adeline plays the part of 

“the oedipal detective, uncoding the saga of a dysfunctional family romance and proves that 

masculine hubris, greed and ambition are no match for feminine genius” (Hoeveler “The 

Female Gothic and the Creative Process” 46). Remembering the father consists in putting his 

story together piece by piece – a device Radcliffe inherited from the originator of the genre of 

the Gothic novel, Horace Walpole. The Castle of Otranto (1764) features a plot very similar 

to that of Radcliffe’s novel, in which the true heir of Alphonso’s line is recovered as soon as 

the various body parts of Alphonso’s gigantic statue have been put together. The body parts – 

arm, leg, head, and sword – of the murdered lord are scattered within the castle and the re-

membering of the statue results in remembering his story. The body parts of the deceased 

parent are substituted by the fragmented parchment in Radcliffe’s novel, which gets even 

more fragmented as Adeline’s reading of it is continuously interrupted by various 

circumstances. Interpreting writing seems to be problematic for the daughter who is excluded 

from the Symbolic – the typical terrain of the Father. When Louis, La Motte’s son follows the 

trace of his parents, he eventually finds them via recognizing his father’s handwriting on the 

window glass of an inn they had stayed in during their journey (RF 36). It is the father’s text 

interpreted properly that helps the son recover his father, whereas, in contrast, Adeline’s 

reading her father’s text does not help her recover her true origins, instead, it is her 

resemblance to her mother that re-establishes her in the family line. M. Vernuil, an old 

acquaintance of Adeline’s family says that “to those who remember the late Marchioness, 
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your features bring sufficient evidence of your birth” (RF 187) showing Adeline a miniature 

bearing her mother’s image. As we see, the body of Adeline’s father remains inaccessible to 

her: although his skeleton lies hidden in a chest in those subterranean chambers where the La 

Mottes first seek a hiding place, La Motte chooses not to show it to the females lest they 

might find it too shocking. La Motte unconsciously makes a patriarchal decision that hinders 

the heroine from discovering/recovering her father’s body. Furthermore, despite the fact that 

she spends many hours perusing the manuscript written by her father during his 

imprisonment, it does not take her any closer to the solution of the family mystery. The 

fragmented manuscript that represents the father’s body, therefore, remains incomprehensible 

and elusive to the daughter who is excluded from the Lacanian Symbolic; however, the 

Imaginary is accessible to her, which means that instead of recovering the father’s body, she 

recovers the mother’s, represented by the mother’s image concealed in the miniature. It is 

Adeline’s resemblance to the mother’s body that engenders her recovery of her true identity.  

Miles claims that Radcliffe’s heroines are balancing on a threshold and they have two 

ways for progress: an inward way towards maternal sensibility and an outward way towards a 

patriarchal order of repression and deferral, which Miles likens to Lacan’s mirror stage, 

between the Imaginary and the Symbolic (Miles, Ann Radcliffe 107). The latter way, towards 

the Symbolic is the one that Adeline tries to pursue but it turns out to be blocked for her; the 

only accessible way to reach out for a strong body and identity leads though the rediscovery 

of the mother’s body. The father’s Symbolic realm that consists of reading, writing and words 

do not function properly for Adeline; she confesses it to Madame La Motte when she claims 

that “if I live, my conduct will best express my sense of your goodness; words are but feeble 

testimonies” (RF 8). Poetic expression, though, does not fail the heroine and remains the only 

channel through which she can express herself. A sonnet she composes is autobiographic in 

detail and depicts the heroine as a rose but it is quite different from either the Herrick poem or 

Theodore’s lines because it is strongly self-reflective and expresses the heroine’s program to 

find her true parentage:  

 

SONNET. 

Morn's beaming eyes at length unclose, 
 And wake the blushes of the rose,  
That all night long oppress'd with dews,  
And veil'd in chilling shade its hues,  
Reclin'd, forlorn, the languid head,  
And sadly sought its parent bed;  
Warmth from her ray the trembling flow'r derives,  
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And, sweetly blushing through its tears, revives. 
 

"Morn's beaming eyes at length unclose,"  
And melt the tears that bend the rose;  
But can their charms suppress the sigh,  
Or chace the tear from Sorrow's eye?  
Can all their lustrous light impart  
One ray of peace to Sorrow's heart?  
Ah! no; their fires her fainting soul oppress 
Eve's pensive shades more soothe her meek distress! (RF 125) 

 

The rose that seeks her parent bed symbolizes the heroine whose distress is 

engendered by her forlorn and orphaned state, and the poem thematizes the two possible ways 

for progress that Miles adumbrates in Radcliffe’s Gothic novels: the way towards the paternal 

represented by the sunshine of reason and the masculine sun versus the maternal represented 

by the pensive shades of the evening. The rose’s first reaction is to welcome the patriarchal 

sun that appears to have a liberating effect since it relieves the burden of physicality 

symbolized by the maternal tears and the reclined head. Interestingly, the first physical 

reaction of the rose to the appearance of the patriarchal sun is blushing, a reaction strongly 

recommended to females when they encounter men; nevertheless the rose initially welcomes 

the forgetting of her corporeality. Hoeveler suggests that Radcliffe’s heroines are afraid of 

their corporeality and, therefore, they seek to deny the body that defines the gothic heroine’s 

essential nature – that ties her to the emotions, sentimentality, blood, childbirth, milk, Nature 

(Hoeveler “The Female Gothic and the Creative Process” 48). Hoeveler also addresses the 

problem of Adeline’s dream in which her father shows up a mirror to her in which she sees 

her own body covered with bloody wounds, and concludes that “the mirror the father holds up 

to his daughter bespeaks her worst fears: she is flesh and therefore mortal; he is reason and 

spirit and therefore immortal. She desires nothing less than to become a man or, at the very 

least, a manly woman” (Hoeveler “The Female Gothic and the Creative Process” 48). 

Although I do not quite agree with Hoeveler’s conclusion, it is true indeed that the heroine’s 

initial reaction to her bodiliness is one of rejection. However, the second stanza of the sonnet 

describes quite ambivalent feelings in the heroine: she seems to realize that masculine reason 

does not provide a solution to the problem of identity; it cannot suppress the maternal in her – 

the sigh and the tears are the physical accessories of maternity, where the sigh might either 

represent the sigh of sexuality or of delivery, and the tears allude to maternal sensibility. The 

penetrating rays of the masculine sun do not give peace to the rose’s heart and, therefore, she 

turns back to her true identity which engenders her choice of the maternal eve instead of the 
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patriarchal morning. Miles admits that the absent maternal body is the ground of the Gothic 

heroine’s being in Radcliffe’s novels (Ann Radcliffe 106), hence Adeline does not really 

function as an oedipal detective in the novel but rather a pre-oedipal one, who recovers her 

original identity via discovering the dead maternal body in poetics, images and nature that 

affiliates her and revives her previously unhealthy and shrunken body.  

Radcliffe seems to have attributed great significance to Adeline’s dreams since she has 

not less than four dreams in the novel. Apart from the obvious i.e. the dreams serve to warn 

the heroine of impending danger, they are also significant because they are saturated with 

physicality. Adeline relates her first dream when she gives an account of her release from the 

convent and her subsequent imprisonment in the old house where she would later meet La 

Motte:  

 

I thought that I was in a lonely forest with my father; his looks were severe, and his 
gestures menacing: he upbraided me for leaving the convent, and while he spoke, drew 
from his pocket a mirror, which he held before my face; I looked in it and saw, (my 
blood now thrills as I repeat it) I saw myself wounded, and bleeding profusely. Then I 
thought myself in the house again; and suddenly heard these words, in accents so 
distinct, that for some time after I awoke, I could scarcely believe them ideal, 'Depart 
this house, destruction hovers here.' (RF 22) 

 

Hoeveler believes that Adeline’s dreams are “a treasure trove of adolescent anxiety”, 

especially this particular dream in which “her own bleeding, wounded body adumbrates 

anxiety and blatant fear of menstruation or defloration engendered by the father (“The Female 

Gothic and the Creative Process” 47). Miles interprets this dream as being about a paternal 

mirror that reflects Adeline’s image as one of bodily mutilation (Ann Radcliffe 121). Seen 

from the father’s perspective, Adeline’s dream represents patriarchal design to reduce females 

to passive immobility constituted by the disabled feminine body. The heroine’s bleeding body 

signals the male program to oppress women and it is clear from the novel that both male 

oppression and female subversion are defined in terms of corporeality. The disabled, wounded 

body of the heroine clearly embodies patriarchal ideal of femininity that is reduced to 

immobile matter waiting to be formulated according to male designs. Such exposure of the 

female body is contrasted with Adeline’s later physical exertion engendered by the 

empowered, healthy female body. Contrary to Hoeveler’s claim, however, Adeline is not 

afraid of the physical signs of maternity i.e. menstruation, but rather the disability the 

patriarchal mirror reduces her innately able body. Interestingly, her fourth dream shows her 

father’s body lying in a coffin and blood gushing from the wound at his side (RF 59). 
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Hoeveler finds that this dream figures the father as Christ, “ritualistically sacrificed so that the 

true heir, Adeline could inherit the earth, and as such it speaks to the female reader’s sense of 

self-importance, self-divinization (“The Female Gothic and the Creative Genius” 50). It is 

also worth noting that the first dream indicates female dread of being disabled by patriarchal 

machinations in a moment when the heroine is exposed in reality to such machinations since 

Adeline has that dream when she is locked up in an old house, waiting to be disposed of by 

her step-father and his cronies. In contrast, her last dream adumbrates the possibility of female 

empowerment not only because she would be reinstated in charge of her property but also 

because this time her own bleeding body is replaced by that of the father, thus symbolizing 

the reversal of gender roles, reinstating woman in a power position. Furthermore, if the first 

dream corresponded to the heroine’s real situation in the text of the novel, it is so with the 

last: after having the dream of female empowerment, Adeline goes forth to explore the room 

that contains her father’s manuscript, the piecing together of which results in her gaining 

knowledge as to the real designs of the Marquis: “A mystery seems to hang over these 

chambers […] which it is, perhaps, my lot to develop; I will, at least, see to what that door 

leads” (RF 61). Her career as a (pre)-oedipal detective leads to her recovering the mother’s 

body and a re-discovery of her own body as a source of empowerment. The heroine’s road to 

the mature female body corresponds to her journey from innocence to experience that the plot 

of the novel strongly underlines.  

 

2.5. Discovering Bodies 
 

Many scholars interpret the plot of the novel as Adeline’s maturation process during which 

she is striving to recuperate her lost childhood. Kilgour, for instance, reads the novel as a 

distorted version of a Bildungsroman in which normal maturation fails because the heroine is 

stuck in the oral, pre-oedipal phase (Kilgour 36 – 37), while Spacks claims that the heroine’s 

effort to preserve her innocence at all costs is an “effort to retain the advantages of childhood, 

which seem to be the most a woman could hope for” (Spacks, “Ev’ry Woman” 45). It is 

important to recognize that The Romance of the Forest is indeed a Bildungsroman focusing on 

the maturation of the heroine since there are a number of references to the learning process 

Adeline is going through. For instance, she is disappointed in Madame La Motte’s friendship 

when it turns out that she is jealous of Adeline and believes that she has a secret affair with 

her husband: “[Adeline] could not help feeling less confidence than she had formerly done in 

the friendship of Madame La Motte, whose character now appeared less amiable than her 
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imagination had represented it, and seemed strongly tinctured with caprice” (RF 52). When 

Theodore warns Adeline that the Marquis and La Motte might deceive her, her recognition is 

described as follows: 

  

To discover depravity in those whom we have loved, is one of the most exquisite 
tortures to a virtuous mind, and the conviction is often rejected before it is finally 
admitted. The words of Theodore, which told her he was fearful she was deceived, 
confirmed this most painful apprehension of La Motte, with another yet more 
distressing, that Madame La Motte was also united against her. This thought, for a 
moment, subdued terror and left her only grief; she wept bitterly. "Is this human 
nature?" cried she. "Am I doomed to find every body deceitful?" An unexpected 
discovery of vice in those, whom we have admired, inclines us to extend our censure 
of the individual to the species; we henceforth contemn appearances, and too hastily 
conclude that no person is to be trusted (RF 62). 

 

The essence of Adeline’s experiences and educational process is that bodies can be 

manipulated; that surfaces and appearances might be deceitful. Interestingly, the Marquis’s 

description is very much unlike conventional descriptions of the Gothic villain. Later female 

Gothic novels will depict the villain in its true character from the moment he takes his first 

entrée: he is described as having very dark and penetrating countenance and malicious 

features that bespeak the villainy of his thoughts and designs. However, the Marquis is first 

depicted as possessing a look and manner that “seemed to express [a] tender interest”, in his 

conversation displaying “an elegant mind” (RF 60), and in general having an “amiable” 

character (RF 125). Bondhus claims that Radcliffean heroines immediately recognize the 

foreign element as evil: he claims that Adeline “quickly realizes upon observing Montalt and 

La Motte that something sinister is occurring between the two men” (112) but it is not true 

strictly speaking, since at first both the Marquis and La Motte appear noble and beneficial to 

Adeline, it is only later after their having given enough evidence of their villainy that Adeline 

begins to doubt their goodwill, which disillusionment makes an inevitable part of her 

maturation. Their true character is gradually unfolding before the eyes of Adeline, which 

signals the heroine’s development from innocence and outright naivety into experience, 

maturity and a better understanding of character, or to use Kate Ferguson Ellis’s words 

Radcliffe’s heroine travels from innocence (Milton’s “fugitive and cloistered virtue”) to a 

level of experience of good and evil (Kate Ferguson Ellis “Can you forgive her?” 5). 

According to Durant, Radcliffe’s novels follow a mythic pattern in which a pastoral Eden of 

family life is succeeded by experiencing the fallen world only to terminate in a heaven of a 

new family (Durant 520), and as such, it seems that the development of the Radcliffean 
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heroine follows the Blakean pattern of innocence-experience-higher innocence. As in Blake, 

innocence is associated with the paradisiacal place of Beulah, in which the child is raised in 

an overtly feminine environment, surrounded by loving and caring adults. In The Mysteries of 

Udolpho, for instance, Radcliffe presents such a place in La Vallée where Emily is safely 

brought up by a gentle mother and caring father. It is her mother’s death that puts an end to 

her innocence and triggers her development. It is clear from Blake’s oeuvre that those who 

fail to egress from Beulah will inevitably regress into a state of perpetual childhood or 

imbecility. Thel, for instance, Blake’s airy creature enjoys childhood innocence in the vales of 

Har, the boundaries of which she fails to penetrate since the sight of the grave repels her. The 

airy, immaterial Thel, therefore, represents bodilessness that is frightened of matter, 

corporeality or sexuality symbolized by the grave of experience.  

We can assume, therefore, that experience consists in the discovery of physicality both 

in the Blakean and the Radcliffean universe, and while Thel remains incapable of discovering 

and incorporating corporeality, Adeline is ready to embrace her newly discovered body which 

signals her transition from childish innocence to adult experience. This development of 

character is accompanied by an exertion of physical strength since it corresponds to the 

masculinisation of Adeline’s body discussed earlier. Interestingly, the scene describing the 

ultimate discovery of the Marquis’s real body i.e. when he captures Adeline in his villa 

corresponds with the culmination of the heroine’s physical masculinity: when Adeline, in 

order to escape confinement, affects her own liberation; she jumps out of the window and 

runs for her life (RF 87). Moers claims that Radcliffe’s coinage; the travelling heroine could 

retain propriety while travelling because she has been forced to undertake the adventure in the 

power of the villain (Moers 187). Since women were considered to be committing a social 

offense, Sharon Harrow writes, when they exposed their corporeality through physical 

movement and exertion (qtd Bondhus 122), the villain’s actions of kidnapping and 

incarcerating her ensured the heroine’s reputation as a proper lady. Bondhus also notes that 

“these unmarried, orphaned heroines need to be abducted or otherwise compelled to travel lest 

they violate laws of propriety by instigating movement on their own” (Bondhus 122). 

Adeline’s physical exertion might be engendered by the villain, but it also results in 

unmasking deceptive surfaces. If there is one thing that distinguishes the heroine’s body from 

other bodies in the novel is her fidelity to her natural body. Right from the beginning she 

rejects masks and coverings when she refuses to take the veil: this early act signals the 

heroine’s preferring a natural body to an artificial one formulated by patriarchal 

establishments. As Broadwell explains, in The Italian the veil denotes literal garment and 
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social garment/roles; it has religious meaning and appears in various forms on a lexical level; 

for example, ‘reveal’, ‘obscure’, ‘shroud’, ‘conceal’ (Broadwell 77). Furthermore, it does not 

only serve to cover bodies but it also makes bodies appear in a different way, or as Broadwell 

has put it: “the veil over the eyes impairs vision and figuratively it represents a subjective 

approach to reality” (80). It means that Adeline’s rejection of the veil does not only engender 

the refusal of her body to be moulded according to patriarchal designs, but it also suggests 

that the heroine prefers an unimpaired vision of real bodies rather than being bedazzled by 

deceptive surfaces. When Louis confesses his love for Adeline, she directly states her 

inclinations: “I am above disguise, and, therefore, assure you, that, though your virtues will 

always command my esteem, you have nothing to hope from my love” (RF 56). Adeline does 

not only refuse Louis’s advances but she also contradicts the Burkean idea that a beautiful 

body gains its power from being deceptive. For Burke, it seems, that the beautiful, like the 

sublime, is invested with power, though of a deceitful and uncertain nature (Shaw 61), and he 

chose to demonstrate this quality of the beautiful with the manipulative female body: 

 

[Beauty] almost always carries with it an idea of weakness and imperfection. Women 
are very sensible of this; for which reason, they learn to lisp, to totter in their walk; to 
counterfeit weakness, and even sickness. In all this, they are guided by nature. Beauty 
in distress is much the most affecting beauty. Blushing has little less power, and 
modesty in general, which is a tacit allowance of imperfection, is itself considered as 
an amiable quality, and certainly heightens every other that is so (qtd Shaw 60). 

 

Adeline’s body, however, rejects disguises of any sort: she is neither willing to take the veil, 

nor is she more inclined to behave as a coquette when her heart is dedicated to someone else: 

in all her choices, she follows the dictates of her natural body.  

Other bodies, however, tend to be manipulated most often in their colour. 

Discolouring and discovering are terms curiously connected in the novel in which exposure of 

bodies is strongly related to their being uncovered or discovered. The relationship of the two 

terms first pops up in the text as a Shakespearian pun which would later become very 

significant. Discolouring in the novel refers to corruptness and the fear of exposure: Peter, the 

La Mottes’ servant gets beaten up by the wheel-maker in the town, when he says that his 

Master won’t pay so much for a rascal like him – he gets discovered/discoloured (RF 15). His 

body gets discoloured because he is beaten up but he is also discovered because his suspicious 

behaviour is noted not only by the townsmen but also by Louis, La Motte’s son who can trace 

his father’s hiding place. La Motte’s face is also discoloured by the blush of shame as he fears 

discovery: the Marquis blackmails him that he would expose his previous guilt unless he 
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agrees to kill Adeline. Although, “vice had not yet so entirely darkened his conscience, but 

that the blush of shame stained his cheek” (RF 111), which shows that having a discoloured 

body is equated with moral corruption in the novel. When Madame La Motte makes enquiries 

concerning her husband’s actions, “his countenance was overspread with a livid hue” that 

“made his wife shudder” (RF 49), while the Marquis’s countenance “was suffused with a 

black, and deadly hue” (RF 188) before he confesses his guilt on his death bed. Discoloured 

bodies might be restored to their original hue signalling uncorrupted nature via their 

relationship with the heroine’s uncorrupted white body: 

  

[t]his kindness operated so powerfully upon [La Motte’s] heart, which had been 
betrayed through weakness rather than natural depravity, and awakened so keen a 
remorse for the injuries he had once meditated against a benefactress so noble, that his 
former habits became odious to him, and his character gradually recovered the hue 
which it would probably always have worn had he never been exposed to the tempting 
dissipations of Paris (RF 189 italics mine).  

 

It is with Adeline’s help that La Motte recovers his true hue – Adeline who is 

representative of whiteness, cleanness because she is the kind of heroine whose body is 

associated with blankness. On the contrary, Radcliffean villains are always associated with 

dark colours: Schedoni, right at the beginning of Radcliffe’s novel, is designated as the Italian 

associated with shade, shadows, darkness and blackness. Radcliffe’s black penitents are not 

black, but their presence announces the novel’s obsession with blackness as a marker of evil. 

Black hair, black eyes and eyebrows, black cowls and veils and swarthy complexions signify 

something frightening, suspect and evil (DeLamotte, “White Terror” 21). There is nothing, 

whatsoever, to darken the heroine’s complexion: she remains direct and sincere, true to her 

natural inclinations; this is what the whiteness of her body represents. This is why she refuses 

to take the veil in the first place – it overshadows countenance and covers the body, whereas 

Radcliffe prefers her heroine to have a natural body and a mature insight into other people’s 

machinations.  

 
2.6. Conclusion: Towards the French Revolution 
 

We can see that Radcliffe’s subversiveness which I referred to in the introductory part of this 

chapter is articulated in corporeal terms in The Romance of the Forest. Radcliffe did not 

hesitate to depict patriarchal oppression on the body of woman; be it the essentially confining 

bodily experience of taking the veil, or the exposure of the female body as a distinctively 
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erotic object. Radcliffe’s heroine rejects both ways of oppression and instead chooses to 

recover the mother’s body that engenders her physical, mental and social empowerment. As I 

have shown, remembering the father’s heritage is not her way to pursue since as a daughter 

she is excluded from the paternal Symbolic: her father’s words remain elusive and 

incomprehensible to her, whereas her mother’s image is enough to clear up the mystery 

surrounding her birth and belongings. Nature, exploited and underestimated by man, proves to 

be the environment that affiliates and teaches the heroine, and conditions her maturation from 

thoughtless innocence to thoughtful experience. Despite scholarly arguments that Radcliffe 

was the proper woman writer who neglected the body, it is clear that she relied very heavily 

on corporeality in her writing: moral corruption as well as maturity of personality is strongly 

written on the body. When Austen’s Catherine Morland is brought up as an antithesis of the 

Radcliffean heroine, scholars seem to overlook the essential similarity between the two 

heroines. Adeline, though starts out as a weak and passive woman, eventually turns out to be 

an able-bodied and independent woman with a mature identity that resists patriarchal 

oppression and exploitation. If Catherine does not show signs of feminine sensibility when 

her sweetheart does not show up at the ball, nor does Adeline: as Theodore fails to turn up at 

the hour appointed for their secret rendezvous, it is Adeline’s pride that is alarmed (RF 57); 

she fears that he “discovered something of the partiality he had inspired” and she goes home 

“with disgust and self-accusation” (RF 57). She accuses herself because she believes she has 

let herself be treated as an object of male erotic fantasy and she is disgusted with male 

machinations that seek to objectify her. As we see, Adeline is definitely a heroine who 

actively rebels against confinement and oppression – Clery attributes it to the fact that The 

Romance of the Forest was written at the time when the French Revolution still had a positive 

reputation with the majority of the British (71).  

The French Revolution was indeed an important event that influenced female Gothic 

writing in the last decade of the eighteenth century. The relationship between the Gothic novel 

and the French Revolution has been the subject of many studies (Summers, Kilgour, Paulson, 

Davenport-Hines, Howard) with some saying that the Gothic novel, and especially the female 

Gothic novel was a reactionary, rather than a subversive genre (Summers, Kilgour), while 

others (Davenport-Hines, Paulson) substantiate that the Gothic novel was a response to the 

bloody events in France in the last decade of the eighteenth century. Contemporary opinions 

showed a similar ambivalence regarding the revolutionary tendencies of the Gothic novel: 

William Hazlitt did not believe that the Gothic novel was a revolutionary genre (Miles “The 
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1790s” 44), whereas the Marquis de Sade had seen gothic literature in part a response to 

revolutionary violence in France (1800):  

 

This genre was the inevitable product of the revolutionary shocks with which the 
whole of Europe resounded. For those who were acquainted with all the ills that are 
brought upon men by the wicked, the romantic novel was becoming somewhat 
difficult to write, and merely monotonous to read: there was nobody left who had not 
experienced more misfortunes in four or five years than could be depicted in a century 
by literature’s most famous novelists: it was necessary to call upon hell for aid in order 
to arouse interest, and to find in the land of fantasies what was common knowledge 
from historical observation of man in the iron age. (“Reflections on the Novel” 109) 

 

As Robert Miles informs us, equating the Gothic with the French Revolution was a 

contemporary phenomenon, not a retrospective one; as eighteenth-century literary critics 

called the Gothic novel of the 1790s the “terrorist system of novel writing” (Miles, “The 

1790s” 41). Cannon Schmitt goes along the same lines when he explains that the Gothic novel 

was “viewed with suspicion as long as counter-revolution held sway in England” because 

many had recognized the “apparent valorisation of transgression, emotionality and individual 

consciousness” it shared with the French Revolution (Schmitt 871 – 872).  

Relating the Gothic novel to the French Revolution could also be the result of the 

conflation between the literary genre and the barbarous Goths that Western European tradition 

has always associated with havoc and destruction. The editor of the Gentleman’s Magazine 

(1793) used the Goths as a trope for the French revolutionaries and their radical sympathizers 

in England: “Europe since the period when it was overrun by the Goths and the Vandals has 

never experienced more alarm and danger than at the present moment. Religion, Manners, 

Literature and the Arts are all equally menaced by a foe, whose characteristic is a compound 

of impetuosity, ignorance and crime” (qtd Howard 106). 

Notwithstanding contemporary conflation between Goths and the Gothic novel, many 

novels written in the period in the Gothic tradition do contain instances that show the 

influence of the French Revolution. Matthew Lewis’s The Monk, for instance, features the 

scene when the enraged mob attack and demolish the monastery echoing the Parisian mob 

attacking the Bastille. Ronald Paulson who most extensively studied the influence of the 

French Revolution on the novels of Lewis and Radcliffe claims that “both gothic fiction and 

the revolution had the same plot starting with a rebellion that encourages new hopes and 

possibilities leading first to delusion then to unforeseen consequences and finally resulting in 

disillusionment” (Paulson 542 – 543); adding that in the 1790s the Gothic novel developed in 
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a way that “suggests the influence of contemporary political events” (Paulson 536). It is 

certainly true that the Gothic novel developed in the last decade of the eighteenth century and 

marked by the names of Ann Radcliffe and Matthew Lewis was essentially different from the 

originator of the genre, The Castle of Otranto (1764). Although it was Walpole who laid 

down the foundations of the genre (the stock characters, the issue of usurped inheritance and 

most importantly the conventional settings), his novel is essentially a comedy and he didn’t 

want anyone to take it seriously (Davenport-Hines 136). The Gothic novel of the 1790s, 

however, and especially the female Gothic novel addresses contemporary issues like family, 

education and the social position and opportunities of women; therefore, it has to be regarded 

as a genre that is firmly grounded in contemporary circumstances despite the occasional 

supernatural phenomena. Kelly Hurley also believes that the Gothic novel has a lot to do with 

contemporary reality when she claims that Gothic is a genre that re-emerges “cyclically, at 

periods of cultural stress, to negotiate the anxieties that accompany social and epistemological 

transformations and crises” (Hurley 4 – 5). The French Revolution was exactly the kind of 

period of cultural stress Hurley refers to; therefore, it is fairly substantial to say that the 

Gothic novel was indeed developed by a number of British writers as a response to the 

gruesome events that took place in France at the time. There is very little recorded evidence 

that could substantiate Radcliffe’s relationship with the French Revolution; however, Mary 

Wollstonecraft was involved in revolutionary events with a great number of ties.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



60 
 

3. Mary Wollstonecraft’s Revolutionary Bodies 
 
3.1. Introduction: Wollstonecraft and the Revolution 
 
When Wollstonecraft arrived in France in 1792, she was particularly attracted by the 

Girondins, who were interested in women’s advancement, characterized by religious tolerance 

and concerned with social questions; they assisted unmarried mothers and it was possible to 

arrange divorces; in other words, “Paris was the scene of a short-lived sexual and social 

revolution, under the influence of Girondin leaders” (Furniss 65). Wollstonecraft was very 

optimistic at this phase of the revolution: as Burke imagined revolutionary Terror in the form 

of a bloodthirsty woman, Wollstonecraft formulated her own image of revolutionary France: 

“Reason has, at last, shown her captivating face, beaming with benevolence; and it will be 

impossible for the dark hand of despotism again to obscure it’s [sic] radiance.” – she wrote in 

1793 (qtd Taylor 2 – 3). However, some aspects of the Revolution indeed filled her with 

horror; her letter to Joseph Johnson written in December 1792 is full of disturbing images 

raised by a glimpse of Louis XVI being escorted through the streets to be tried for treason: 

 
 […] once or twice, lifting my eyes from the paper, I have seen eyes glare 
through a glass-door opposite my chair, and bloody hands shook at me. Not the distant 
sound of a footstep can I hear. My apartments are remote from those of the servants, 
the only persons who sleep with me in an immense hotel, one folding door opening 
after another. – I wish I wish I had even kept the cat with me! – I want to see 
something alive; death in so many frightful shapes has taken hold of my fancy. – I am 
going to bed – and, for the first time in my life, I cannot put out the candle (Letters to 
Mr. Johnson 94 – 95). 

 
It is interesting to see to what extent Gothic and the French revolution are intermingled 

in Wollstonecraft’s psyche and her writing since she recorded her experience following the 

most remarkable characteristics of Gothic writing. Years later, the Marquis de Sade was the 

first to claim that the horrors of the French revolution can only be expressed in terms of the 

Gothic novel, and his claim seems to be substantiated by Wollstonecraft’s letter which 

similarly connects the livid and highly disturbing images of the revolution with the Gothic 

tradition. After five years of travelling, sexual affairs with Gilbert Imlay and William Godwin 

and giving birth to her first child and already pregnant with her second, she began to write a 

Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman which is Wollstonecraft’s last and unfinished novel in 

which she presents her modified views on sexuality, maternity and women’s multiple 

sufferings in a patriarchal society. The genre of the novel, however, has been long debated by 
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feminist and gothic scholars alike. The first paragraph of the novel immediately connects the 

work with the Gothic: 

 

Abodes of horror have frequently been described, and castles, filled with spectres and 
chimeras, conjured up by the magic spell of genius to harrow the soul, and absorb the 
wandering mind. But, formed of such stuff as dreams are made of, what were they to 
the mansion of despair, in one corner of which Maria sat, endeavouring to recall her 
scattered thoughts! (Wollstonecraft Maria 7)  

 
The sense of Gothic atmosphere is further enhanced by the description of the surroundings of 

the mental asylum: 

  

She approached the small grated window of her chamber, and for a considerable time 
only regarded the blue expanse; though it commanded a view of a desolate garden, and 
of part a huge pile of buildings, that, after having been suffered, for half a century, to 
fall to decay, had undergone some clumsy repairs, merely to render it habitable. The 
ivy had been torn off the turrets, and the stones not wanted to patch up the breaches of 
time, and exclude the warring elements (Wollstonecraft Maria 8)  

 

The psychological and spatial dimensions of the Gothic novel are easily recognizable 

in these passages, evoked by the groaning, shrieking sounds of the madhouse, the heroine’s 

mental state of rage and apprehension (though rage is somehow out of place considering the 

general emotional passivity of the Gothic heroine but Maria is obviously a representative of 

another class of heroines being a married woman and a mother) and the decaying setting that 

make the general atmosphere even darker and gloomier. It seems that Wollstonecraft turned to 

the probably most popular genre of her time in order to express serious concerns about 

femininity, sexuality and maternity, despite her well-known rejection of gothic romances. 

When she wrote reviews of fiction for the Analytical Review, Wollstonecraft consistently 

condemned romances for the precise reason that they “carried [young girls’] imaginations still 

further from nature and reason”, and instead she promoted probability in novels from which 

young girls may learn the “virtues of moderation, reason, contentment and the domestic 

affections” (qtd Mellor, “Introduction” xvi). Another reason for her dislike of romances was 

that she thought that even if they were written by women, they articulated male sexual 

fantasies, which indicates that women accept being reduced to sex objects. Cora Kaplan also 

thinks that Wollstonecraft’s objection to romantic fiction was engendered by the fact that 

these novels positioned the female self as an object of desire (Taylor 72) and Wollstonecraft 

herself had made this claim when she complained on reviewing Elizabeth Inchbald’s A Simple 

Story in 1791 that women writers were producing pornography: “Why do all female writers, 
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even when they display their abilities, always give a sanction to the libertine reveries of 

men?” (qtd Taylor 72). Anne K. Mellor was probably first of many who gave the subject of 

the novel’s genre serious consideration. As she remarks on the genre of Maria: 

 

 Wollstonecraft explicitly invokes the genre of the gothic romance, the horror 
story of pure imagination, in which ghosts and apparitions haunt ruined castles. But 
she immediately rejects the romance (which she further associates with Shakespeare’s 
The Tempest and Prospero’s ability to create “such stuff as dreams are made on”), in 
order to write a “true story”, the plausible or realistic representation of the sufferings 
of women in eighteenth-century England. 
 […] Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman, then, is intended to be a realistic novel 
and not a gothic romance. And yet, Maria sits in a mansion of despair that threatens to 
fire her brain. The true horror of Wollstonecraft’s story is that the terrors previously 
identified with the supernatural manifestations of the gothic romance or the 
“astonishment” of the romantic sublime literally exist within the average domestic 
household in England. (Mellor, “Introduction” xv – xvi) 

 

Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman can certainly be read as a revolutionary novel (see 

Tilottama Rajan, Gary Kelly), and I believe it belongs to the Gothic tradition. Although its 

plot is quite unusual when compared to the novels of Ann Radcliffe – the most important 

difference being that Maria begins where Radcliffe’s novels leave off – and Ellis admits that 

it is “by no means an orthodox gothic fiction, but it does have distinctive gothic elements” 

(Ellis, History 71). Terry Heller, Mary Poovey and Maggie Kilgour all read Maria as a gothic 

novel, and, though Donna Heiland thinks Wollstonecraft has a complicated place among 

Gothic writers, she also claims that she does have a very important place in the Gothic 

tradition and that Maria grows out of this very tradition (Heiland 90). In the following chapter 

my aim is to demonstrate how Wollstonecraft’s female Gothic represents the body, and that 

this body is strongly linked to revolutionary representation of bodies.  

 

3.2. Alternative allegories: Delacroix’s buxom Liberty and Burke’s Terror of 
the French Revolution 
  

According to Dorinda Outram, the eighteenth century and the French Revolution itself 

succeeded in charging the body with meaning (Outram 51). When attempting to find a 

prominent bodily image that would represent the ideology of the French Revolution and at the 

same time literally embody the revolutionary concept concerning woman, the image of the 

naked breast immediately presents itself to all those who are at least marginally familiar with 

revolutionary imagery. The principal reason for the association of the female breast with the 
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idea of the French revolution is Delacroix’s painting Liberty Leading the People (Fig 1). 

Although it was painted in 1830 as a commemoration of the July Revolution of 1830 that was 

to throw about the reign of Charles X, it is linked to the French Revolution of the eighteenth 

century with a number of ties. Though a universal figure of peoples’ rebelling against tyranny 

and fighting for freedom, she is wearing “revolutionary accessories”, as Ferenc Takács refers 

to the Jacobin Phrygian cap and tricolour (2), which associate her with a particular historical 

event, the French Revolution that did not only subvert social hierarchy in eighteenth-century 

France but initiated a revolution in traditional views of femininity.  

As Heinrich Heine described the painting during his stay in Paris in 1831: 

 

[It shows] a group of the people during the Revolution of July, from the centre of 
which – almost like an allegorical figure – there rises boldly a young woman with a 
red Phrygian cap on her head, a gun in one hand, and in the other a tri-colour flag. She 
strides over corpses calling men to fight – naked to the hips, a beautiful impetuous 
body, the face a bold profile, an air of insolent suffering in the features – altogether a 
strange blending of Phryne, fishwife and goddess of liberty. It is not distinctly shown 
that the artist meant to set forth the latter; it rather represents the savage power of the 
people which casts off an intolerable burden…And there we have it! (qtd Honour and 
Fleming 651) 

 

The painting depicts an allegorical woman; the title marks her as the goddess Liberty, 

after all, yet she is lively and buxom, showing her bare breast, brandishing the tricolour of 

France in one hand, and a bayoneted musket in the other. With her ruddy face and clothes 

ripped open, the figure of Liberty might be regarded as a commemoration of the Parisian 

women, that mob of “harpies” that marched to Versailles during the turmoil of the early years 

of the French Revolution. The figure of Liberty is remarkably androgynous: feminine in her 

display of maternity by exposing her full breasts, and masculine in her usurpation of the male 

role of the freedom fighter and leader of the people. A woman depicted in an erect position 

advancing a troop of fighters made up exclusively of men, and brandishing a bayoneted 

musket, an obvious phallic symbol; is an outright violation of female propriety. Accordingly, 

the audience of the Paris salons was severely shocked by such a realistic representation of the 

supposed ideal: similarly to Heine, they did not see the universal theme of liberty casting off 

the burden of tyranny; instead they focused on what Marina Warner calls the “brilliant 

invention of Delacroix”: the large bare feet, the thick ankle, the muscly arms, the big fists and 

the hairy armpit of the woman supposed to represent an antique ideal (Warner 271 – 272). 

According to Warner, the spectators, to whom “the mere suggestion of body hair was 

intolerable” (272) must have identified Liberty with a fishwife, just like Heine did, and they 
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did not like it one bit; hence the painting was denounced and suppressed to re-emerge twenty-

four years later during the reign of Emperor Louis Napoleon (Warner 272).  

As we see, the feature of Delacroix’s Liberty that so shocked contemporary audience 

was the woman’s androgyny; furthermore, it was not her usurpation of the male initiative in 

battle that was standing out of the common line but her physical hybridity; the hairiness of her 

body, the disproportion of her limbs made the warrior goddess intolerable in the eyes of 

contemporary viewers. She was seen as a generic hybrid, a monster, a freak, and as such 

Delacroix’s image should be regarded as a perfect symbol of the French Revolution which 

was, in turn, similarly described as a gigantic monster, perilous and unnatural. As Edmund 

Burke claimed: 

 
Everything seems out of nature in this strange chaos of levity and ferocity, and of all 
sorts of crimes jumbled together with all sorts of follies. In viewing this monstrous 
tragicomic scene, the most opposite passions necessarily succeed and sometimes mix 
with each other in the mind: alternate contempt and indignation, alternate laughter and 
tears, alternate scorn and horror. (Reflections 36 italics mine) 

 

Burke’s image of the rising figure of revolutionary Terror seems to foreshadow 

Heine’s description of Liberty rising out of the chaos of battle; however, Burke’s Terror 

induced by the French Revolution is personified as a ghastly female figure:  

 

Out of the tomb of the murdered monarchy in France has arisen a vast, tremendous, 
unformed spectre, in a far more terrific guise than any which ever yet overpowered the 
imagination, and subdued the fortitude of man. Going straight forward to its end, 
unappaled by peril, unchecked by remorse, despising all common maxims and all 
common means, that hideous phantom overpowered those who could not believe it 
was possible she could exist at all. (Burke Selected Writings 26) 
 

Burke from the start was a fervent opponent of the French Revolution and he 

especially found women’s role in the revolution quite disturbing. While Terror appears as a 

dangerous unnatural, undead woman – unnatural most importantly because she is levitating on 

the verge of life and death, as well as overstepping the boundaries between femininity and 

masculinity – he wished for France a “manly, moral, regulated liberty”, a “rational and manly 

freedom” (Reflections 46). It seems clear throughout his Reflections on the Revolution in 

France (1790) that what bothers him most in the events that took place in France in the 1790s 

is not the genre of the events i.e. the revolution but more likely their gender: he venerates the 

Glorious Revolution of England that was characterized by that manly reason he so 

unmistakably misses in the French Revolution. He claims he does “most heartily wish that 
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France may be animated by a spirit of rational liberty” (Reflections 54) but this spirit has not 

found a “permanent body” to rest in; instead, it animates the unnatural body of a bloodthirsty 

woman with all the natural irregularities and anomalies of the female body. The spirit of 

liberty becomes spoiled by its physical manifestation which is utterly unstable like a madman, 

“who has escaped from the protecting restraint and wholesome darkness of his cell” 

(Reflections 54). Contemporary physiologists agreed that women are more liable to madness 

than men precisely because of the anomalies that the menstrual cycle caused in their bodies 

(Hurley 120). The image of the madman is the synonym of an unstable and unpredictable 

female body that corrupts the spirit of liberty it harbours. Burke’s is a typically misogynist 

scenario in which the unnatural woman corrupts the idea of the revolution, while Helen Maria 

Williams, one of the major recorders and mediators of the French revolution for the British 

public (in her Letters and Sketches 1790-1819) provides a female alternative to the 

masculinisation of the allegorical female figures of Liberty and France when she claims in her 

Letters from France that Liberty was transformed into a fury by the monster Robespierre 

(Jones, “Women Writing” 188 – 189). 

Another contemporary representation of Liberty is a caricature by Thomas 

Rowlandson, entitled The Contrast (1792 Fig 2) (Wellington 36). This diptych depicts British 

and French Liberty, where the French one is a medusa-headed harpy in rags with one leg 

standing on the naked body of a man, in one hand a dagger, another a harpoon or a devil’s 

fork with a head stuck on it. Though her arms are quite muscular and masculine – she 

represents a hybrid or hermaphrodite both masculine and feminine. British liberty on the other 

hand is a warrior woman with the scales of Justice in one hand and Magna Charta in the other 

– she is also both masculine and feminine; but with the universal intellectual images of the 

scales and the Magna Charta obviously symbolic of the kind of “manly” and “reasonable” 

freedom Burke proposes in his Reflections. No matter how androgynous the French Liberty is 

with the phallic symbols of the coiling Medusa hair, the dagger and the devil’s fork, she still 

represents chaotic, unreasonable, monstrous woman and madwoman. It is an essentially 

bloodthirsty and threatening image, especially to man as she evokes the fear of castration with 

the head stuck on her weapon. We can see the underlying political propaganda of both 

Burke’s and Rowlandson’s scheme: by associating a whole nation with the highly repelling 

image of a vile woman, they deliberately blur the “boundaries between gender and national 

identity” in order to “emasculate the national rival” (Wellington 36): at the end of the 

eighteenth century, the British tended to define their national identity “by devaluating French 

character which public discourse typically constructed as the other and lesser: women” 
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(Wellington 34). Burke was not the only thinker in the period of the French Revolution who 

voted for a manly, rationalized Liberty: Liberty was the ultimate revolutionary allegory; yet, 

only 11 out of 62 Liberties were in motion in revolutionary art which “preferred tranquil 

assurance, a regime safe in its power rather than causing panic and havoc” (de Baecque 126 – 

127). Most of the Liberties in revolutionary art were either chastely dressed or showed the 

image of the warrior goddess in Minerva’s helmet, and only 10% of the type displayed the 

marching Liberty with one breast bared and hair flowing (de Baecque 136). We might 

assume, therefore, that even male revolutionary artists were intimidated by the image of the 

powerful maternal phallic woman leading the revolution; and instead they chose to promote 

the safely covered body of Liberty.  

 
3.3. Marie Antoinette as the persecuted heroine: Burke’s Gothic-erotic fantasy  
 

Burke presents a female ideal in his Reflections that is entirely antithetical to the unnatural 

revolutionary female body: his sympathies entirely rest with the feminine gentleness of the 

Queen, who had been torn apart by those “furies of hell, in the abused shape of the vilest 

women” as Burke described the Frenchwomen in his Reflections (106). Marie Antoinette is 

described by him as an eerie, sylph-like creature that hardly seems to touch the surface of the 

earth, decorating its mundaneness with the glittering of the “morning star”. Burke imagines 

the violation of the Queen’s boudoir as if it was part of a Gothic fantasy in which Marie 

Antoinette plays the role of the innocent heroine of the Gothic novel whose virginity is under 

attack by malevolent ruffians:  

 

From this sleep the queen was first startled by the sentinel at her door, who cried out to 
her to save herself by flight — that this was the last proof of fidelity he could give —
that they were upon him, and he was dead. Instantly he was cut down. A band of cruel 
ruffians and assassins, reeking with his blood, rushed into the chamber of the queen 
and pierced with a hundred strokes of bayonets and poniards the bed, from whence 
this persecuted woman had but just time to fly almost naked […] (Reflections 105) 

 

Burke’s fantasy is unmistakably erotic as he fantasizes about the almost naked queen 

in the bed, whose body is about to be violated by a crowd of hungry banditti armed by so 

many phallic weapons. The shrieks of the persecuted heroine of the Gothic novel echoes in 

the boudoir of Burke’s queen whose figure might have been modelled on Walpole’s Isabella, 

for instance, a typical Gothic woman whose bodily integrity is under constant siege by the 

Gothic villain, Manfred and his accomplices, but who has no power in her hands to advance 
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her fate independently. She relies on the help and protection of her father, or the hero, without 

whom she has no chance to survive in a patriarchal world. Burke was not the only British 

thinker to idolize the innocent femininity of the French queen as opposed to the hybridity and 

unnaturalness of the furies that tore her apart; Horace Walpole also expressed his horror at the 

French Revolution when he wrote about the suffering of Marie Antoinette in 1792, a year 

before her execution: 

 

No Christian martyr was ever tortured so inhumanly for three years together – nor is 
there on record any memorial of such over-savage barbarities as have been committed 
by that atrocious and detestable nation! – a nation as contemptible as it is odious – and 
when La Fayette called them cowardly cannibals, he gave but a faint idea of half their 
detestable qualities (Walpole 498).  

 

Being a homosexual, Walpole was probably immune to the bodily attractiveness of 

Marie Antoinette; therefore, his passage lacks the erotic tension tangible in Burke’s gothic 

fantasy; yet, for Walpole the queen’s figure also serves as a counterpoint to savage, unnatural 

people; this time those closest to animals governed by the basest instinct of appetite – 

cannibals. The cannibal was a very powerful metaphor during and following the French 

Revolution, which the “repressed middle classes” employed “to identify social classes both 

above and particularly below themselves as animalistic and appetite-ridden” (Malchow 61). 

James Gillray, probably the best-known contemporary British caricaturist picked up the theme 

of revolutionary cannibalism in his print, “Un petit souper á la Parisienne” (1792) depicting a 

family of Sans Culottes (all without breeches) “refreshing after the fatigues of the day by 

cannibalising aristocrats whose mutilated corpses are scattered everywhere” (Davenport-

Hines 154). 

The Terror of the French Revolution, on the other hand, is nothing short of unnatural 

in Burke’s understanding, since it is a female figure that applies the characteristics of the 

sublime: she is a “vast, unformed spectre”, where attributes of vastness and obscurity are 

pointed out by Burke in his Philosophical Enquiry as major contributors to the sublime. 

However, Burke’s distinction between the sublime and the beautiful is known to be a 

gendered one: the attributes of the sublime characterize the patriarch, God, the father whereas 

the beautiful is exclusively feminine: small, smooth and proportionate. Terror marches on 

unappaled and unchecked by fear or remorse, a fearless monster standing in juxtaposition to 

the ideal of unprotected femininity lying on her spotless bed.  
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Burke also offers a reason as to what he finds “out of nature” in the proceedings of the 

French Revolution, and interestingly this reason is related to the body. When he enumerates 

the advantages of the English Glorious Revolution over the French Revolution, Burke reasons 

that the Bill of Rights “threw a politic, well-wrought veil over every circumstance tending to 

weaken the rights which in the meliorated order of succession they meant to perpetuate” 

(Reflections 66 italics mine). What is interesting here in the above quotation is Burke’s use of 

the image of clothing to which he returns in his famous judgment on the present state of 

affairs: 

 

But now all is to be changed. All the pleasing illusions which made power gentle and 
obedience liberal, which harmonized the different shades of life, and which, by a bland 
assimilation, incorporated into politics the sentiments which beautify and soften 
private society, are to be dissolved by this new conquering empire of light and reason. 
All the decent drapery of life is to be rudely torn off. All the super-added ideas, 
furnished from the wardrobe of amoral imagination, which the heart owns and the 
understanding ratifies as necessary to cover the defects of our naked, shivering nature, 
and to raise it to dignity in our own estimation, are to be exploded as a ridiculous, 
absurd, and antiquated fashion (Reflections 59). 

 

As we see, the defective naked body needs to be properly managed, covered in order 

to be stabilized and strengthened. In Burke’s imagery, political and social bodies, the body of 

the state and the body of its inhabitants are equally in need of proper ‘habits’ – were the 

boundaries of these bodies not sealed, restricted, they would overflow and create monsters 

like the monstrous woman representing the French Revolution. Like the Queen of France who 

symbolizes “gentle power” and “liberal obedience” in her very femininity is toppled by 

marching and conquering Terror; clothed female mystery is about to disappear with the 

advancement of masculine women. “Decent drapery” and “well-wrought veil” are to be torn 

off to expose the naked breast of a new Liberty, who forty years later is still an uninvited 

guest in the eyes of male observers.  

It is not accidental that Burke turned to images of female fashion to discriminate the 

rising new, and to him unnatural ideas of the French Revolution. Laurence Stone and 

Catherine Spooner both connect the abrupt change in female fashion in the decade between 

the 1780s and the 1790s with the French Revolution: the corset and the “grotesquely enlarged 

breasts and buttocks” (Stone 536) that characterized the mid-eighties were substituted by 

“loosely floating veils that hardly covered [the] breasts and the contours of the body were 

fully displayed” (Stone 536). Interestingly, for men this relinquishing of the stiff corset and 

before unprecedented display of the female body, and most importantly of the female breast 
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was a new way of sexual titillation: Stone believes that both trends were entitled to “advertise 

sexual attraction” with “one representing unrealistic male sexual fantasies, the other 

exhibiting the real thing” (536) whereas for a female scholar like Spooner the change in 1790s 

female fashion means something different: she claims that “the neglect of the stiff corset 

carried ideological weight: it was thought to embody the superior freedom and democracy of 

the English political system” (Spooner 24). When Burke grieves that “all the decent drapery 

of life is to be rudely torn off”, he makes, according to Spooner, a distinction between 

civilization and the fashionable clothing of Paris (33); however, it is no reason to deny that 

Burke was repulsed as well as attracted at the same time by the half-naked female body of the 

queen.  

 
3.4. A Vindication of the Rights of Men: Burke and Wollstonecraft 
 

Mary Wollstonecraft also represented contemporary political problems in terms of the female 

body. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, she writes about the degradation of women in 

terms of clothing: “females have been insulated, as it were; and while they have been stripped 

of the virtues that should clothe humanity, they have been decked with artificial graces that 

enable them to exercise a short-lived tyranny” (102). Here we can see a direct reference to 

Burke’s ideas in his Reflections: while he strives for the covering of the female body, as it 

marks political as well as sexual evil in its dis-covered state, Wollstonecraft proposes just the 

opposite; political and social evil can only be defeated if women are freed from the burden of 

artificial graces that replaced natural virtues. What Wollstonecraft is fighting against is 

women’s internalization of male ideals that make them a plaything of men: while their major 

concern is to attract male sexual attention, there is no possibility for women to acquire an 

equal position in society.  

Wollstonecraft’s most straightforward lash against Burke, however, was her letter 

addressed to him, entitled A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), which, as the whole title 

indicates, contains her response to Burke’s ideas put forth in his Reflections. Wollstonecraft 

does not only treat the same subject but has chosen a language very similar to that of Burke: 

the language of the body. Her text is crowded with images of the body: body gives the subject 

of the treatise as well as a shape to her arguments.  

In the “Advertisement” Wollstonecraft claims that when she read Burke’s Reflections, 

she felt an indignation that she felt she had to articulate in the form of a letter. She also claims 

that many of her ideas were “effusions of a moment” but then they “swell[ed] imperceptibly 
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to a considerable size” (VRM 5). Swelling, becoming bigger and bigger physically is a 

recurring motif in contemporary women’s writing indicating a tendency towards 

masculinisation. Gothic scholars like Adriana Craciun never miss to note that in Zofloya, for 

instance, the anti-heroine, Victoria is becoming bigger and stronger in body as she is 

committing more and more gory deeds that render her masculine and eradicate the femininity 

that characterized her at the beginning of the novel. The “swelling” of the Vindication, 

therefore, suggests that the author had to apply certain masculine traits in order to write a bold 

criticism of an established and well-known writer like Edmund Burke. However, “swelling” 

may also indicate another feature of women’s writing that tended to be apostrophized as the 

child of the author. Mary Shelley referred to Frankenstein as her hideous progeny, and 

Wollstonecraft hoped that Maria will be more than an abortion. These relations show 

eighteenth-century women’s ambiguous feelings toward their own writing: it makes them 

masculine and feminine at the same time; it awakens maternal feelings in them but also forces 

them to apply a masculine authorial tone.  

The first paragraph of the Vindication immediately informs us that Wollstonecraft was 

well aware of the boldness she had to dare and the contempt she might evoke with her free 

articulation of her opinion: “I have not yet learned to twist my periods, nor, in the equivocal 

idiom of politeness, to disguise my sentiments, and imply what I should be afraid to utter” 

(VRM 2). A proper lady of the time, of course, should have remained silent on a political topic 

she had no access to, and obviously did not have the right to display her real emotions 

especially when it concerned the opinion of men. Interestingly, in this passage Wollstonecraft  

seems to reject disguise, just like Radcliffe’s heroine would, in favour of a natural and sincere 

response. Wollstonecraft’s criticism of feminine sensibility is even more pronounced when 

she writes: “Are we to seek for the rights of men in the ages when a few marks were the only 

penalty imposed for the life of a man, and death for death when the property of the rich was 

touched? when–I blush to discover the depravity of our nature–when a deer was killed!” 

(VRM 19 emphasis mine). Blushing in the eighteenth century was a bodily symbol of 

innocence, often equated with ignorance in a woman’s case; in addition, conduct book 

writers, from Rousseau to John Gregory even encouraged women to blush as it would render 

them even more attractive in the eyes of men. Gregory in his A Father’s Advice to his 

Daughters (1774) states that “[w]hen a girl ceases to blush, she has lost the most powerful 

charm of her beauty” adding that even if a woman has learning, she should “keep it a 

profound secret, especially from men” as they would be jealous of a woman “of great parts” 

(qtd Jones, Women in the Eighteenth-Century 46). Wollstonecraft’s using the term “I blush” is 
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highly unusual here because she does not use it as an indicator of naivety or ignorance, but 

exactly their opposite – she recognizes the depravity of the mind of a man who thinks that the 

dark Middle Ages were a Golden Age of civilization. Therefore, Wollstonecraft with a simple 

phrase like this rejects the physical propaganda of a patriarchal society embodied by the 

honourable Edmund Burke; she uses blushing for the exact opposite of what it meant for male 

writers of the time: she blushes to discover the folly and ignorance of representative men, 

even though she knows she would make herself hugely unattractive in their eyes.  

Wollstonecraft understands the “implicit submission to authority” in terms of the 

body: she maintains that such a stooping and never challenging the laws inherited from our 

grandfathers does not strengthen the body politics, or the body of the government but actually 

weakens it, and does irreparable harm to the “soundness of stamina” and to the “excellence of 

constitution” (VRM 23).  

She actually challenges the very foundations on which male Gothic writings were 

based: we know that the male Gothic is basically the rendering of the progress of a selfish, 

property-hunting individual who puts every social relation and human emotion behind his 

aggressive campaign to perpetuate his own survival. “Security of property! Behold, in a few 

words, the definition of English liberty. And to this selfish principle every nobler one is 

sacrificed.–The Briton takes place of the man, and the image of God is lost in the citizen!” 

(VRM 24). This concept allies Wollstonecraft all the more with the efforts of female Gothic 

writing that works to eradicate the privileges of such individuals.  

 

Misery, to reach your heart, I perceive, must have its cap and bells; your tears are 
reserved, very naturally considering your character, for the declamation of the theatre, 
or for the downfall of queens, whose rank alters the nature of folly, and throws a 
graceful veil over vices that degrade humanity; whilst the distress of many industrious 
mothers, whose helpmates have been torn from them, and the hungry cry of helpless 
babes, were vulgar sorrows that could not move your commiseration, though they 
might extort an alms. ‘The tears that are shed for fictitious sorrow are admirably 
adapted,’ says Rousseau, ‘to make us proud of all the virtues which we do not 
possess.’ (VRM 27) 

 

Wollstonecraft already touched upon the peculiarity of feeling for fictitious sorrows in 

her first novelistic fragment, The Cave of Fancy (1786) when Sagestus observes the mother of 

the foundling and finds evidence for her shallowness in her features. He asserts he was the 

kind of woman who could cry for sorrows depicted in a novel but had no experience or 

interest in the brutality of real life.  



72 
 

This is what she criticizes Burke for in this passage, referring to that section of the 

Reflections in which Burke describes how the gentle feminine Marie Antoinette had been 

‘torn apart’ by those furies from Hell, the Parisian women. She claims that these vulgar 

people had only the possibility to support their bodies, eating being the necessity of life, and 

this is man’s first priority, it is only after making the body strong that man can unfold the 

intellectual faculties of the mind, which poor people do not have the necessary luxury for. 

Wollstonecraft says that it is only when the intellect is properly exercised that man can 

acquire “a manly spirit of independence” (VRM 28). With this postulate, Wollstonecraft 

voices two important truths about her concept of sexuality: on the one hand, being master of 

the body is a masculine/manly privilege, which also indicates women’s inability to control 

their bodies that often disturbs their capacity for reasoning. On the other hand, those who are 

not able to master their bodies will necessarily fall slaves to those who can. Therefore, 

intellectual poverty renders women a slave to their bodies and to their masters, men. Luxury 

at the same time produces effeminacy that endangers the constitution of noble families 

reducing them to mere idiocy. Wollstonecraft lashes out severely against “fine ladies” of a 

noble rank, who neglect maternal duties, such as suckling their children and intellectual duties 

making their first priority to dazzle the senses of the opposite sex. Wollstonecraft calls them 

“vain inconsiderate dolls” (VRM 54), and she especially lashes out against Burke’s notion of 

beauty and its equation with women, which implies that women ought to be smooth, delicate, 

small, and weak.  

As I have already mentioned, Rights of Men establishes a dialogue between Burke and 

Wollstonecraft: when Wollstonecraft writes about the tears reserved for the downfall of 

queens and the graceful veil that is being thrown over the vices of human nature, she 

obviously refers to Burke’s famous passage about “decent drapery of life” that is “to be rudely 

torn off”. The decent drapery and the well-wrought veil Burke necessitates to cover our naked 

and shivering nature with are interpreted by Wollstonecraft as a lie: these are the artificial 

graces that enslave women.  

 

3.5. The Politics of the Body: Maternal Breastfeeding 
 

In the 1790s the female body, and the maternal body in particular, became a site where 

opposing social tendencies clashed. In the eighteenth century it was a widely-practised custom 

of aristocratic and upper-middle class women to hire wet nurses; a habit severely criticized by 

both Rousseau and Wollstonecraft. Rousseau promoted maternal breastfeeding because he 
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thought it might lead people back to moral and social regeneration (Copjec 25), whereas 

Wollstonecraft did not hesitate to put the blame on men regarding the issue of the survival of 

wet-nursing in Britain. She thought that women did not want to suckle their children precisely 

because they believed that breastfeeding would deform their breasts which meant they would 

lose their sexual attractiveness in the eyes of their husbands (Stone 427); furthermore, she was 

shocked to find that “[t]here are many husbands so devoid of sense and parental affection that, 

during the first effervescence of voluptuous fondness, they refuse to let their wives suckle 

their children” (VRW 151). Laurence Stone found that contemporary physicians had tended to 

advise mothers against sexual relations during lactation since they believed they would spoil 

the mother’s milk and hence endanger the life of the child. He goes on to claim that “[w]omen 

were often tormented by making a hard decision because they could not count on their 

husbands’ chastity for up to twelve months, and sexual life was an important component of 

the new companionate marriage. We cannot be sure how they solved the problem eventually, 

maybe they reduced the time of lactation in favour of the husband’s sexual demands” (Stone 

398). 

Stone’s discoveries about eighteenth-century maternal practices maintain the idea that 

husbands had little patience with motherhood itself since it reduced the possibility and 

frequency of sexual intercourse with their wives. Ruth Perry, however, offers a completely 

different reading of maternal breastfeeding: in her ground-breaking essay, “Colonising the 

Breast”, she claims that breastfeeding and motherhood were a form of husbands’ colonizing 

the mother’s body in order to “repress women’s active sexuality” and shift women’s function 

to one “in the service of the family and the state” (Perry 209). According to Perry, such views 

led, by the middle of the eighteenth century, to a re-imagination of women “as belonging to 

another order of being: loving but without sexual needs, morally pure, disinterested, 

benevolent and self-sacrificing which resulted in the celebration of motherhood in the second 

half of the century” (212 – 213). Following Perry’s scheme, however, this celebration was 

mere hypocrisy, as it served to regulate the otherwise dangerous, if sexually active, female 

body and motherhood was the perfect tool in man’s hand to cancel a woman’s heterosexuality 

(Perry 229). It also means that motherhood, just like contracted marriages for Wollstonecraft, 

was a form of enslavement; Perry goes as far as regarding maternal breastfeeding “unpaid 

female labour” (220). Luce Irigray postulates something very similar when she claims that 

mothers are “[m]achines to serve the man-father in private ownership, and to serve the State” 

(qtd Meghan Burke Mothers 7); in other words, men colonize the female body that has to do 

the duty of reproduction for the private as well as public good. 
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 I have already referred to the shift in women’s fashion during the French Revolution: 

the neglect of the stiff corset and the semi-transparent dresses maintained the idea that the 

revolution provided women with a sexual liberty unprecedented before. However, this new 

clothing style was not necessarily what it seemed: on the surface it might have symbolized 

greater sexual freedom but it is also worth taking into consideration which part of the female 

body was put on display in this new era of fashion: the breast. The very part of the woman’s 

body that sets her free is precisely the one that binds her to her traditional role in society for 

life. Marina Warner explains this dichotomy in the meaning of women’s revolutionary 

clothing as follows: 

 

In order to emphasize women’s natural role as nurturer, the waistline crept up to under 
the breasts; it was quite in order for the rather niminy-piminy young woman who sat to 
a painter of David’s circle around 1800 to show her bosom very plainly through the 
transparent upper bodice of her classical tunic. In these fashions, the freedom which 
had been gained on behalf of the French woman was relayed to her dress by a kind of 
pun: she was relieved of restrictive clothing, and taboos on bodily display were lifted, 
just as she had been, in theory, relieved of restrictive government. But the predominant 
message was still conservative, stressing that women’s potency was founded in her 
capacity to bear and to nurse, and forgetful of the activist and independent contribution 
of women to the early years in roles other than that of the mother. (Warner 289) 

 

As we can see, displaying the female breast was a problematic issue during the last 

decade of the eighteenth century. On the one hand, it had to be regarded as a means that set 

women free of the burden that covering the body meant: female propriety that forced women 

under the coverture of the father and the husband. Displaying the breast liberated them as it is 

clear from Delacroix’s painting, by making them independent and strong. Warner asserts that 

“the semi-clad female figure [especially the one with uncovered breasts] expresses strength 

and freedom” because it exposes “vulnerable flesh as if it were not so” (277): the new 

liberated woman does not need the armour of manly British Liberty, as she is whole and 

impregnable without coverings, in other words, she is virtuous in her natural, uncovered state.  

On the other hand, the uncovered female breast is also symbolic of motherhood that 

men employed as a means of restricting and exploiting the female body since during 

pregnancy and nursing female heterosexual activity had to be curbed. The breast, therefore, 

was viewed as a double-symbol of sexual liberty and sexual restriction: this dichotomy is also 

tangible in Wollstonecraft’s Maria. In turn, motherhood was also measured by a double 

standard; it was considered similarly to the Medusa head: it frightened and reassured men at 

the same time. According to Freudian psychoanalysis, the head of the Medusa with its coiling 
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snakes reminds man of the female genitalia, therefore, it is an object of terror; however, as 

soon as the male viewer sees it, he is also reminded of women’s lack of a penis and this fact 

reassures him. “In Freud’s analysis”, Hurley explains, “the spectacle of the phallic woman 

initially undermines masculinity, but then masculinity is reconstituted by the recognition that 

the female and not the male body is incomplete, abhuman, pathological” (Hurley 145 – 146). 

Motherhood was precisely such an ambiguous issue; the maternal body was anomalous and 

made women liable to madness; therefore, it was viewed with suspicion. It also tended to raise 

disgust, as the Middle English treatise, Holy Maidenhead that was written to propagate the 

sealed and pure virginal body instead of the anomalous maternal body attests to it: 

 

Thy ruddy face shall turn lean, and grown green as grass. Thine eyes shall be dusky, 
and underneath grow pale; and by the giddiness of thy brain, thy head shall ache 
sorely. Within thy belly, the uterus shall swell and strut out like a water bag; thy 
bowels shall have pains and there shall be stitches in thy flank, and pain rife in thy 
loins, heaviness in every limb. The burden of thy breast on thy two paps, and the 
streams of milk which trickle out of thee. (qtd Warner 252) 

 

The maternal body is a major site of the grotesque with its yawning openness and 

trickling fluids, hence an object of terror evoking fear and disgust in the male spectator. On 

the other hand, as I have already alluded to it, motherhood provided men with the opportunity 

to colonize and control the sexually saturated female body. Otherwise regarded as a source of 

evil, the female body gained legitimacy through motherhood, childbirth and nursing so much 

so that it even made semi-nakedness acceptable in patriarchal society (Warner 283). Meghan 

Burke has written extensively on unnatural maternities at the end of the eighteenth century, 

and she has found that earlier in the century motherhood was a site of female empowerment 

since midwifery was an exclusively female practice; however, it came to be demonized and 

pathologized by patriarchal discourse (Meghan Burke Mothers 1). She claims that pregnant 

women and their female midwives were looked upon as a mysterious circle of women who 

share a secret knowledge that men had been shut out of; that men had had no access to 

(Mothers 5). Although male usurpation of childbearing only came with Frankenstein, female 

midwifery was intruded upon by men in Wollstonecraft’s time: male midwives or 

accouncheurs took over the craft as it actually happened during Wollstonecraft’s delivery – 

when her female midwife failed to remove the placenta, she was dismissed and substituted by 

a succession of male doctors (Ford 197).  

 

 



76 
 

3.6. Mary Wollstonecraft’s body and her writing 
 

Writing and body; especially the maternal body are strongly related in Wollstonecraft’s life: 

her most ‘sterile’ work, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman appeared well before she had 

experienced a passionate relation to another, as well as her own body. I call A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman her most sterile work because it might be passionate politically but it 

advocates a kind of relationship between the sexes which has very little to do with passions. 

She promotes a kind of marriage not based on the Blackstone laws that governed British 

marriages from the eighteenth century well into the late nineteenth century in England, but 

matrimony based on the equality of sexes and rational love (Mellor, “Introduction” vi). She 

wrote her treatise before time came for her to establish a different kind of relation with her 

own body, other than one directed by reason. In 1793 she travelled to France to report on the 

events of the French revolution, an event that had a direct influence both on her political as 

well as her personal views. During the havoc of the Terror she met and fell in love with the 

American entrepreneur, Gilbert Imlay and spent a passionate summer in a cottage near 

Neuilly away from the Terror. She got pregnant but Imlay got tired of her and after she had 

given birth to their daughter, Fanny in 1794, he left them in Le Havre (Mellor, “Introduction” 

viii – ix). Wollstonecraft followed him to London where she found him living with an English 

actress. The measure she had taken after that was definitely not the one she promoted in her 

feminist treatise: she took an overdose of laudanum but did not die; Imlay revived her and 

under the guise of business management sent her and Fanny to Scandinavia. Wollstonecraft 

continued to write to him but when she returned to England in 1795, she again had to face her 

lover’s betrayal. She attempted suicide for the second time; she left Fanny with a nursemaid 

and jumped from Putney Bridge into the River Thames. She did not die, though; some 

watermen saw her jump and pulled her out of the water (Mellor, “Introduction” ix). Her 

friends persuaded her to live for the sake of her daughter; a decision she covers in her quasi-

autobiographical novel, Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman, when Maria is abandoned by the 

Imlay-inspired Darnford (Mellor, “Introduction” xiv), and decides to take her own life with an 

overdose of laudanum but is saved by Jemima who, in the meantime, recovered Maria’s long-

lost daughter. As Anne K. Mellor attests to it, after her return from France and Scandinavia, 

with her sexual experiences and betrayed love behind her, Wollstonecraft had to confront and 

revise her “utopian vision” of sexual equality and rational love (“Introduction” vii). 

In 1796 she began a relationship with writer and radical social reformer, William 

Godwin, and within three months they became lovers but continued to live in separate 
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households even after their marriage in 1797 (Mellor, “Introduction” ix). When she was 

writing Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman, she was already pregnant with Godwin’s child, but 

she couldn’t finish the novel, as she died eleven days after giving birth to her second 

daughter, Mary. Godwin edited the fragment, provided the possible conclusions to the work 

and wrote a preface to it. William Godwin in his Preface to his late wife’s novel refers twice 

to Maria as Wollstonecraft’s “conception” that “had been in progress for a period of twelve 

months” (Maria 3) and to Godwin she appeared to have had almost maternal ties to her 

conception when he claims that “she was anxious to do justice to her conception, and 

recommenced and revised the manuscript several different times. So much of it as is here 

given to the public, she was far from considering as finished, and, in a letter to a friend 

directly written on this subject, she says, ‘I am perfectly aware that some of the incidents 

ought to be transposed, and heightened by more harmonious shading; and I wished in some 

degree to avail myself of criticism, before I began to adjust my events into a story, the outline 

of which I had sketched in my mind.’” (Maria 3 – 4).  

Unlike Percy Shelley, who took great liberty in correcting the inappropriate parts of 

his wife’s work and as such destroyed female monstrosity just like Frankenstein (Barbara 

Johnson, “My Monster” 2), Godwin, in an almost apologetic tone assures us that he bracketed 

the additional phrases he found necessary as his “most earnest desire” was to “intrude nothing 

of himself into the work, but to give to the public the words, as well as ideas, of the real 

author” (Maria 4). Indeed, it must have been hard to put alien words in Wollstonecraft’s 

mouth as she was considered to be a woman of masculine mind and body. John Adams, for 

instance, wrote after having read her history of the French Revolution that she was a “Lady of 

masculine masterly understanding” (qtd Taylor 49), and in 1794 Anne Grant wrote about 

Wollstonecraft as if she were a female incarnation of Satan: “There is a degree of boldness in 

her conceptions, and masculine energy in her style, that is very imposing. There is a gloomy 

grandeur in her imagination, while she explores the regions of intellect without chart or 

compass, which gives one the idea of genius wandering through chaos” (qtd Craciun, 

Romantic Satanism 702). Though essentially feminine – maternal – since her ideas are 

‘conceptions’, she is a female solitary characterized by sublime attributes like gloomy 

grandeur, boldness and energy; in other words, attributes that Edmund Burke associated with 

the masculine sublime. Wollstonecraft indeed promoted masculinity in women, yet, she 

attempted to highlight that what she was actually after was not the physical strength of their 

companions but their privileges in education and hence their capacity for reason: 
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From every quarter have I heard exclamations against masculine women, but where 
are they to be found? If by this appellation men mean to inveigh against their ardour in 
hunting, shooting and gaming, I shall most cordially join in the cry; but if it be against 
the imitation of manly virtues, or more properly speaking, the attainment of those 
talents and virtues, the exercise of which ennobles the human character, and which 
raises females in the scale of animal being, when they are comprehensively termed 
mankind, all those who view them with a philosophic eye must, I should think, wish 
with me, that they may every day grow more and more masculine. (A Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman 80) 

 

 Wollstonecraft, like Mary Hays, Catherine Macaulay and Mary Robinson tends to 

“divorce masculinity”, Binhammer says, “from the male body, and reapply it to the unsexed 

female mind” (Binhammer 681). As Nóra Séllei points out, the epitome of the most licentious 

of all eighteenth-century feminists was Mary Wollstonecraft, especially after her husband, 

William Godwin published his wife’s memoirs in which he plainly publicizes his wife’s 

licentious sexual life (Séllei, Lánnyá válik 76). Wollstonecraft was severely criticized by 

many contemporary male writers for her supposed masculinity – Horace Walpole’s and 

Richard Polwhele’s strictures are probably the most well-known of these; interestingly 

however, they articulated their criticism in strong bodily allusions, instead of referring to 

Wollstonecraft’s masculine ideas. Walpole called Wollstonecraft a “hyena in petticoats” 

(Walpole Letters vol. xv. 338), consciously or unconsciously comparing her to an animal that 

was thought, at the time, to be sexually pathological, or at least of ambiguous sexuality. 

According to Séllei, hyenas were, for quite a long time, believed to have no female specimens 

at all as female hyenas developed an enlarged clitoris that was mistaken for a penis; in 

addition, they were considered impure creatures for they were scavengers (Séllei, Lánnyá 

válik 130). Being creatures of abnormal body and appetite, hyenas represented pathological 

hybrids, and Walpole selected this species to describe, in his views, a phallic woman with a 

pathological sexual appetite. Polwhele attacked Wollstonecraft together with a number of 

feminist writers along the same lines: when he calls them in his famous poem, “The Unsex’d 

Females” (1798) a “female band despising NATURE’s law”, the first thing he notes is their 

clothing influenced by contemporary French fashion: 

 

With equal ease, in body or in mind, 
To Gallic freaks or Gallic faith resign'd, 
The crane-like neck, as Fashion bids, lay bare, 
Or frizzle, bold in front, their borrow'd hair; 
Scarce by a gossamery film carest, 
Sport, in full view, the meretricious breast […] (qtd Jones, Women in the Eighteenth 

Century 187) 
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Polwhele obviously intended to degrade these unsexed female writers for their 

intellectual communion with the subversive ideas of the French Revolution; nevertheless, he 

articulates this degradation by reducing them to subversive female bodies that follow the new 

revolutionary trend in clothing: the relinquishing of the corset and the deeply decollated semi-

transparent shift that leaves the neck and shoulders free.  

The French Revolution became inseparably intertwined with the liberated female body 

on display and the supposed sexual licentiousness behind it: Wollstonecraft, who slights “the 

timid blush of virgin fame” and whom “no decorum checks” came to be the epitome of the 

masculine phallic woman who intrudes upon male territory with her essentially pathologic 

unsexed body. Revolutionary female bodies might have come under the term ‘unsexed’ under 

two conditions: they were either governed by masculine bodily desire or they showed an 

unnatural lack of feminine sensibility. During the French Revolution two such female bodies 

were excluded from the public sphere: those of Marie Antoinette and Charlotte Corday. 

Although, the Queen of France embodied ideal feminine qualities for Edmund Burke and 

hence stood in sharp contrast with the violent women who ravished her sanctuary, she was 

found guilty in sexual immorality, and accused of insatiable uterine furors, as well as of 

liaisons with both men and women (Brooks 58).  

The other type of dangerous female body was represented by Charlotte Corday, 

“Marat’s barbarous assassin”, de Sade writes in 1793, “vomited up from the hell to the despair 

of both sexes, directly belongs to neither” (qtd Craciun, Fatal Women 10 – 11). According to 

contemporary accounts she killed Marat with a dagger while he was having a bath, thus 

metaphorically penetrating the feminized and vulnerable naked male body. As we can see, 

dangerous female bodies were stigmatized as unsexed if they were either oversexed or 

masculine enough to penetrate a man’s body. Katherine Binhammer claims that when 

Polwhele uses the term ‘unsexed’, he does not mean masculine women, nor does he refer to 

lesbians; quite the contrary, for Polwhele, unsexed means oversexed (675). We can agree with 

Binhammer in that Polwhele uses the term ‘unsexed’ for the oversexed woman but it is 

precisely because the oversexed woman is masculine: masculine in the sense that she loves 

corporeally and accepts her desiring body. When Wollstonecraft’s fellow feminist, Mary 

Robinson writes that “men love corporeally, women mentally” (Robinson 10), we might 

conclude like Binhammer does that “by the term ‘chastity’ they did not mean a repression of 

erotic feelings, only a rational control of them” (Binhammer 673); however, it is precisely this 

rational control that Wollstonecraft challenged in her later writing. 
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3.7. Rational and irrational love: the shift in Wollstonecraft’s ideas 
concerning sexuality 
 

On examining Wollstonecraft’s career as writer and woman, it is impossible not to remark on 

the significant changes it went through. As Elfenbein informs us, “the biographical tradition 

usually reads Wollstonecraft’s life in terms of a movement from youthful proto-lesbianism, 

perceived as vaguely distasteful, to adult heterosexuality, perceived as healthy or at least 

sympathetic” (Elfenbein 229). Elfenbein substantiates this claim by citing Godwin’s Memoirs 

from which we can learn that Wollstonecraft’s early love interests were homoerotic: Godwin 

writes that with Fanny Blood “she contracted a friendship so warm as for years to have 

constituted the ruling passion of her mind” (Godwin 20), and Elfenbein believes that this 

relationship might be the one fictionalized in Mary and Ann’s relationship in Wollstonecraft’s 

early novel, Mary, A Fiction (230). Her later move towards heterosexuality, following 

Fanny’s death, to be more precise, changed her physically as well, as Godwin attests to it in 

his Memoirs: 

 

Her whole character seemed to change with a change of fortune…She was playful, full 
of confidence, kindness and sympathy. Her eyes assumed new lustre, and her cheeks 
new colour and smoothness. Her voice became chearful [sic]; her temper overflowing 
with universal kindness; and that smile of bewitching tenderness from day to day 
illuminated her countenance. (Godwin 115 – 116) 

 

The change in Wollstonecraft’s physical appearance noted by Godwin is even more 

remarkable if we compare the two existing portraits of Mary Wollstonecraft. The Roscoe 

portrait (c. 1791 – 1792 Fig 3), commissioned by friend and artist William Roscoe, shows her 

dressed like a spinster or governess in a buttoned up, puritanical black dress and white scarf. 

She is sitting by a desk, an open book in front of her; therefore, the portrait emphasizes 

Wollstonecraft’s intellectual achievement as a writer. She is directly gazing in the eyes of the 

painter and spectator with a stern expression on the face. The later portrait, painted by John 

Opie in 1797 (Fig 4), shows a completely different Wollstonecraft. This time it is not her 

intellectual achievement that is placed in the focus of attention but Wollstonecraft’s explicitly 

feminine body. There is no book to divert the observer’s attention or to remind them of her 

career as a writer and feminist; it is the woman’s body that is illuminated against the dark 

background lacking any paraphernalia that might intrude upon the woman’s very explicit 

femininity. The heavy buttoned up dress of the earlier painting was replaced by the white 

decollated shift the waistline of which gives special emphasis to the breasts. Her cheeks are 
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flushed and her expression is quite modest and reserved; unlike in the earlier portrait she turns 

her eyes away from the spectator. Richard Holmes also compared the two portraits and claims 

that the first shows Wollstonecraft in her “Amazonian phase”, while the second shows her as 

a “thoroughly femme de trente” (Elfenbein 232).  

Pinpointing two comparable instances that show Wollstonecraft’s changing attitude 

towards sexuality and the desiring body in her writing is relatively easy: A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman and Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman are “two halves”, Meghan Burke says, 

“of the same political whole” (Mothers 19) as the mirrored titles (‘rights’ versus ‘wrongs’) 

indicate; therefore, the two works cannot be read separately. A Vindication was published 

relatively early in Wollstonecraft’s career as a writer and Wollstonecraft’s life as a sexually 

experienced woman, whereas Maria is the conception of a mature writer who had already 

travelled, loved, born children, was deceived and left to her own devices, and been so 

desperate in her forlornness that she had even attempted suicide. Ogawa adds that in many of 

Wollstonecraft’s early writings including Mary, A Fiction, The Cave of Fancy as well as 

Original Stories, she was much preoccupied with controlling bodily desire (Ogawa 146).  

Daniel Robinson finds a similar tendency in Wollstonecraft’s religious views when he 

claims that at the time of her writing A Vindication she believed in a perfectly wise and 

reasonable deity but then it was before she had experienced injustice and sorrow in life 

(Daniel Robinson 201). Janet Todd believes that it was her experience of the French 

Revolution and, of course, her meeting with Imlay that triggered the change in her philosophy 

by 1794: “It appears that belief in reason has survived the horrors of the Revolution and the 

miseries of Wollstonecraft’s own experience but that trust in an all-knowing and all-loving 

God, so present as comfort in the early works, has been the victim of the onslaught” (qtd 

Daniel Robinson 201).  

In A Vindication, we may witness a passionate hostility toward the sexualized female 

body in favour of women with cultivated minds. It does not mean that Wollstonecraft 

underestimates the importance of a healthy constitution, quite the contrary; however, what she 

is really antagonistic to, is the notion of physical beauty on the basis of which men judge 

women and which women internalize and live according to in order to please their lovers and 

husbands. As Wollstonecraft explicitly says in her Vindication, she entirely disapproved of Dr 

Gregory’s celebrated Legacy to his Daughters: 

 

He advises them to cultivate a fondness for dress, because a fondness for dress, he 
asserts, is natural to them. I am unable to comprehend what either he or Rousseau 
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mean when they frequently use this indefinite term. If they told us that in a pre-
existent state the soul was fond of dress, and brought this inclination with it into the 
new body, I should listen to them with a half-smile, as I often do when I hear a rant 
about innate elegance. But if he only meant to say that the exercise of the faculties will 
produce this fondness, I deny it. It is not natural; but rises, like false ambition in men, 
from a love of power. (A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 111) 

 

She believes that all contemporary male conduct book writers “from Rousseau to Dr 

Gregory, have contributed to render women more artificial, weak characters, than they would 

otherwise have been; and consequently, more useless members of society” (A Vindication of 

the Right of Woman 103) because they consider “the cultivation of the understanding [in 

women] subordinate to the acquirement of some corporeal accomplishment” (VRW 105). 

With these false notions of beauty and modesty implanted in the unaccomplished minds of 

young girls, women render themselves sex objects in men’s eyes and thus make themselves 

the knowing victims of their desires. Wollstonecraft was disgusted by Rousseau’s description 

of Sophia, the ideal partner for his Emile, in which Rousseau is elaborating on women’s false 

modesty that conduct book writers were so intent on advising young girls to acquire as a 

practice to please men and arouse their desires: 

 

Her adornment is very modest in appearance, and very coquettish in fact. She does not 
display of her charms; she covers them, but in covering them, she knows how to make 
them imagined. When someone sees her, he says: ‘Here is a modest, temperate girl’. 
But so long as he stays near her, his eyes and his heart roam all over her whole person 
without his being able to take them away; and one would say that all this very simple 
attire was put on only to be taken off piece by piece by the imagination. (Rousseau 
394) 
 

Women as sex objects “have been stripped of the virtues that should clothe humanity, 

they have been decked with artificial graces that enable them to exercise a short-lived 

tyranny” (VRW 121). While Burke laments that the artificial draperies have been torn off as a 

result of revolutionary ideas, Wollstonecraft grieves over the fact that women are forced into 

these artificial coverings while they are stripped of their natural, innate virtues as a result of 

mistaken and corrupt social education.  

In Ewa Badowska’s interpretation, for Wollstonecraft embodiment is enslavement: 

upper class women glory in their reduction to physicality because this is where they get their 

power from (Badowska 287). It is the same as in the case of maternity: physicality is a 

double-edged weapon since it empowers women and at the same time reduces them to 

slavery. In A Vindication we may witness Wollstonecraft’s early gender politics: she 
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distinguishes between aristocratic and middle class bodies/women, the first endorsing askesis 

without any apparent meaning, only for the sake of luxury, fashion and outlook, whereas her 

middle-class heroines show symptoms of self-renunciation in order to prove their strength of 

moral. In Badowska’s words:  

 

The aristocratic woman declines in the name of fashion; Wollstonecraft’s ideal – a 
middle class female ascetic, a born rationalist – would practice renunciation in order to 
transcend the slavery precipitated by the dictates of sexual character. […] 
Wollstonecraft embraces a version of […] hyperintellectual transcendence of 
corporeality; the notion that bourgeois women should cultivate delicacy, understood as 
control of appetite and other bodily functions, while developing their capacity for 
reason (Badowska 289).  
 

 Badowska is only one critic amongst many who insist on Wollstonecraft’s apparent 

hostility toward the eroticized body: Johnson, for instance, writes about her “suspicion of 

sexuality” (Johnson Equivocal Beings 23), and Ogawa claims that she “derides the sensual 

body and tries to naturalise female sensibility” (Ogawa 5 – 6) in her early writing. Barbara 

Taylor also remarks on the fact that Wollstonecraft’s attitude toward sexuality has been 

criticized by modern scholars for its self-denying asceticism; however, she points out at the 

same time that it would be a gross oversimplification to believe that erotic desire is entirely 

missing from Wollstonecraft’s oeuvre (Taylor 112). Erotic desire is indeed present in 

Wollstonecraft’s writing, and it is strongly related to the experience of the sexualized body in 

motherhood. 

 
3.8. Wollstonecraft writing motherhood: Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman 
 

The birth of Wollstonecraft’s last novel was a problematic one: in this it might be compared 

to the birth of her second daughter which led to her untimely death. She left the novel 

unfinished – could only write one third of it, though she had been working on it for a year 

then and as Meghan Burke postulates she “literally died into it” (Burke Mothers 25). A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman had been another work based on the writer’s personal 

and, more importantly, bodily experiences. As Wollstonecraft wrote to William Roscoe (6 Oct 

1791): “I will send you a more faithful sketch – a book that I am now writing [A Vindication 

of the Rights of Woman], in which I myself appear, head and heart – but this is between 

ourselves – pray respect a woman’s secret.” (qtd Meghan Burke Mothers 84). In contrast to 

Maria, she wrote A Vindication in a mere six weeks and at the time her attitude to childbirth 

was fundamentally different; she was very confident about it after giving birth to her first 
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daughter, Fanny in France out of wedlock and she often ridiculed English ladies who kept to 

their chamber for a full month after delivery (Youngquist 156).  She describes it in her letter 

to a friend as follows: “nothing could be more natural or easy than my labour – still it is not 

smooth work – … this struggle of nature is rendered much more cruel by the ignorance and 

affectation of women” (qtd Youngquist 157). As we can see, Wollstonecraft’s attitude to 

maternity and writing had undergone essential reconsiderations after her residence in France 

and her failed affair with Gilbert Imlay. Writing, maternity and, on the whole, writing about 

the female body was natural to her in the early years of her career as a writer and as a woman; 

however, sexual experience reshaped her sexualized maternal body which caused much pain 

to her: she lost faith in the empowerment of motherhood.  

Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman is a novel deeply entangled in bodily issues, and 

most importantly it is concerned with the mother’s body. At the very beginning of the novel, 

we encounter Maria as a body: her character is constructed exclusively of bodily sensations; 

she is made up exclusively of visual (“Her infant’s image was continually floating on Maria’s 

sight” 7), auditorial (“She heard her half speaking, half cooing” 7), and tactile images (“felt 

the little twinkling fingers on her burning bosom” 7). All these bodily sensations are invoked 

in Maria by remembering her lost child; therefore, Maria is not constituted as a female body, 

but as a sexualized maternal body. Maria is a female body, Claudia Johnson says, “abused in 

its uniquely female sentiments [i.e. her child torn from her] and hindered in its uniquely 

female physical functions [in breastfeeding] (“Mary Wollstonecraft’s Novels” 198 – 199). 

Most prominent of all her bodily sensations is the mother’s “burning bosom” (MWW 7) which 

is not relieved of its excess of milk; therefore, it is the major site of motherhood on the 

maternal body. The mother’s burning bosom was a sensation Wollstonecraft was quite 

familiar with: as Meghan Burke informs us, Wollstonecraft after having given birth to her 

second daughter, Mary, couldn’t suckle her because the infection caused by puerperal fever 

contaminated her milk; therefore, she suckled puppies to relieve her painfully swollen breasts 

of the extra nutriment (Meghan Burke Mothers 11). The image of Wollstonecraft suckling 

puppies connected with that of the mother shut up in a mental asylum might bring in mind 

another peculiar image of a mother from contemporary literature: Wordsworth’s mad mother. 

The poem (“The Mad Mother”, published in Lyrical Ballads 1798) depicts a woman 

wandering in the countryside with a new-born babe on her arm and constantly cooing, singing 

to him. The mother tells her baby that he is the only reason for her being alive (“To thee I 

know too much I owe” l. 19. and “Thou art thy mother's only joy” l. 42.), and her only 

concern is the child (“For he was here, and only he” l. 30.). The mother seems to be ceasing to 
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exist as a separate entity; the wholeness of her body and mind is engendered by her physical 

connection with her child; breastfeeding in particular: 

 
Suck, little babe, oh suck again! 
It cools my blood; it cools my brain; 
Thy lips I feel them, baby! they 
Draw from my heart the pain away. 
Oh! press me with thy little hand; 
It loosens something at my chest; 
About that tight and deadly band 
I feel thy little fingers press'd. 
The breeze I see is in the tree; 
It comes to cool my babe and me. ll. 31 – 40. 

 

Breastfeeding ensures the desired connection with the child and provides the mother 

with the vision of wholeness: should she be forced to part with him, she would relapse into a 

state of frenzy. The mad mother recounts the same image of belonging (“press me with thy 

little hand”) as Maria feeling the “little twinkling fingers on her burning bosom”. However, 

even though the mother feels she can only find sanity in mothering her child, it is precisely 

maternity that engenders her insanity. Wordsworth’s mad mother claims she had a dream 

vision of “fiendish faces one, two, three/ Hung at my breasts, and pulled at me”, but then she 

wakes up and sees her flesh and blood boy and the sight cools her fiery brain. What she is 

unable to understand perhaps, is the fact that on an unconscious level she actually detests 

breastfeeding and motherhood, and the suckling fiends are not other but the representation of 

her child that suckles the mother’s body dry and eliminates her being a separate identity. 

Copjec points out that breastfeeding is an image of vampirism (33) and the fiendish faces that 

dangle on the mother’s breast point to this kind of parasitic connection. On the surface of the 

mother’s text, motherhood is depicted as a cooling and mutually satisfying relationship 

between mother and child; however, the dream text, the unconscious text of the mother tells 

us otherwise. The two mental states, the conscious when the mother suckles the child and it 

protects her from insanity and she protects him from harm, and the unconscious when the 

mother’s brain is on fire and the child reappears in the form of suckling beasts causing pain to 

the mother as he pulls at her breast, exist simultaneously in the mother’s mind as well as in 

the text of the poem. The unconscious level is definitely suppressed by the speaker, the 

mother, but it does resurface and slips out in unguarded moments; for instance, when the 

mother alludes to the craggy rocks and the sea below that might engulf the child if she 

happened to kill him. On the mother’s unconscious level, it seems she tries to console her 
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child and ensures him that she would protect him from all harm (“And do not dread the waves 

below,/ When o'er the sea-rock's edge we go;” ll. 43 – 44.), but it might also indicate the 

mother’s desire to leap into the abyss in order to get rid of the maternal body that causes her 

so much suffering. The speaker of the poem also connects motherhood and abandonment by 

the husband when the mother says:  

 

Thy father cares not for my breast, 
'Tis thine, sweet baby, there to rest: 
'Tis all thine own! and if its hue 
Be changed, that was so fair to view, 
'Tis fair enough for thee, my dove! ll. 61 – 65. 

 

The breast, once the site of marital sexuality and bodily pleasure has been abandoned 

by the father to be replaced by the pains of motherhood represented by the suckling child. 

Once the line of beauty, the breasts are now dangling withered, good enough for the child but 

no longer of interest to the husband. The fact that the mother mentions the father first and his 

abandoning the breast speaks about the woman’s sorrow over this loss, and though there is a 

substitute, it does not bring back the sexual pleasure and enjoyment of bodily contact with the 

father.  

It is worth noting the similarities between Wordsworth’s mad mother and 

Wollstonecraft’s Maria: both have been abandoned by their husbands and both experience 

motherhood as painful and solitary. At the beginning of both texts, it seems that both mothers 

cherish maternity since the mad mother tells about the cooling sensation breastfeeding causes 

them and also speaks about motherhood as if it was a shelter of mutual reliance that protects 

both mother and child, whereas Maria is pining for breastfeeding her child whose image 

constantly floats on Maria’s mind. However, just as the mad mother lets slip an unconscious 

hatred for the maternal body, an unnatural desire to eliminate that body and blaming her child 

for taking the place of the husband, Maria’s similar thoughts will also rise to the surface in a 

number of instances. 

 
3.9. The experience of motherhood as a prison 
 

Wordsworth’s poem, “The Mad Mother” renders motherhood a dangerous and anomalous 

form of existence, and as such it is in accord with contemporary views on the maternal body 

and maternity itself. As Meghan Burke explains, “eighteenth-century England saw an influx 

in the number of ways motherhood could be rendered unnatural by its very ties to women’s 
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bodies, which were represented as being susceptible to all that was uncontrollable and 

irrational: illicit sexuality, ignorance, passions, madness, disease and even murderous desires” 

(Meghan Burke Mothers vi). Burke also insists that Wollstonecraft tried to resist and protest 

with her text “the pathologization and mechanization of maternity that had occurred within 

their culture” (vi). In my reading, however, Wollstonecraft did not try to protect maternity; on 

the contrary, she attempted to escape the maternal body. In her life she attempted to do so 

after the birth of her first daughter, and she did it precisely because Imlay had abandoned her. 

Like the mad mother of Wordsworth’s poem, who wanders in the forest to retrieve her 

husband, Wollstonecraft with Fanny on her arms, travelled through Europe to find Imlay in 

the arms of another woman back in England. Her second encounter with maternity did indeed 

prove fatal for her. 

As for the title character of her last novel, Maria has been shut up in the mental asylum 

by her husband so that he could confiscate her property. However, her being locked up in a 

madhouse might be interpreted by the fact that as a woman she has already fulfilled her role in 

society that is she has given birth to an heir, though a daughter; therefore, her body is 

disposable. When Séllei analyses the fate of women in Wuthering Heights, she claims that 

Frances’s body is “disposed of at the moment it fulfils its only function – giving birth to a 

male heir i.e. ensuring patriarchal lineage: laws and rules of culture only accept this from a 

woman’s body, and the moment she fulfils this function, her body and its uncontrollable 

functions are no longer needed” (Séllei, “What is Heathcliff?” 27). 

Madhouses were typically the places where illicit sexualities were hidden from public 

view and were hermetically separated so that they would not contaminate normative sexual 

behaviour. As Foucault explains, “[i]t was truly necessary to make room for illegitimate 

sexualities, let them take their infernal mischief elsewhere, to a place where they could be 

reintegrated. The brothel and the mental hospital would be those places of tolerance: the 

prostitute, the client and the pimp, together with the psychiatrist and the hysteric” (Foucault 

4). It is clear from Foucault’s argument that the prostitute and the hysteric basically belonged 

to the same category; both were ostracized by patriarchal society and both were associated 

with female bodies in need of correction. Hysteria, in the eighteenth century, was traced back 

to various causes including an addiction to onanism: the most well-known proponent of this 

view was the respectable professor of medicine, Samuel-Auguste Tissot who, in his 

influential treatise, Onanism; or a Treatise Upon the Disorders produced by Masturbation: 

Or, the Dangerous Effects of Secret and Excessive Venery (1760) claimed that masturbation 

might produce an addiction in women and girls and it might lead to a variety of diseases 
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including hysteria, jaundice and melancholy (Tissot 28). Tissot, as well as other physicians of 

the period also believed that masturbation produced a state of excessive sexual desire they 

called satyriasis in the male, and nymphomania in the female. Masturbating women and girls 

risk uterine fury, a condition that turns them into lascivious brutes (Tissot 96). Masturbation, 

hysteria, prostitution, nymphomania were all capped under the term “illicit sexualities”, and 

they were usually traced back to the same cause, especially in women: a lively imagination. 

The French physician, Bienville, whose treatise on nymphomania was the first ever written on 

the subject, for instance, ascribes great powers to the imagination in the development of 

sexual disorders (G.S. Rousseau 98). As Bienville put it: “It is the imagination that is almost 

always the mother of the greater part of the passions and their overflow” (qtd G.S. Rousseau 

98).  

During the progress of the plot it turns out that Maria is typically a woman 

characterized by a lively imagination. When Wollstonecraft refers to the wrongs of woman in 

the title of her novel, she precisely means women entrapped by the turns of their 

imaginations; it is the danger she warned young girls of in reading romances. Maria, with her 

first choice for a husband has already fallen into the trap of her wayward imagination: based 

on one instance of charity, Maria has attributed the characteristics of a hero to George 

Venables, only to become disillusioned by her husband’s “real face” (MWW 74). Her second 

choice is again prompted by her imagination; after she receives some books from the 

mysterious fellow prisoner, her fancy immediately begins to sketch the outlines of a romantic 

tale: “They come, said she, perhaps from a wretch condemned, like me, to reason on the 

nature of madness” and “fancy, treacherous fancy, began to sketch a character, congenial with 

her own, from these shadowy outlines” (MWW 18). Ford points out that four of the five 

possible endings of Maria provide renewed betrayal and failure (192); Darnford abandons her 

so in the end he doesn’t turn out to be the generous hero of Maria’ earlier daydreams 

conceived of in the madhouse, and the most often cited ending to the novel offers the vision 

of a purely female community with Maria and Jemima raising Maria’s daughter. As Anne K. 

Mellor thoughtfully observes, the title of the novel “warns women of their errors of 

judgement, especially their evaluation of the character of their partners. Maria’s error is her 

excessive sensibility or enthusiasm that leads to her unquestioned assumption that Darnford, 

her fellow-prisoner in the madhouse is a romance-hero” (Mellor, “Introduction to Maria” 

xiv). 

Wollstonecraft obviously blames Maria’s “wayward heart” (MWW 19) for these 

romantic turns of the mind, but it is also emphasized that Maria is “confined to these 
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speculations” (MWW 19 emphasis mine); therefore, we might assume that it is women’s 

confined and circumscribed situation that conditions their bad choices. Maria’s confinement is 

two-fold in the novel: on the one hand her body is incarcerated in a mental asylum, on the 

other, she is confined by motherhood. Motherhood is obviously a confining experience, since 

the period from the start of the labour until the actual delivery is called confinement, but 

Charles White (1785) throws some light on how confining an experience confinement 

actually was for eighteenth-century mothers: 

 
[The woman is] covered up close in bed with additional cloaths [sic], the curtains are 
drawn round the bed, and pinned together, every crevice in the windows and door is 
stopped close, not excepting even the key hole, […] and the good woman is not 
suffered to put her arm, or even her nose out of the bed, for fear of catching cold […]. 
She is confined to a horizontal position for many days together, whereby both the 
stools and lochia are prevented from having a free exit (qtd Meghan Burke Mothers 
50). 

 

Based on this description of lying-in, we might assume that confinement for an 

eighteenth-century mother was an essentially limiting and hugely uncomfortable affair: she 

was shut up in a room, confined to a bed the curtains of which covered her view, and she was 

forced to lie in a horizontal position that exposed her body for the prying eyes and hands of 

the male midwives since, as I have already referred to it before, this traditionally female craft 

has been usurped by men from the eighteenth century on. After the delivery, women are again 

confined to the role of mothers and housewives with no legal rights to their private property: 

either their bodies or the fruit of those bodies that is their children. The famous Blackstone 

laws were summarized by the Victorian social reformer, Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon in 

her A Brief Summary in Plain Language of the Most Important Laws Concerning Women; 

Together with a Few Observations Thereon (1854) as follows: 

 

A man and wife are one person in law; the wife loses all her rights as a single woman, 
and her existence is entirely absorbed in that of her husband. He is civilly responsible 
for her acts; she lives under his protection or cover, and her condition is called 
coverture. […] A woman’s body belongs to her husband; she is in his custody, and he 
can enforce his right by a writ of habeas corpus. […] What was her personal property 
before marriage, such as money in hand, money at the bank, jewels, household goods, 
clothes, etc., becomes absolutely her husband’s, and he may assign or dispose of them 
at his pleasure whether he and his wife live together or not. […] The legal custody of 
children belongs to the father. During the life-time of a sane father, the mother has no 
right over her children, except a limited power over infants, and the father may take 
them from her and dispose of them as he thinks fit. (qtd Mellor, “Introduction to 
Maria” v – vi) 
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In other words, marriage meant a total negation/elimination of the female body and the 

autonomous female self to eighteenth-century women. Bodichon alludes to that “limited 

power” women have over their infants, by which we must understand breastfeeding; and it 

does correspond to the double standard maternity has been measured with. As I have referred 

to it above, maternity has been viewed from two contrasting perspectives: on the one hand, it 

was an empowering experience for women since they were counted upon in a patriarchal 

society and their ability to reproduce heirs to the patriarchal lineage made their body value 

reasonably high. This perspective is the one emphasized by the revolutionary Liberty figure of 

Delacroix’s painting: the buxom mother with her naked breast has the power and freedom to 

fight for the rights of women. Delacroix’s Liberty brings together two contrary aspects of 

womanhood: the fighting Amazon who moves into battle with one breast bared as 

traditionally shown on Greek statues and reliefs (Hickman 11) and the nursing mother who 

sacrifices her life and autonomy for her infant. Spooner interprets this image of Liberty in a 

similar way: she argues that by the time of the Gothic novel and the French Revolution, the 

exposure of a single breast had come to represent “self-forgetful female zeal”, “heroism” and 

“sacrifice” (Hickman 40). I believe Wollstonecraft viewed maternity from the other 

perspective: she did not see it as a liberating experience, just the contrary; she understood it as 

a male practice to exploit and enslave the female body limiting it to mere materiality. In the 

following section I’m trying to substantiate this hypothesis. 

 

3.10. The madhouse as a metaphor for maternity 
 

Psychosis and maternity are strongly related in feminist thought. As Elaine Showalter argues 

in her discussion of Victorian medicine in The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and 

English Culture 1830 – 1980, the diseases of periodicity meant that 

 

[w]omen were more vulnerable to insanity than men … [T]he instability of their 
reproductive systems interfered with their sexual, emotional and rational control. In 
contrast to the rather vague and uncertain concepts of insanity in general which 
Victorian psychiatry produced, theories of female insanity were specifically and 
confidently linked to the biological crises of the female life-cycle – puberty, 
pregnancy, childbirth and menopause – during which the mind would be weakened 
and the symptoms of insanity might emerge. This connection between the female 
reproductive and nervous systems led to the condition nineteenth-century physicians 
called “reflex insanity in women” (Showalter 7) 
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For Wollstonecraft, it seems, the madhouse served as a metaphor for maternity itself. 

It is here that Maria acknowledges her body as a maternal body with her bosom overflowing 

with her milk and feeling her infant with every part of her body. Langbauer actually reads the 

madhouse in the novel as a place dominated by what Kristeva calls the “maternal chora” 

(Kristeva In the Beginning 6). By the maternal chora Kristeva means the utterances of infants, 

as well as the responses of the maternal body to these utterances; in short, that “uncertain and 

indeterminate articulation” that is aligned with the semiotic (Langbauer 213) which is, in turn, 

related to the pre-oedipal, the maternal as opposed to the symbolic which is aligned with 

language, signification and the law of the father. Langbauer reads Maria’s madhouse as 

symbolic of the maternal chora because “there is a constant babble, incessant ravings, human 

voices without meaning” (214). However, we should also realize to what extent Maria is 

embarrassed by her surroundings: getting out of her cell is a rare treat for her since she is not 

allowed to walk in the garden, yet when she is let out of her cell to walk the corridor of her 

prison, she recoils at the sight of the other inmates: 

 

Sometimes, with a strict injunction of silence, Jemima would allow Maria, at the close 
of evening, to stray along the narrow avenues that separated the dungeon-like 
apartments, leaning on her arm. What a change of scene! Maria wished to pass the 
threshold of her prison, yet, when by chance she met the eye of rage glaring on her, yet 
unfaithful to its office, she shrunk back with more horror and affright, than if she had 
stumbled over a mangled corpse […] The petrified figures she had seen disturbed her 
mind, and “made her wish to sleep to dream no more” (MWW 17).  

 

It is important to note that Maria recoils at the very physicality (mangled corpse) and 

earthiness (petrifaction) of the madhouse; therefore, if we interpret the asylum as a maternal 

place, a symbol of motherhood itself, we can see that what Maria fears most is the reduction 

of her own self to stony essence, and as such Maria’s fear represents Wollstonecraft’s 

rejection of the triad of maternity-matter-materiality. Maria is equally abhorred at the ravings 

of a “lovely maniac who has been married to a rich old man, against her inclinations, and as a 

result of his treatment or some other thing that hung on her mind, she lost her senses during 

her first lying-in” (MWW 20 – 21). As we see, psychosis and maternity are strongly related to 

each other in the case of this woman; it was her lying-in motherhood that confined her in a 

madhouse and made her part of the maternal chora where her sorrowful strain is the only 

language left for her. The shrieks of the madwomen in the mental asylum are also 

autobiographical as Wollstonecraft’s sister, Eliza had similar ravings after having fallen into a 

state of post-partum depression (Meghan Burke Mothers 28); therefore, Wollstonecraft had 
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personal experience regarding the destructive effects of confinement; and maternity in 

general.  

To describe the new inmate of the madhouse and women in general, Maria uses the 

metaphor of a flower torn and broken by stormy elements (“Woman, fragile flower! why were 

you suffered to adorn a world so exposed to the inroad of such stormy elements?” MWW 20); 

an image that brings to our mind another woman ravished in her autonomy and confined for 

life in maternity: William Blake’s Oothoon. In the argument to the Visions of the Daughters 

of Albion (1794), Oothoon makes the bold decision to pluck Leutha’s flower, which act is 

interpreted by Csikós as her sexual awakening: Oothoon claims a right to her body and what 

is more significant here, she is not ashamed of it (“I loved Theotormon,/ And I was not 

ashamed”); that is why Csikós calls it “an unprecedentedly bold claim” (Csikós “Or wert 

thou” 44). As Oothoon sets out to find her beloved and consummate her love, she is 

intercepted by Bromion, the thunder-god who rapes her, takes her virginity and gets her 

pregnant. One of the etchings accompanying the poem (Fig 5) shows Ooothoon and Bromion 

chained back to back, crouching in a cave, while the helpless Theotormon is lamenting at the 

mouth of the cave. The cave being symbolic of the womb of the earth, hence motherhood, 

with Oothoon as a pregnant female body incarcerated inside it, represents the “trap of 

motherhood” (Ford 189) that takes away trembling sexual desire and transforms it into 

suffering and confinement. Knowing that Wollstonecraft was quite familiar with Blake’s texts 

since they belonged to the same literary circle and responded to each other’s work in a 

number of ways, it would not be far-fetched to assume that Maria’s apostrophizing woman as 

the fragile flower exposed, raped by the stormy elements is a direct reference to Blake’s text.  

It seems clear that confined and petrified maternal bodies cause a high degree of 

frustration to both Wollstonecraft and her characters, and it is because a woman who fought 

for the intellectual ascendancy of womanhood could not bear the thought of being reduced to 

a state of abhumanness. The maternal body with all its fluctuating mutability rejects that 

rational control Wollstonecraft so proudly brandished in her writing; whereas this lack of 

control and rationality, Hurley argues, “her liability to pathological mental states renders her a 

Thing, an abhuman creature. The female body is inescapably corporeal, bounded within the 

grossness of the material world” (Hurley 120). Wollstonecraft was likened to an animal on at 

least one occasion, when Walpole referred to her as a “hyena in petticoats”, and 

Wollstonecraft herself contemplates married life with motherhood at its centre, in one of her 

letters written to Imlay, comparing the relationship of parents and child to that amongst the 

“feathered race”: she writes that “[a]mongst the feathered race, whilst the hen keeps the young 
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warm, her mate stays by to cheer her” (qtd Keane 35 – 36). Maria similarly describes herself 

as a bird caught in a trap in marriage: “in my haste to escape from a temporary dependence 

and expand my newly fledged wings, in an unknown sky, I had been caught in a trap, and 

caged for life” (MWW 77). Interestingly, Blake also regarded the bird as the epitome of 

woman confined in marriage: his poem, “How sweet I roam’d” thematizes precisely the 

abhumanness women are reduced to by marriage and motherhood since it juxtaposes sexual 

liberty represented by freedom of movement and space (“How sweet I roam’d from field to 

field,/ And tasted all the summer’s pride” Selected 45) with married life as a caged existence: 

 

He caught me in his silken net, 
And shut me in his golden cage. 
 
He loves to sit and hear me sing, 
Then, laughing, sports and plays with me; 
Then stretches out my golden wing, 
And mocks my loss of liberty (Selected 46). 

 

Punter interprets this poem as one about the monstrosity of a woman trapped and 

tricked into marriage (“Blake, Trauma and the Female” 482), and argues that the woman’s 

confinement is twofold: on the one hand, by marriage she is transformed into a bird and is 

forced to live a caged life for good, on the other she is abandoned by the poet, as well: her 

monstrosity “leaves nothing recognizably human to grasp unto” (“Blake, Trauma and the 

Female” 482), hence the poem ends with the woman’s loss of liberty and her reduction to 

abhumanness. Another instance of abhumanness in Blake’s poetry occurs in the Visions 

discussed before: when Oothoon gets pregnant by Bromion and is, as a result, abandoned by 

Theotormon, she can no longer make a human response; she cannot weep, “she can only howl 

– she becomes a monster because she has been confronted with a traumatic situation to which 

her culturation has provided her with no solution” (Punter “Blake, Trauma and the Female” 

485). Women articulate the traumatic experience of maternity either by singing (like Blake’s 

bird-woman in the cage and Wollstonecraft’s new inmate in her cell in the asylum), or by 

howling (as Oothoon does after the rape or as the madwomen in Maria’s mental asylum). 

Their response is mostly inarticulate as Kristeva described the maternal chora or at best 

fragmented: in this respect, Wollstonecraft’s unfinished novel should be regarded as her 

inarticulate articulation of her maternal experience. Godwin criticized Wollstonecraft’s lack 

of control over language and her problems with grammar (Langbauer 214), which suggests 

that she did have problems with the language of the father; as a mother she could not enter the 
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symbolic but had to do with the maternal chora. Many feminist scholars maintain that it was 

no problem for Wollstonecraft since it was motherhood itself that enabled her writing in the 

first place, as Ford argues “motherhood has been the language through which modern 

feminism has understood itself” (Ford 189). Langbauer also believes that motherhood is 

precisely the kind of “sexual experience that enables women’s writing” (212) arguing that 

“Maria’s maternity provides her with the ability and the occasion for writing: on the one hand 

she writes to pass along her experience, but she also writes to maintain her identity as a 

mother” (212). Wollstonecraft repeating and altering a scene when a child utters its first word; 

the name of the parent (i.e. the scene when Maria recounts the story of an infant son who lisps 

‘papa’ to an absent father and one of the endings of the novel in which Maria’s baby is being 

restored to her, who utters the word ‘mamma’), she moves from the symbolic to the semiotic; 

from the Name of the Father to the Name of the Mother (Langbauer 209); in other words, she 

establishes a typically feminine way of writing, a literature of her own. According to Meghan 

Burke, Wollstonecraft was in search for just this kind of maternal discourse and realized that 

the maternal body “represents a possibility that women can develop a new alternative 

discourse to the patriarchal one” (Meghan Burke Mothers 8). Maggie Kilgour is another 

scholar who maintains the idea that Wollstonecraft embraced her maternity since it enabled 

her writing when she claims that Wollstonecraft found that women’s bodily experience, 

otherwise dangerous because “allied with appetite” and may “lead to madness” (Kilgour 93), 

is “redeemed in the act of mothering, as breast-feeding provides Wollstonecraft an image for 

physical contact sublimated into a safely non-sexual and socially serviceable form” (Kilgour 

94). Maria’s wish to “be a father as well as a mother” (MWW 114) might be interpreted as 

Wollstonecraft’s desire to articulate her maternal experiences in a language comparable to 

patriarchal discourse, and in Langbauer’s views she did indeed succeed in that: 

 

[Maria, and through her Wollstonecraft, as well] is both inside and outside romances; 
she is both semiotic and symbolic, paternal and maternal: she is in command of 
language even to speaking new terms for her own self-definition, to breaking with 
romance’s ignorance and immaturity, and at the same time subverting language’s 
order and meaning, partaking of the romance of the infantile and the unutterable. […] 
She is both the one who knows – what Jane Gallop calls the phallic mother, and the 
one outside of and undercutting knowledge – the maternal chora (Langbauer 215).  

 

Scholars like Langbauer and Kilgour, therefore, consider Maria a novel that 

adumbrates Wollstonecraft’s program to produce writing out of the maternal body; or to use 

Helen Cixous’s famous exhortations, that “women must write through their bodies [using] the 
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mother’s milk” (165 – 166). These studies, however, miss the ambivalence Wollstonecraft 

showed toward the maternal body in general and her own maternal body in particular. Claudia 

Johnson grasps onto this problem when she claims that while the Rights of Woman assumed 

that the female body and its desires “can be subsumed under masculinity, Maria begins to 

wonder whether the female body can be treated as a solution” (Johnson, “Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s Novels” 199).  

 

3.11. Escaping the maternal body 
 

Anne K. Mellor claims that Mary Shelley was probably the first woman writer to write about 

her own anxiety about maternity and pregnancy because before her women writers considered 

pregnancy and childbirth taboo subjects to be discussed before an overwhelmingly male 

audience (Mellor, Mary Shelley 41). Reading Maria, however, we cannot agree with Mellor, 

since as we see, Maria is a novel written by a mother in which she tries to articulate her 

anxiety about motherhood via creating images of escape from maternity. I have already 

discussed before how confining experience motherhood was for eighteenth-century women, 

and it certainly was for Wollstonecraft. In the “Author’s Preface” to Maria, Wollstonecraft 

continually refers to her text as her child/conception: she believes that the audience will not 

see it as the “abortion of a distempered fancy” (MWW 5), but she also emphasizes that this 

conception “restrained [her] fancy” (MWW 5), and that “matrimonial despotism of heart […] 

degrade the mind” (MWW 5). The heart, Spacks notes, was a euphemism for sexual passion 

and physicality in eighteenth-century fiction (Spacks 36), but when Wollstonecraft writes the 

“matrimonial despotism of heart” she clearly refers to sexual passion confined in matrimony. 

The married and maternal body becomes a symbol of confinement for her, and this restricted 

body in turn results in the restriction of the mind and its liberating powers. Writing about the 

maternal body that restrains Wollstonecraft’s view is reflected by Maria’s condition in the 

madhouse: her view is equally restricted by the walls of her prison, which prison is 

motherhood itself. Her wish to escape that prison is articulated through a number of images in 

the novel. Her thoughts about her child always petrify her and reduce her to the state of those 

other petrified bodies around her that evoke so much horror in her. When she contemplates 

her lost child, she feels she has been “stunned” (MWW 8) but then she tries to fight off 

petrifaction and asks herself: “what was to be her employment in her dreary cell? Was it not 

to effect her escape […]? (MWW 8). Later, Maria again alludes to “the want of occupation” 

which is even more painful than the actual pressure or apprehension of sorrow, and the 



96 
 

confinement that froze her into a nook of existence” (MWW 11). Lack of employment is an 

important notion in the novel and it is again connected to the passivity of the maternal body, 

since maternal tasks, Meghan Burke says, “encouraged middle-class and upper-class women 

to enjoy a passive economy of leisure instead of becoming active members of society” 

(Mothers 14). Therefore, when Maria enquires herself what her employment will be in her 

dreary cell in which her mind is constantly closed up by her being a mother, she voices her 

intention to fight off the inertia of the body engendered by maternity. Burke goes on to claim 

that it was especially important after the French Revolution to control female behaviour as 

“revolutionary actions in France threatened female propriety” (Meghan Burke Mothers 14 – 

15). The most prominent image of tyranny in France, the Bastille, also occurs in the novel as a 

symbol of the enslavement of women in marriage: when Maria states that “marriage had 

bastilled [her] for life” (MWW 87) she indicates more than merely insisting that “British 

women are but legal slaves” as Mellor suggests (“Introduction to Maria” ix). When Maria 

uses the image of oppression to describe her condition in marriage, she also remarks that “my 

heart died within me; my desire of improvement became languid and baleful, corroding 

melancholy took possession of my soul” (MWW 87). If heart can be equated with sexual 

passion, marriage and its inevitable result, motherhood kills precisely that liberating passion 

in Maria, as well as intellectual desire to be an active member of society, replacing these with 

the inertia of the maternal body. Motherhood did indeed seem to exclude intellectual 

accomplishments in eighteenth-century thought; contemporary drawings, Londa Schiebinger 

informs us, always depicted the female skull smaller than the male to prove that women’s 

intellectual capabilities were inferior to those of men, and the female pelvis larger to prove 

that women were destined for motherhood (Schiebinger 43).  

When Maria throws off the stupor engendered by contemplating her child, and begins 

to think about taking action, “her sleeping spirit” is roused and “her self-possession” returns 

(MWW 8). ‘Self-possession’ seems a keyword in Wollstonecraft’s vocabulary as it refers to 

the autonomous female self, a monad in itself standing in juxtaposition to the penetrated 

pregnant or confined maternal body that carries an appendix in or with itself. Badowska 

believes that Wollstonecraft was especially anxious about the boundaries of the female body 

and self: in the worst case, she takes in everything from the outside and it produces unnatural 

bodies of women; intoxicated by flatteries, corrupted physically, mentally, and morally. 

Furthermore, it is not only between men and women that safe bodily boundaries should be 

maintained, but also between woman and woman, otherwise they would fall prey to those 

nasty tricks and habits that boarding school girls learn from each other – clearly meaning 
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homosexual or masturbatory practices (Badowska 293 – 294). We can complement 

Badowska’s list with the boundary between mother and child: if it is true that “breast is the 

appendage of the body from which we separate ourselves in order to constitute ourselves as 

subjects” (Copjec 34), then Wollstonecraft believed that the mother had to separate herself 

from her own maternal body in order to re-establish her autonomous female self.  

This re-establishment, however, is constantly hindered by Maria’s recollections of her 

child in the novel. When she turns to the intellectual pleasure of reading, “her thoughts would 

often wander from the subject she was led to discuss, and tears of maternal tenderness 

obscured the reasoning page” (MWW 14). Tears are among the three fluids that the female 

form is composed of in Blake’s The Book of Urizen (“The globe of life blood trembled/ 

Branching out into roots;/ Fib'rous, writhing upon the winds;/Fibres of blood, milk and tears;/ 

In pangs, eternity on eternity./ At length in tears & cries imbodied/ A female form trembling 

and pale…”(Plate 18) 1794), where milk stands for maternal nurturing, tears for feminine 

sensibility and blood for female sexuality (Alan Richardson 15). Milk has already been 

mentioned; when at the beginning of the novel Maria’s body is established as a maternal body 

by referring to her bosom overflowing with milk. Interestingly, whenever maternity, or 

maternal feelings are discussed in the novel, Wollstonecraft deliberately uses the word 

‘bosom’: Maria’s “burning bosom” overflowing with milk (MWW 7), or when she tells 

Jemima about her child being torn from her, “the woman awoke in [Jemima’s] bosom” 

(MWW 12). Csikós remarks on the difference between bosom and breast in Oothoon’s 

language, where bosom refers to the seat of desire and physicality, whereas breast is the seat 

of affections and private thoughts (Csikós “Or wert thou” 47 – 48), which indicates that 

Wollstonecraft does not seem to associate motherhood with tender affections but rather with 

reduction to mere physicality. Tears, as symbols of feminine sensibility, also carry negative 

connotations for Wollstonecraft: as I have already mentioned it, she spoke very heatedly 

against feminine sensibility in The Cave of Fancy, and in Maria it is precisely this sensibility 

that obscures “the reasoning page” that is hinder woman from intellectual improvement. 

When the image of her child usurps the place of intellect in Maria’s mind, “she labours to 

steel her bosom” (MWW 14); that is she attempts to hermetically shut her body against the 

contagion of maternity.  

The possibility for Maria’s escape from maternity (and from the madhouse) gets 

suddenly improved when she learns about the presence of Darnford in the asylum. Her 

imagination immediately seizes on the man, and it is important to note that first it is only the 

possibility of intellectual communion with him that enflames Maria’s imagination since she 
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becomes interested in him by reading his side notes on the pages of his books. Even at this 

stage of their relationship, Darnford begins to push maternity into the background of Maria’s 

mind: when she goes to bed one night, she dreams about her child, “yet woke exactly at five 

o’clock” (when she knew Darnford would be walking in the garden) “and starting up, only 

wrapped a gown around her, and ran to the window” (MWW 20). When she fails to catch a 

glimpse of him, she feels disappointed and also ashamed that even for a moment the chance of 

a new love could make her forget motherhood. The window, however, from then on, will play 

a prominent role in the text, being the exact site of escape from maternity toward liberated 

sexuality. After reading Rousseau’s New Heloise she cannot sleep so she opens her window: 

“The air swept across her face with voluptuous freshness that thrilled to her heart, awakening 

indefinable emotions, she felt happy but then when she returns to her dispirited couch she is 

depressed again by thoughts of her child till “the broad glare of day again invited her to the 

window” (MWW 22). The “voluptuous freshness” of the open air engenders sexual awakening 

which makes her happy, and this emotion is sharply contrasted to the depression and 

dispiritedness that the thought of her child evokes in her. The next step toward Maria’s 

embracing her newly-found sexual liberty occurs when the window is half-open and she hears 

Darnford’s voice: “She started back, trembling […] she found she could think of nothing else; 

or, if she thought of her daughter, it was to wish that she had a father whom her mother could 

respect and love” (MWW 23). Trembling as a sign of awakening sexual desire also maintains 

the idea that motherhood is gradually fading into the background, and Maria’s sexual desire 

struggles to the front. So far, the walls of her cell locked Maria in; the walls that represent the 

imprisonment of maternity, while the window ensures Maria’s chance of escape: it is through 

the window that she catches her first glimpse of Darnford, and when Darnford discovers 

Maria’s window “he made her, behind his keepers, a profound bow of respect and 

recognition” (MWW 25). Wollstonecraft describes their getting in touch through the window 

as an “intercourse” (MWW 25) which metaphorically should be interpreted as sexual 

intercourse. Sexual desire, liberated from the manacles of maternity and marriage is not 

restricted, however, to Maria’s relationship with Darnford: it also occurs at a point in her first 

marriage when she declares it to her husband that she wants to separate. George Venables 

locks the door on her, and: 

 

I rose, and shook myself; opened the window, and methought the air never smelled so 
sweet. The face of heaven grew fairer as I viewed it, and the clouds seemed to flit 
away obedient to my wishes, to give my soul room to expand. I was all soul, and (wild 
as it may appear) felt as if I could have dissolved in the soft balmy gale that kissed my 
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cheek, or have glided below the horizon on the glowing, descending beams. (MWW 
96) 

 

In this passage, the window is again connected to sexual desire (the wind kisses her 

cheek) but also a liberation from materiality in general: Maria’s describing her experience as 

her being “all soul” and dissolving in that “balmy gale” that kisses her cheek seems to 

indicate that for her bodily experience outside the fetters of marriage and motherhood means 

freedom. This claim is further substantiated by the passage in which Maria writes down her 

“pleasure of […] being wrapped in [herself]” when sleeping alone on the sofa (MWW 99), or 

when she is on the run from her husband, she feels as if her mind has been “disengaged from 

[her] body” (MWW 104). However, such moments of disengagement from other bodies (her 

husband or her child) are only illusionary since she is always dragged back to materiality 

precisely by her maternal body: after having experienced the freedom of bodilessness, 

pregnancy appears as a symbol of confinement: “The apprehension of a miscarriage obliged 

me to confine myself to my apartment” (MWW 104). As we can see, Maria’s maternal body 

and her sexually liberated body are in constant struggle with one another, in which the 

maternal body seems to get the upper hand. This struggle in the novel is definitely 

autobiographical: while travelling in Scandinavia with her child (and without Imlay), 

Wollstonecraft notes with dissatisfaction that the women of Denmark are simple housewives 

living without any aspiration for accomplishments in social life, who are rendered by 

maternity “the slaves of infants, enfeebling both body and mind” (Letters 202). She also wrote 

private letters to Imlay from Scandinavia in which she appears to have been forced into the 

role of the Scandinavian mother: “My little one ….wants you to bear your part in the nursing 

business, for I am fatigued with dancing with her, and yet she is not satisfied” (qtd Keane 35). 

It is probably the first time that Wollstonecraft outspokenly writes about the enslavement of 

women by motherhood; in these letters there is no reference to the fetters of marriage – she 

was not a married woman after all – it is only the child that emerges as a tyrant harassing the 

female body and hindering it from dissolution in intellectual processes. Wollstonecraft’s brief 

moment of disengagement from her body and the fruit of that body is, like Maria’s, 

engendered by her looking out of a window at the Scandinavian seashore: “I was alone. I was 

alone till some involuntary sympathetic emotion […] made me feel that I was still a part of a 

mighty whole, from which I could not sever myself” (Letters 15). The “involuntary 

sympathetic emotion” that brought her back to her body was the sight of her sleeping child 

(Keane 39), and it was the sight of the child that made her recoil from the suicidal attempt that 
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would ultimately ensure her release from the body; another instance of Wollstonecraft’s life 

written into Maria. On the basis of these Scandinavian letters, Keane assumes that: 

 

What Wollstonecraft sought for was the release from her body and the bodies of 
others: in this respect her wish was that of the Romantic poet whose imagination 
consisted in the dematerialization which is a fantasy retreat from the pressure of other 
bodies – Wollstonecraft certainly seemed to desire this state of transcendence but she 
never recorded Wordsworthian moments of epiphany. The closest she came to 
idealistic release from the body is in the state of solitude, i.e. a release from the 
demands of other bodies (Keane 38).  

 
3.12. Is the body a solution? 
 

In this chapter, my aim was to discuss how Wollstonecraft represented corporeality in 

a novel that now belongs to the female gothic tradition. The body that stands in the focus of 

analysis is the maternal body for various reasons: Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman was 

strongly influenced by the author’s experiences of motherhood not only because she herself 

was pregnant at the time of writing it but also because she had already been pregnant and 

given birth to a child during the period of the French Revolution, an event which is in itself 

strongly related to the issue of maternity. Scholars of eighteenth-century women’s writing, as 

well as Wollstonecraft’s contemporaries seem to agree that the French Revolution had a 

profound impact on Wollstonecraft’s attitude toward the sexually liberated female body and 

the maternal body. Wellington thinks that “it was her sexual satisfaction she found in France 

that partly made her rethink French character and that in the light of new experience she finds 

it more and more attractive in retrospect” (Wellington 51). Before she travelled to France, she 

discarded romantic love as a purely artificial emotion used by men as a cover for sexual 

desire, and believed that passions would not last but “subside into friendship” (VRW 269). In 

her Thoughts on the Education of Daughters: with Reflections on Female Conduct, in the 

more important Duties of Life (1787) she celebrates religion as the only “effectual check to 

the passions” (103).  

When she first got acquainted with the French she thought they were “the most 

polished” nation “in a physical sense” and hence “the most superficial” (Wollstonecraft 

Letters 48), which means that at the time, an exclusively sensual appreciation of the body did 

not appeal to Wollstonecraft. However, meeting Imlay and her residence in Scandinavia 

afterwards initiated the change Wellington refers to. Wollstonecraft’s publisher, Joseph 

Johnson also remarks on Wollstonecraft’s new and positive attitude toward the female body 

and its capacity for sensuality (Wellington 61) when discussing Maria, which shows that 
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Wollstonecraft did incorporate her own experience of the sexually liberated body in her last 

novel. She also incorporated, however, her newly-found dissatisfaction with the maternal 

body that excludes active sexuality which Wollstonecraft clearly associates with the active 

use of imagination and as such the only possible way for a woman to achieve autonomy. For 

Wollstonecraft, French Liberty with her naked breast exposed in order to announce female 

empowerment in maternity was a “lure or trap” because it declares that “as mothers, women 

risk being defined primarily in terms of sexual production in a cultural dynamic that 

overwhelm the possibility of female autonomy and self-determination (Ford 189). Reading 

Maria, we need to recognize Wollstonecraft’s wish to suppress the maternal body, precisely 

because patriarchal society employs it as the very means of doing away with female sexuality. 

When Maria claims that “[w]riting to Darnford, she was led from the sad objects before her, 

and frequently rendered insensible to the horrid noises around her, which previously had 

continually employed her feverish fancy” (MWW 25), she acknowledges and embraces her 

desiring female body and at the same time discards the maternal chora that interferes with her 

wish to channel the powers of imagination into the service intellectual accomplishment. While 

patriarchal society intends to “forget the body” as Stallybrass and White would call it (qtd 

Séllei “What is Heathcliff?” 27), as the only means to ensure enculturation and an entrance 

into the symbolic, Wollstonecraft’s Maria strives to forget the maternal body so that she could 

get rid of materiality that hinders the establishment of female autonomy. Female autonomy 

can only be established, however, through a return to the sensual body, through active 

sexuality, yet this re-discovering of the sensual, sexually liberated body is only possible by 

excluding the interfering maternal body. The author of Beauty’s Triumph: or, The Superiority 

of the Fair Sex invincibly proved (1751) substantiates that sexuality and maternity are 

mutually exclusive: “It is too well-known to be dissembled, that the office of nursing children 

is held by the Men in a despicable light, as something low and degrading” (qtd Jones, Women 

in the Eighteenth-Century 225). If pregnancy can be viewed as live burial, according to 

Meghan Burke, since the female womb houses, like a crypt or vault, a “living yet not-yet-

living being” (Meghan Burke Mothers 23), then motherhood in turn proves to be the grave of 

womanhood.  

However, it turns out that the maternal body just would not budge: womanhood cannot 

severe itself from motherhood without eradicating itself. Maria is betrayed by her sensuality 

since Darnford abandons her, and escape is made impossible; in the end, Maria agrees to live 

for the sake of her daughter; therefore, she chooses to relapse into maternity. Similarly, 

Wollstonecraft had also been reduced to disgusting bodily matter that also meant the end of 
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her life; as the physician John Clarke describes the effects of puerperal fever: “discharges 

become of a very bad colour, very large in quantity, and abominably offensive to the smell 

[…] the countenance assumes a pale and sallow cast, and the woman loses flesh daily […] 

eyes become glassy [and] pale, as do also the tongue and the lips” (qtd Meghan Burke 

Mothers 10 – 11). The ending of Maria that assumes a happy all female community with 

Maria, Jemima and the daughter at its core proves to be a pessimistic and sad one after all: it 

indicates that woman has failed to suppress maternity in favour of the pleasures of the 

sexually liberated female body, and that instead of the promised freedom, French Liberty has 

reduced women into further enslavement.  
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4. Charlotte Dacre’s mutable bodies 
 
4.1. Introduction: Charlotte Dacre’s female Gothic 
 
Before turning to Dacre’s body or bodies as a woman writer, it is important to establish her 

place in the female Gothic tradition, precisely because her place in that tradition has been 

much discussed and debated by scholars of Gothic literature. It is certainly true that her novels 

are very different from the Radcliffean Gothic mode considering plot evolution in which the 

Gothic heroine is the central character who is persecuted from place to place, whose property 

is usurped by a ruthless villain, nevertheless, recovers it together with domestic happiness 

within the framework of marriage. Dacre’s most discussed novel, Zofloya appears to be the 

antithesis of such a plot since it focuses on the rise and fall of an anti-heroine, Victoria, who 

resembles the Gothic villain of the Radcliffe’s novels: she does not shrink back from the 

violation of male or female bodies to get what she wants. She is a demonic female 

accompanied by the devil himself, who works for the satisfaction of her sexual desires: with 

Victoria, Dacre introduces a unique character in women’s writing as in Radcliffean Gothic 

dark women are usually pushed into the background (Craciun, “Introduction” 11); therefore, 

they merely represent yet another obstacle the heroine needs to pass on her way to happiness. 

Zofloya, however, is centred around the proceedings of the dark woman, and does not present 

the “model of female subjectivity which favours rational and egalitarian intersubjective 

relations” as, Anne K. Mellor argues in Romanticism and Gender, women Romantics do, but 

it presents a model in which the woman attempts to use power to “master an Other, whether 

the Other is nature, knowledge or another human subject” (Craciun, “Introduction” 10). As a 

result, Dacre’s novels in general, and Zofloya in particular, are mostly tagged as masculine 

Gothic, or according to Craciun, it does not belong to either male or female Gothic writing but 

seriously challenges the notion of “gender-complementary readings of Romanticism and 

Gothic in particular” (Fatal Women 155). In my reading, however, Zofloya perfectly fits the 

category of female Gothic in that it represents the body as a source of anxiety for the female 

subject, and thematizes woman’s struggle with her body to reach freedom. Freedom is 

accomplished through sexuality and Dacre, like Radcliffe and Wollstonecraft before her, 

insists that the asexual woman is an artificial construction because of her isolation in the 

domestic sphere (Craciun, “Introduction” 25). 

Mary Wollstonecraft was a full-fledged writer on her own, and in spite of the fact that 

most of her work might not be considered as belonging to the Gothic tradition, she had a 
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reputation and skill in writing that made her capable of elevating the usually discarded genre 

of the female Gothic novel. Charlotte Dacre was not this kind of writer: she was one of the 

numerous female authors who tried their pens in the Gothic novel; however, they had to show 

something really extraordinary in order to step out of the shadow of the “great enchanter”, 

Ann Radcliffe. It was a hard task indeed since Radcliffe was regarded by many contemporary 

male writers as a remarkable writer and the founder of a new school of writing; therefore, any 

woman writer who attempted to write a Gothic romance after Radcliffe had to risk being 

compared to her and more often than not had to endure severe criticism if they did not live up 

to the expectations. Walter Scott called imitators of Radcliffe the “servile race”, who will put 

the style they imitate out of fashion since they assumed “Radcliffe’s magic wand without 

having the power of wielding it with effect”. (Scott 363). Twentieth-century literary scholars 

of the Gothic; however, found Dacre’s fiction more than intriguing: for Robert Miles Dacre is 

the most interesting of the minor female gothicists crowding in Radcliffe’s shadows (Gothic 

Writing 168), whereas scholars, such as Heiland, Michasiw or Craciun, have put an end to the 

custom of evaluating the work of Charlotte Dacre in relation to that of Radcliffe, and have 

begun to analyse her novels independently of other contemporary writing. One possible 

reason for this shift in literary criticism is that Dacre’s novels are hardly comparable to those 

of Radcliffe: when Radcliffe is known as a writer producing “delicate Gothic” – to use Yael 

Shapira’s term – Dacre’s Gothic is definitely “indelicate”; it is not surprising, therefore, that 

her name has become mostly associated with that of Matthew Lewis. Dacre surely welcomed 

this association: she dedicated her first novel, Confessions of the Nun of St. Omer (1805) to 

the author of The Monk (Gamer, “Genres” 1051 – 1052), and Dacre chose Rosa Matilda as 

her pen name, a clear reference to Lewis’s satanic femme fatale in The Monk (Craciun 

“Introduction” 9). This choice of the pen name seems to indicate more than merely paying 

homage to Lewis: it signals Dacre’s own notions about the female body in general and its 

need to be hidden under cover of disguise. Matilda as a woman in Lewis’s novel is a cover in 

herself since at the end of the novel she turns out to be an illusory woman conjured up by the 

Devil to tempt Ambrosio; however, at the beginning of the novel, the woman Matilda puts on 

the attire of the novice, Rosario in order to get close to the monk, Ambrosio. British literature 

provides a number of instances when women writers assumed the disguise of a male writer or 

a writer of ambiguous gender (see George Eliot or the Brontës) so that they could have access 

to male literature; however, Dacre acted differently: she assumed a very feminine appearance 

to appeal to the male public. Being of a dark complexion, a Jew and having children before 

she married their father rendered her definitely an outsider in 18th-19th century British culture 
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(Heiland 47), hence it is not surprising that she chose a pen name that announced a very 

conventional femininity and might have served as a disguise for her very unconventional 

body. Gilbert and Gubar postulate that to have one name means to have a solid identity; at 

least this is how they interpret the passage in Wuthering Heights when Lockwood finds on the 

windowsill a number of versions of Catherine’s name. They claim that Brontë suggests that 

the ultimate goal of female education is the realization of anxious self-denial. What woman 

needs to learn is that she does not know her own name, therefore, cannot know either who she 

is or whom she is destined to be (Gilbert and Gubar 276). To put it in another way, naming 

constitutes one’s achieving, formulating and recognizing one’s identity. Seen from this 

perspective, Charlotte Dacre’s ambiguity concerning her identity might be represented by her 

use of a list of names ranging from King to Dacre and Rosa Matilda eventually Byrne. It is 

also worth noting that her ambivalence of identity reflected in the use of various pseudonyms 

must have been engendered by an ambivalence of religious, political as well as social and 

sexual identity. 

She was born Charlotte King, the daughter of the famous Jewish self-made banker, 

writer, blackmailer and supporter of radical causes, Jonathan King who divorced his first 

wife, Charlotte’s mother, Deborah in 1785 to marry a countess (Craciun “Introduction” 12). 

Known as the Jew-King, Dacre’s father must have been a target for ostracizing attacks for his 

radical political views, his religious tidings as well as his licentious sexual life: he did not 

only abandon the mother of his children, but he had numerous affairs with a variety of 

women, including Mary Robinson – actress, writer, courtesan, who was rumoured to be the 

mistress of the Prince Regent in 1779-1780 and Dacre’s father, John King was said to be one 

of Robinson’s first lovers (Clery 104 – 105) as well as prostitutes. Apart from sexual 

licentiousness, Dacre’s father also displayed a tendency for sexually violent behaviour: he 

was charged with sexually assaulting two women (Craciun Fatal Women 112). According to 

Craciun, it was the last straw for Dacre who must have had enough of her father so much so 

that she dismissed his name and began to write under the pseudonyms of Rosa Matilda and, 

later Charlotte Dacre (Craciun, Fatal Women 112). It seems that Dacre did everything she 

could in order to dissociate herself from the body of her socially and sexually abusive father: 

apart from taking up feminine pseudonyms that covered her infamous origins, she married 

Nicholas Byrne, the Tory editor of The Morning Post in 1815 (Craciun “Introduction” 12). 

Despite these attempts, it was still hard for her to integrate into respectable society and make 

herself accepted: Nicholas Byrne was married when he started his liaison with Dacre and they 

only married after the death of his first wife and by that time they had already had three 
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children (Clery 106). In addition, she celebrated radical feminism from an early age: her two 

volumes of early poetry, Hours of Solitude (1805) include a poem, entitled “To the Shade of 

Mary Robinson” in which she celebrates the memory of the outspoken republican feminist. 

As I mentioned before, she also welcomed her name being associated with that of Matthew 

Lewis, despite the fact that, as Michael Gamer notes, “if somebody was associated with 

Lewis’s name, it surely meant legal and moral stigmatization” (Gamer, “Genres” 1051); for 

instance, Coleridge did not want his poem to appear in one volume with Lewis’s.  As Lewis’s 

disciple, Dacre had a share of harsh reviews on her novels: The Oxford Review published a 

review of Dacre’s The Libertine in August 1807, which said that “we might have hoped, for 

the honour of that sex whose brightest ornament is modesty, that the author of such flights as 

the Nun of St. Omer’s, Zofloya, or the present florid rhapsody could not be a female” (qtd 

Craciun, “Introduction” 30).Contemporary reviewers were disturbed by Zofloya, as well; The 

Annual Review, for instance, lamented that the “principal personages in these wild pages are 

courtesans of the lewdest class, and murderers of the deepest dye” and concluded that: 

“[t]here is a voluptuousness of language and allusion pervading these volumes, which we 

should have hoped that the delicacy of a female pen would have refused to trace; and there is 

an exhibition of wantonness of harlotry which we would have hoped that the delicacy of the 

female mind would have been shocked to imagine” (qtd Craciun “Introduction” 10). The 

Literary Journal had warned readers that Dacre’s imagination is both diseased and infectious: 

”this malady of maggots in the brain is rendered still more dreadful by its being infectious; the 

ravings of persons under its influence, whenever they are heard or read, have a sensible effect 

upon brains of a weak construction, which themselves either putrefy or breed maggots, or 

suffer a derangement of some kind” (qtd Craciun, “Introduction” 24). It seems that Dacre 

violated many laws of patriarchal society: the first law is modesty which, John Gregory 

emphasizes, is the chief beauty of a woman and should she lose it, she would become a 

monster. The female monster is best known for her association with disgusting matter 

accessorized by maggots: dead matter that always reminds man of his mortality since it brings 

him closer to the possibility of death. The “voluptuousness of language” The Annual Review 

refers to means Dacre’s use of such words as furor, for instance, a word that comes from furor 

uterus, the female malady that Bienville discusses in his famous treatise as nymphomania. 

Dacre ventured to use a highly sexual language in her novels in an age when writing about the 

body especially for a woman was strictly forbidden, and when writing openly about sexuality 

stigmatized writers. Lewis was forced by his publisher to alter certain passages in The Monk 

and he complied to do so; he even omitted certain parts of the novel so that the reading public, 
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or more importantly the critics would accept it and remove it from the list of dangerous 

literature and contaminating writers. Dacre did nothing of the sort: she refused to alter her 

texts so that they would be more digestible for readers or critics (Gamer, “Genres” 1052). The 

reading public did not really have any serious objections to her novels; Zofloya sold very 

well, it even inspired a chapbook, and poets like Shelley or Byron were relatively enthusiastic 

about her writing: Shelley did purchase a copy of the book and Dacre’s influence is tangible 

on his Gothic writings (Craciun “Introduction” 10), while Byron’s juvenile verse, Hours of 

Idleness was modelled on Dacre’s Hours of Solitude (Douglass 8). Byron’s admiration for 

Dacre is all the more appealing considering his hostile attitude to women’s writing: he wrote 

to his friend John Cam Hobhouse on the eve of the publication of Childe Harold’s 

Pilgrimage, “Of all Bitches dead or alive a scribbling woman is the most canine” (Byron’s 

Letters and Journals 2 132), and he once sarcastically referred to Maria Edgeworth as “having 

a pencil under her petticoat” (Byron’s Letters and Journals 7 217).  

If we compare Dacre’s writing, characterized by critics as contaminating and 

licentious in its free display of bodies as well as sexuality, with her personal remarks in 

prefaces, we are led to assume that she had tried to develop a strategy to silence male critics. 

This claim can be substantiated by Dacre’s “Apostrophe to the Critics” that opens her first 

novel: “I confess I stand in awe of the critics, for I am diffident of myself – I fear they will 

lash the effervescence of its sentiments, and the enthusiasm of its fancy, but let them 

remember, I write not to palliate either but to exemplify their fatal tendency” (qtd Gamer 

Romanticism 35). Though such apologies and explanations were quite common in prefaces of 

novels, especially Gothic novels, in which the writer sought to ensure critics that their work 

aimed at moral instruction and not at indulging in the flights of imagination, Dacre’s case 

appears different: it seems that she is deliberately putting on the disguise of the unprotected 

woman who “stands in awe of the critics” and fears their lashes. Alluding to the lash in the 

hands of critics – clearly a phallic symbol – Dacre attributes the power of the phallus to male 

critics and deliberately sets herself into an inferior position emphasizing her entire 

dependence on the domineering subject; while at the same time she tickles the erotic fantasy 

of man via inviting him to flagellate her unprotected body. When she writes that she “stands 

in awe of critics”, Dacre reassures man in his place within the Burkean territory of the 

sublime, while maintaining her own place within the realm of the beautiful: the sublime being 

fearsome and empowered as opposed to the weak and the powerless. Dacre had resolved to 

employ the same strategy in the “Dedication” of Hours of Solitude, in which she writes to 

John Penn, Esq.: 
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To you, the Patron of literature, and the Friend of mankind, permit me to dedicate the 
subsequent pages. Part are the production of my untaught youth, and part of my later 
years. To your valuable hints am I indebted for whatever of correctness or accuracy 
my labours may boast; to your condescension, in improving my taste; and to your 
goodness, in calling forth an exertion of the slight talents I may possess. For this let 
me offer you this public tribute of my gratitude, far, very far inferior to that which is 
registered in my heart. (Dacre Hours of Solitude Vol. I. 5) 

 

In this passage Dacre seems to substantiate Blake’s marginal note on his 1789 edition 

of Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man, according to which “the female life lives from the light of the 

male” (qtd Fox 507): she attributes all her masculine virtues necessary for writing – 

correctness, taste, accuracy, talent –  to a “patron of Literature”. It is also worth considering 

Dacre’s only existing portrait (Fig 6) that appeared in the first edition of Zofloya (1806), in 

which she is wearing a “startlingly décolleté classical shift through which the outline of her 

nipples is suggested” (Spooner Fashioning Gothic Bodies 40). Dacre is following the fashion 

created by the Gothic novel of the last decade of the eighteenth century: the shroud-like 

garments in The Monk and The Mysteries of Udolpho were not inspired by contemporary 

dressing but in turn they created a fashion: the Ladies Monthly Museum of June 1802 

describes contemporary fashion for “the close, all-white shroud-looking ghastly chemise 

undress of the ladies, who seem to glide about like spectres, with their shrouds wrapt tight 

about their forms” (qtd Spooner Fashioning Gothic Bodies 43). Catherine Spooner suggests 

that “the neoclassical white shift has, in the course of a decade of décolleté heroines, become 

an archetypally Gothic garment” (Fashioning Gothic Bodies 43); furthermore, it was an 

essential part of staging: Dacre’s portrait deliberately fashions her “as an ‘exposed’ Gothic 

heroine appealing for pity and protection” (Spooner Fashioning Gothic Bodies 41). The blush 

on her cheeks is another bodily signal of her innocence: even though her writing lacks the 

verbal propriety contemporary criticism required in the novel written by a female pen, her 

body does display the modesty, which was the first prerequisite of a proper young lady. 

Jessica Roark also remarks on Dacre’s portraiture as a Gothic heroine and claims that she 

either shared more physical attributes with Victoria than with the frail Lilla, having noticeably 

dark hair and eyes, or intentionally had herself painted in such a way as to invite comparisons 

with Victoria (Roark 15). In my interpretation, Dacre does invite comparisons with Victoria, 

not only because of their physical similarity but also because of their tendency for sexual 

licentiousness and their strategies to cover that tendency.  
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4.2. Stable and unstable bodies: Lilla versus Victoria 
 

Dacre used a number of different names which all related her to different men and designated 

different bodies: as Charlotte King she was associated with her father, the sexually abusive 

Jew, as Rosa Matilda and Dacre she became the novice of the pornographic writer Matthew 

Lewis and produced her own versions of socially and sexually subversive writing, and finally 

as Byrne she came to be associated with respectable matrimony and conservative politics. The 

period in her life as a woman and writer this study is interested in is the one when she 

produced a number of socially and sexually subversive novels and I have shown in what way 

Dacre attempted to manipulate male critics through her prefaces, dedications and personal 

appearance. These manipulative strategies are precisely the ones Dacre’s anti-heroine in 

Zofloya employs: to be more precise, she continually shifts her own body in order to 

manipulate those males around him that affect her life. As Adriana Craciun states: “Dacre’s 

greatest contribution to the women’s writing of her time was not the creation of a new vision 

of female subjectivity […] but her questioning and challenging (or more likely destroying) the 

possibility of a fixed and stable subject identity, as well as a natural corporeal identity” 

(Craciun, Fatal Women153).  

Corporeality in Zofloya is constructed of the fluctuations, shifts and interrelation of 

three prominent bodies: those of the women, Victoria and Lilla as well as the slave, Zofloya. 

Women and slaves in the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries were closely related since both 

groups contained marginalized bodies that were considered inferior to the body of the white 

European male. This is the reason why both Zofloya and Victoria intend throughout the novel 

to entrap and eventually eliminate superior bodies in order to achieve liberation from their 

own marginalized bodies. Victoria’s body is even more inferior in comparison with Lilla’s: 

Lilla’s body represents the stable, conventional female body that patriarchal society prescribes 

as normative. She does not change throughout the whole novel but embodies a feminine ideal 

of Burke’s beautiful: 

 

[…] delicate, symmetrical, and of fairy-like beauty, her person so small, yet of so just 
proportion; sweet, expressing a seraphic serenity of soul, seemed her angelic 
countenance, slightly suffused with the palest hue of the virgin rose. Long flaxen hair 
floated over her shoulders: she might have personified (were the idea allowable) 
innocence in the days of her childhood. (Zofloya 133) 

 

Apart from her statuesque beauty, the most remarkable thing about Lilla is that her 

mind was “free even from the smallest taint of a corrupt thought” (133), which suggests that 
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Lilla’s body is whole and remains impenetrable; it remains free from the contamination of the 

disease of imagination, those maggots of the brain that critics found so threatening in Dacre’s 

imagination. Lilla’s sterile, asexual body is immune to Victoria’s contamination: “the hot 

breath [Victoria] respired was charged with wishes for [Lilla’s] destruction”, yet she was 

completely “unconscious of the feelings [she] inspired” (133). Lilla’s description as pure and 

angelic, Marie H. Smith says, is typical of crime con description of the innocent, passive, 

dependent wife (417), and as such Victoria’s destroying Lilla is a literal anticipation of 

Virginia Woolf’s prescription that women have to kill the angel in the house in order to 

express themselves (Woolf 236 – 238). She needs to kill the angel especially because 

Victoria’s grossness is all the more remarkable when compared to Lilla’s fragility. As 

Gueorguieva aptly notes, “Victoria’s body is only masculine in comparison to Lilla’s […] it is 

next to Lilla that Victoria’s body seems deficient and deformed, when she is alone, her body 

is always described as graceful and slender” (Gueorguieva 65). If Lilla’s body might be 

regarded stable, Victoria’s is remarkably sable: the correspondence of Lilla’s alabaster skin to 

Victoria’s dark hue runs trough the text, as well as the comparison of the colour of their hair. 

The representation of the two women shows remarkable similarity to Blake’s Europe is 

supported by Africa and America (1796 Fig 7), in which the civilizing hair of Europe covers 

her genitals; Europe’s fair hair symbolizes purity and enlightened subjecthood, whereas 

Africa’s frizzy hair is demonstrative of the demonic, the sexual (pubic hair) and the licentious 

(Rosenthal 4 – 5). Notably, Europe’s eyes are directed towards the ground; she seems evasive 

of the gaze of the observer, whereas Africa is gazing back boldly and challengingly, rejecting 

the penetrating erotic gaze of the viewer. 

When Henriquez compares the two women, he acknowledges Lilla’s spirit-like beauty 

ensured by her classically proportioned, stable and perfect body compared to the gross 

materiality of Victoria’s androgynous body: 

 

[…] his soul was enslaved by the simplicity and the innocence of the youthful Lilla; 
all other women were detestable in his sight – her trembling delicacy, her gentle 
sweetness, her sylph-like fragile form were to him incomparable […] the rest of her 
sex, when placed beside her, appeared, in his idea, like beings of a different order. But, 
above all, Victoria he viewed with almost absolute dislike; - her strong, though noble 
features, her dignified carriage, her authoritative tone – her boldness, her insensibility, 
her violence, all struck him with instinctive horror; so utterly opposite to the gentle 
Lilla, that when, with an assumed softness, she deigned to caress her, he almost 
trembled for her tender life, and compared the picture in his mind, to the snowy dove 
fondled by the ravenous vulture (Zofloya 194). 
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The predator fondling the dove might seem a familiar image from Coleridge’s 

Christabel when Bracy relates his dream to the Sir Leoline about “that dove,/That gentle bird, 

whom thou dost love,/ And call'st by thy own daughter's name” (Christabel Part 2 ll. 520 – 

522) strangled by “a bright green snake/ Coil'd around its wing and neck” (Christabel Part 2 

ll. 538 – 539). The snake of Bracy’s dream represents Geraldine, the witch who slowly brings 

destruction to the whole family but her first and foremost target is the lovely Christabel whose 

gentle beauty and dove-like innocence destine her to be the feminine ideal of patriarchal 

society, hence functions as an antithesis to the androgynous body of Geraldine. When 

Geraldine’s body is undressed before Christabel and she sees her “bosom and half her side” 

she encounters “a sight to dream of, not to tell” (Christabel Part 1 ll. 246 – 247) – the 

ineffable deformation or transgression of the ideal feminine body. While Geraldine as a snake 

endangers Christabel’s unity of her body by strangling the dove, Victoria as a vulture has the 

capacity to pierce her opponent. The closed and impenetrable body of Lilla, therefore, has to 

be penetrated by Victoria in order to make it as deficient as her own body: she has to lay it 

open so that man could see how empty it actually is. Dunn’s observation is a case in point: he 

believes that it is not Lilla as an individual that Victoria cannot accept but the fact that 

Henriquez fell in love with feminine emptiness, and as such, “Victoria’s perspective is a 

social critique of contemporary patriarchal feminine ideal” (Dunn 314). To display this 

feminine emptiness, Victoria strips the girl’s body of its decency: with Zofloya’s help she first 

incarcerates Lilla in a cavern where her alabaster skin is scratched by the rocks (“her pale 

cheek reposing upon her snowy arm, barely preserving it from unworthy contact with its 

rocky pillow” 223), and is covered by “a mantle of leopard skin” (223) and “her flaxen tresses 

hung around her in mournful disorder” (223), thus Victoria makes the innocent body a replica 

of her own. However, it is clearly not enough: Lilla’s body even in its dishevelled state 

refuses to open and get exposed, since “some of her long tresses, still in pure unaltered 

modesty [essayed] to veil [her polished bosom]” (223); therefore, she drags her over the rocky 

floor of the cavern “while her delicate feet, naked and defenceless to the pointed rock, left 

their blood red traces of every step” (223), and, eventually, she stabs Lilla all over the body 

and plunges her into an abyss. Lilla’s last wish that she be stabbed with the same dagger 

Victoria, supposedly, killed her beloved with, Henriquez, which signals the success of 

Victoria’s scheme: she does not only manage to expose the naked female body that so far has 

been covered with all the paraphernalia of propriety, but she also manages to penetrate that 

body in an extended sexual intercourse by mingling the blood of Lilla and Henriquez. Victoria 

calls this act an act of “liberation” (223): by dyeing the “fair tresses in crimson gore” (226) 
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she liberates the latent sexual desire suppressed within Lilla’s classically modest body. 

Gueorguieva similarly interprets Lilla’s blood as a symbol of desire when she claims that it 

destroys the “virginal whiteness of the virtuous body” (Gueorguieva 66), while Hoeveler 

takes the metaphor of the ‘blood-splattered angel’ even further: for her Victoria’s act of 

despoiling “the blond hair and the white bosom of Lilla is to attack the domestic feminine 

idea at its most potent core – the promise of innocent and nurturing motherhood” (“Charlotte 

Dacre’s Zofloya” 196). As I have shown in the previous chapter, motherhood did indeed 

function at the time as a patriarchal trap to incarcerate and eliminate female sexuality; 

however, Dacre seems to have targeted another product of male misogynistic practices: the 

impenetrable, asexual, modest female body. Furthermore, Lilla cannot be seen as a potential 

mother since throughout the novel she is continually described by Victoria as a child: before 

she kills her, she calls her a “puny babbler” (223) and “presumptuous babbler” (224), and 

when Lilla is introduced as Henriquez’s bride, Victoria fondles her “as the murderer might be 

tempted to fondle the beauty of the babe, whose life he intended to take” (143). It is no doubt 

that Victoria is aware of the privileges of possessing a baby-face; as she exclaims: “would that 

this unwieldy form could be compressed into the fairy delicacy of hers, these bold masculine 

features assume the likeness of her baby-face!” (213), which means that she knows her 

masculine body would never attract Henriquez who falls for the feminine ideal. It shows that 

the innocent, asexual, modest female body Victoria was fighting against also showed signs of 

infantilization: infantilizing women was a misogynistic technique employed by men to 

suppress female sexual desire; the state Wollstonecraft calls “perpetual childhood”. Mothers 

or children represented sexually safe groups within society, which excluded female 

heterosexual desire. I have already referred to eighteenth-century literary vocabulary that 

preferred to use the word ‘breast’ to indicate the seat of maternal tenderness and affections, 

while the term ‘bosom’ was more likely to be associated with corporeality and female 

sexuality (Csikós “Or wert thou” 47 – 48). Since it is repeatedly Lilla’s ‘bosom’ that Victoria 

attacks (“with her poignard she stabbed her in the bosom” 226, “clasping her thin hands upon 

her polished bosom” 223) we can assume that she intends to liberate the physical, desiring 

woman covered up by that alabaster skin. Swinburne, who was a great admirer of the novel, 

seems to have interpreted Victoria’s intentions in the same way, when he said that: 

 

The action [of Zofloya] is concerned wholly with the Misfortunes of Virtue in the 
person of the ‘innocent Lilla’ (who is generally undergoing incarceration and varieties 
of torment throughout the course of her blameless but comfortless career) and the 
Prosperities of Vice in the person of the ‘fiendish Victoria’, who ultimately succeeds 
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in accomplishing the vivisection of virtue by hewing her amiable victim into more or 
less minute though palpitating fragments (Swinburne 132). 

 

Apart from associating Dacre’s novel with those of de Sade (The Misfortunes of 

Virtue and the Prosperities of Vice are subtitles of de Sade’s novels Justine and Juliette 

respectively), the one person whose influence was regarded even more contagious on a 

woman writer than Lewis’s, Swinburne seems to emphasize the spiritual Lilla’s reduction to 

corporeality. By referring to Lilla as the embodiment of virtue, Swinburne categorizes her as a 

spiritual entity which is maintained by Dacre herself since Lilla embodies ideal femininity not 

only in terms of corporeality (long, flaxen hair; alabaster skin; small, proportionate body; pale 

cheek occasionally tinged with modest blushes) but also in terms of inner characteristics: she 

is modest, naïve, and most importantly dependent; having no father, she is the epitome of the 

disempowered female whose virtue ensures her survival in a patriarchal society. However, as 

soon as she loses that virtue, she is nothing but a fallen woman, and this is what literally 

happens to her: when her blood mingles with that of Henriquez in a bizarre act of sexual 

intercourse, she falls into the abyss where as a fallen woman she naturally belongs. 

Interestingly, it is neither Victoria’s stabbing nor death that liberates her but her conscious 

decision to do away with her virtue since she asks for the intercourse in the first place when 

she desires Victoria to stab her with the very dagger Henriquez was killed with. Robert Miles 

also remarks on this masochistic desire and compares Lilla to a Radcliffean passive female 

subject whose wish to be penetrated is fulfilled by an avenging member of her own sex 

(Miles, Gothic Writing 174). Victoria’s final penetration into Lilla’s body, however, has been 

preceded by certain instances when she tried to transform her from feminine ideal into 

transgressive woman. She has been in direct physical contact with Lilla – there are numerous 

scenes when they are fondling or caressing each other; furthermore, they used to be 

bedfellows like Christabel and Geraldine – and these instances of physical contact have 

provided Victoria with many opportunities to make her contagious impact on her chosen 

victim. Mary Wollstonecraft warned against the impure and immodest practices that young 

girls may learn from other women:  “A number of girls sleep in the same room, and wash 

together . . . I should be very cautious to prevent their acquiring nasty, or immodest habits; 

and as many girls have learned very nasty tricks, from ignorant servants, the mixing them thus 

indiscriminately together, is very improper” (VRW 127). Wollstonecraft’s stricture is a case in 

point: Victoria has already made a number of attempts at transforming and deforming Lilla’s 

body but her contagious “hot breath” proved inefficient on Lilla’s polished bosom, and when 
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Swinburne refers to the “palpitating fragments” Lilla’s body eventually becomes, he seems to 

touch upon the very essence of the novel; namely, that Victoria’s actions result in opening up 

her victim’s body; she creates a grotesque, monstrous female body very similar to her own. 

Interestingly, she has a fate similar to Lilla’s, though as the result of diverse operations.  

 

4.3. Victoria’s mutable body 
 
As I have shown in the previous section, Victoria’s gross physicality is emphasized 

throughout the novel, especially when compared to Lilla: the latter is described as an “aerial 

spirit […] scarcely appearing in its delicate movements to touch the ground”, whereas 

Victoria is stumbling on the rocks while walking (168). Lilla is associated with the element of 

air, Victoria with earth which signals her relation to matter/materiality; nevertheless, it is 

Victoria’s body, not Lilla’s, which is capable of various transmutations. Victoria as 

representative of the grotesque, monstrous female body in all its materiality, grossness and 

liability to sexual violence and Lilla’s passive, classical, statuesque body correspond to Mary 

Russo’s dichotomy of the female grotesque as “multiple and changing”, while the classical 

body is statuesque, “static, self-contained, symmetrical, and sleek” (Russo 8). Lilla’s classical 

body remains static in the majority of the text: her one great transformation signals the end of 

her life: as soon as she loses her virtue and opens her body to incorporate the blood of 

Henriquez, her body is discarded; in other words, she literally dies into the transformation. 

Contrary to this scenario, Victoria’s body is changing all the time in the course of the novel: 

she is a deliberate shape-shifter who changes her physical traits and behaviour in order to 

conform to the patriarchal ideal, and in that sense the character of Victoria functions as an 

avatar of Dacre herself. As I have discussed in the introductory part of this chapter, Dacre 

used her language as well as her body quite consciously to apply for the goodwill of male 

society: she donned the appearance of the defenceless Gothic heroine who seeks the 

protection of powerful males because she found this strategy the most lucrative in a society 

dominated by patriarchal ideology and practices. Victoria’s shape-shifting is the key-motif of 

her survival; as Beauvais aptly observes “artifice and performance are the female demon’s 

ultimate weapons” (10). Gothic scholars have pointed out that as Victoria commits more and 

more crimes – killing her husband, Berenza, Lilla’s beloved, Henriquez, Lilla’s maid and, 

finally, Lilla herself – her body gradually swells as if it would not be able to contain the 

violent forces inside her, where violent forces mean destructive female sexuality. Anne K. 

Mellor juxtaposes Victoria’s great sexual libido to the impotency of white males in the novel 
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who are unable to satisfy her sexual needs: these white male bodies become “smaller, weaker, 

less potent”, while the bodies of Zofloya and Victoria grow in size (Mellor “Interracial Sexual 

Desire” 173). Craciun similarly connects Victoria’s swelling body to her growing sexual 

desire, substantiating her observations with Bienville’s famous treatise on nymphomania. 

Bienville describes nymphomania as an “incredible metamorphosis” that “can debase, afflict 

and as it were unhumanize” women: Zofloya demonstrates that a woman’s body can 

degenerate because of female sexual desire (qtd Craciun, “Introduction” 22). Bienville goes 

on to claim that in the third, desperate stage of nymphomania, which is accompanied by 

sexual aggression and violence toward men, the nymphomaniac “sinks into a state of perfect 

reconciliation with the powers of the body” and the body itself undergoes a physiological 

degeneration (qtd Craciun, “Introduction” 31). Some scholars insist that at the beginning of 

Zofloya Victoria is described as conventional heroine in terms of feminine beauty and she 

becomes increasingly masculine as the novel progresses (see Dunn); however, the first 

descriptions of the young Victoria seem to highlight the exact opposite of this statement. 

Though described as “beautiful and accomplished as an angel” (4) at the age of fifteen, it is 

indicated that she was “proud, haughty and self-sufficient – of a wild, ardent and irrepressible 

spirit, indifferent to reproof, careless of censure – of an implacable, revengeful and cruel 

nature” (4). Victoria’s society is shunned from an early age by her fellow Venetians not 

because her mother abandoned her family for the sake of a lover but “on account of her own 

violent and overbearing disposition, which rendered her obnoxious to the young nobility of 

Venice” (15). As we see, Victoria even before the beginning of her destructive career is 

regarded monstrous and ostracized by society because of her haughtiness and supposed 

violence. Her early demeanour is propped up by physical traits as well; she approaches her 

father’s death bed with “slow and trembling steps” (17), she has an “animated cheek” and 

“wild eyes” when Berenza proposes her (30); and her whole physical appearance early in the 

novel seems to display a definitely unconventional body for a proper young lady: 

 

Her smile was fascination itself; and in her large dark eyes, which sparkled with 
incomparable radiance, you read the traces of a strong and resolute mind, capable of 
attempting any thing undismayed by consequences; and well and truly did they speak. 
Her figure, though above the middle height, was symmetry itself; she was as the tall 
and graceful antelope; her air was dignified and commanding, yet free from stiffness; 
she moved along with head erect, and with step firm and majestic; nor was her 
carriage ever degraded by levity or affectation. (32) 
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In an age that explicitly discouraged young women from displaying their true feelings 

and at the same time encouraged them to use their bodies to charm men, Victoria could not be 

considered as one possessing the physical traits of ideal femininity. Her eyes sparkling with 

passion, her erect posture, firm steps make Victoria’s body masculine or androgynous in the 

least, even abhuman. Even this early description likens her to an animal, and this parallel with 

the animal world runs through the whole novel: later she will be described as a vulture or a 

basilisk, both deadly predators. Robert Miles also states that Victoria is never depicted in the 

novel as the embodiment of classical beauty; instead he emphasizes her lasciviousness from 

the beginning, claiming that she “is figured in ever more masculine terms as her desire jumps 

its cultural trammels” (Miles, Gothic Writing 167). Victoria’s wish that her unwieldy form 

would be “compressed into the fairy delicacy of hers, these bold masculine features assume 

the likeness of her baby-face!” (213) marks the point in the novel when she realizes that the 

only way to consummate her desire for Henriquez is if she transforms her swollen, masculine 

body into a small, proportionate feminine body like Lilla’s; in other words, if she dons the 

apparel of ideal femininity in order to conform to the requirements of patriarchal society. 

Therefore, she administers a deluding potion to Henriquez and puts on the veil and clothes 

Lilla so that the man would think his lost beloved has returned to him. Not surprisingly 

though, it is not the first disguise she employs in the novel: Victoria has already shifted her 

shape several times preceding her probably greatest role as Lilla. We might assume that being 

a grotesque body, shape-shifting comes natural to Victoria; contrary to this assumption, 

however, Victoria resolves to mutability to fulfil the dying wish of her father who on his death 

bed makes her swear that she would “imitate the future virtues and examples” (20) of her 

mother, the mother who abandoned her husband and two children for her lover, Ardolph, but 

later returns and promises her dying husband that she would correct her mistake and provide 

her children with good examples. She does not keep her promise, though, and continues to 

live with her lover and takes Victoria with her. Imitating another woman to conform to the 

requirements of a patriarch is, therefore, what makes Victoria a fallen woman in the first 

place. 

Victoria’s first attempt at disguising her natural body is when she puts on the 

appearance of the peasant girl, Catau to escape her confinement at Il Bosco, the estate of the 

tyrannical Signora di Modena. To distance Victoria from the advances of Berenza, her mother 

sent her to this confinement as an attempt to suppress her daughter’s supposed deviant 

inclinations. Suppressing the sexually deviant body of Victoria is a strategic move Victoria 

internalizes by her mother’s example: her own actions evolve around the same strategy of 
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repression that involves her own body. To affect her escape, she arranges her physical 

features in a way that ensures her penetration into Catau’s body (“[Victoria’s] smile would 

penetrate the heart of her humble companion” 53), and at the same time conceals her natural 

inclinations:  

 

Victoria was fearful to appear too eager [so] she acquiesced with apparent readiness to 
the arrangements of Catau, and reluctantly agreed to bend her steps homeward. […] 
The perpetual ferment of her brain, and, above all, the violent restraint she imposed 
upon her feelings and natural disposition, scarcely ever suffering herself to be 
provoked, for an instant, from the cool and systematic conduct she prescribed herself, 
had began long since to have a visible effect upon her personal appearance: she had 
become thin and pallid; but her eyes burnt with an ardent though melancholy lustre, 
that bespoke the trammelled, unsubdued ferocity of her soul (55). 

 

As the passage above shows us, Victoria manipulates her own body in order to 

manipulate the bodies of others. Her firm, majestic steps that characterize her natural body are 

forced to “bend” homeward, the opposite direction she intends to pursue. Dacre herself 

consciously uses words like “trammelled”, “restraint” and “prescribed” to indicate the 

strategic moves Victoria is employing to curb her desiring body. The desire in question is 

sexual, of course, since she wants to escape her confinement to satisfy her sexual needs in her 

uniting with Berenza. The restraints she puts on herself have visible effects according to the 

text: if it is true that as soon as she unleashes her desires, her body begins to swell and 

becomes increasingly masculine, trammelling those desires have an opposite effect on her 

body. It becomes “thin and pallid”; in other words, it displays the characteristics of a proper 

eighteenth-century female body. Victoria obviously succeeds in manipulating her own body 

because she accomplishes her goal: Catau begins to feel for Victoria and helps her expand the 

limits of her territory, which eventually results in her escape.  

It is very important to note the emphasis placed on the failure of reading one’s 

personality based on one’s physical traits. Roark asserts that “Dacre exploits the weakness of 

relying solely upon physical characteristics for insight into a subject’s inner life” (8) and she 

cites Shaftesbury, who warned that, “A beautiful plant may be poisonous, a noble animal 

dangerous, a beautiful woman treacherous and a handsome face, or house façade, might 

conceal a squalid interior” (qtd Roark 8). Shaftesbury’s strictures illuminate Victoria’s 

character in that she might disguise her natural body liable to violence and degraded by base 

sexual instinct as a virtuous, passive, innocent feminine body, it does not mean that she 

actually possesses the virtues her body indicates. Dacre, it seems, attacks the great pseudo-
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science of the eighteenth century, physiognomy, which was popularized in England by John 

Caspar Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy (first published in German in 1772), a work widely 

circulated in the last decade of the eighteenth century and the first decade of the nineteenth 

century (Wiltshire 162), and it fascinated a number of literary figures including Fuseli and 

Blake who illustrated the English edition. The basis of Lavater’s theory is that there is a 

“correspondence between the external and the internal man, the visible superficial and the 

invisible contents” (Lavater 31), directly relating inner virtue to beauty and a sinful character 

to physical deformity: “Virtue and vice, with all their shades, and in their most remote 

consequences, are beauty and deformity” (Lavater 16). Physiognomy was not a science 

developed in any case by Lavater himself, since the history of physiognomy as a natural 

philosophy, Roark says, goes back to Aristotle’s Physiognomica (Roark 3) in which he claims 

that “the physiognomist draws his data from movements, shapes and colours, and from habits 

as appearing in the face, from the growth of hair, from the smoothness of the skin, from voice, 

from the condition of the flesh, from parts of the body, and from the general character of the 

body” (Aristotle 56); however, it was Lavater’s work that reinvented this age-old philosophy 

in the eighteenth century and spread it in England. Dacre does not only warn the reader of the 

inefficiency and misleading feature of physiognomy with the character of Victoria, whose 

body displays the symptoms of a virtuous inner life by hiding her deviant natural body behind 

the veil of modesty and beauty, but she also insists on the deception of an apparently disabled 

body. Catau’s description seems to substantiate this idea; therefore, it is worth quoting it at 

some length: 

 

Catau was a peasant of Switzerland, short and thick in her person, hard favoured, of 
rude and vacant features, ignorant and inured to labour: she had been selected by the 
Signora to attend and watch Victoria, first to mortify her by the careless clumsiness of 
her manner, and the inferiority of her station; and secondly, from an idea that Victoria 
would despise her too much to endeavour to corrupt or make a friend of her. Should 
she even make the attempt, the Signora presumed the extreme stupidity of Catau 
would render it abortive. But here, for once, the infallible Signora, as she believed 
herself, was mistaken in her fancied penetration. Catau was not only not so stupid as 
she was supposed, but was possessed of a certain shrewdness, and power of combining 
ideas, which hid beneath an habitual silence and placidity of disposition, had drawn 
upon her mistaken imputation of heaviness and insensibility (Zofloya 52).  

 

The physical sturdiness and strength of peasantry was believed to exclude sensibility 

or intellectual achievement associated with middle or upper class subjects: peasants were 

viewed in the same way as brutes whose bodily strength might be exploited by the upper 
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classes and who may serve as puppets in the hands of their superior masters. The Signora 

believes that Catau’s intellectual inferiority prompted by her peasant body hardened by labour 

renders her capable of affecting petty torments on Victoria and she would rejoice at the 

desperation her cruelty would cause in her prisoner. Catau, just like Victoria counts on 

physiognomy to deceive those who attempt to read her character on the basis of her physical 

appearance; furthermore, she offers her body as a commodity to the upper classes – they can 

deal with it for their own purposes, while she transforms her body according to the needs of 

those concerned: to the Signora she appears as a sturdy, brainless, insensible peasant girl, to 

Victoria she appears a feeling servant capable of liberating her from her confinement. 

Eventually, Catau sells her body to Victoria for a diamond ring that in turn would ensure the 

liberation of her own body from under the tyranny of the Signora; she can leave her present 

employment and Victoria’s gift provides financial security. As for Victoria, she covers her 

body with the attire of the peasant girl, and it is precisely this “transformation” (59) of her 

body that makes it possible for her to escape from the woods. It is her modest appearance that 

convinces the gondolier that she has no money and her simple language that tells him about 

her lover waiting for her in Venice that arouses his sympathy and induces him to help her in 

her situation. He immediately falls for Victoria’s disguise: he calls her his “pretty rogue” (63) 

and he “conceived, from her garb, that she was a peasant in reality and readily believed that 

she had no money” (63); furthermore, he behaves with her as if he should do with a girl at her 

age and class taking the liberty of whispering to her that he would never “object to do so 

pretty girl a service”(64). Masquerading herself as a simple country girl and presenting herself 

as such to the noble, virtuous philosopher, Berenza, Victoria plays on contemporary equation 

of simplicity and virtuousness as juxtaposed to luxurious dressing associated with upper-class 

frivolity and voluptuousness. The anonymous Reflections upon matrimony and the Women of 

this Century, in a Letter to a Young Gentleman (1755) attests to the contemporary belief that 

it is the ornamental woman that drives men mad with sexual desire: 

 

Take [woman] as Nature made her naked, or look upon her stript of her borrowed 
Feathers, and she’ll be but little amiable, if at all; nothing desirable: She’ll be, perhaps, 
rather an Antidote against Love. True Love is grounded on Virtue, not on these low, 
mean, sordid Outsides: Shadows, Vanities, Fooleries all! Ask Travellers, if you’ll not 
believe me; they’ll tell you, when they converse with Women, whose Custom is 
always to go naked as they were born; they have no amorous Fancies, no Desires, they 
rather loathe the Thoughts of them, they detest a Woman as a Beast, shall I say! why 
they are so much alike, they scarcely make any Difference between them; so little are 
they provoked by seeing all. A laced Shoe, a Silk Stocking, or a rich Petticoat, will 
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tempt thee more, and make thee mad, after THAT which they were not moved for 
when they saw Hundreds of them (qtd Gwilliam 106). 

 

Victoria in her simple attire rejects the ornamental aristocratic female body because 

she knows it would not appeal to a man like Berenza whose chief desire is to “modify the 

strong features of her character into the nobler virtues” (69). Berenza is described in the novel 

as a kind of man who cannot bear living with a woman solely engrossed by materiality: “it 

was necessary that Berenza’s beauties should be polished” (72) – where the polished body 

alludes to the classical, impenetrable female body (note Lilla’s polished bosom that Victoria 

penetrates with her dagger) that would remain submissive and depend on her husband as a 

proper woman would naturally do. When Victoria realizes what Berenza requires from her, 

she consciously decides to act out his fantasy: 

 

She saw only that it would be necessary and politic to answer his sincere and 
honourable love at least with an appearance equally ardent and sincere. The peculiar 
cast of Berenza’s disposition was in reality melancholy; sombre and reflective, though 
in society seeming gay and careless; she then must become melancholy, retired, and 
abstracted (78).  
 

The term “politic” always occurs in the text in relation to Victoria’s conscious 

decision to manipulate her body, or more precisely, other’s perception of her body. She uses it 

when she acknowledges that it would be more politic to penetrate Catau’s heart with affected 

kindness and consideration rather than break free violently and risk a physical collision with 

her which she would surely lose against the strong peasant girl. Now she deems it politic to 

appropriate her deviant body to Berenza’s needs, otherwise she would remain alone in the 

world with nowhere to go. The transformation her body goes through is immediately 

recognizable: “her eyes, no longer full of a wild and beautiful animation, were taught to 

languish, or to fix for hours with musing air upon the ground” (78), her gait becomes 

“hesitating and dependent” (79), and instead of dominating the conversation she becomes 

silent; in short, Victoria’s manipulated body displays all the characteristics of a modest, 

submissive, dependent wife. She affects modesty when she confesses her love for Berenza 

and covers her fear as if in shame which results in her spouse’s being “convinced, that he 

possessed the first pure and genuine affections of an innocent and lovely girl” (80).  

These textual evidences suggest what Joan Riviere calls “womanliness as masquerade” 

(35): Riviere observes that women who wish for masculinity may put on “a mask of 

womanliness to avert anxiety and the retribution feared from men” (Riviere 35). In other 
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words, women’s survival in a patriarchal society is conditioned by their ability to make their 

natural bodies display the symptoms of womanliness, hence Victoria’s plan to compress her 

strong, masculine features into a “baby-face” comparable to Lilla’s. Victoria’s introduction to 

this staged womanliness is accompanied by a revelry when she enters Venice; the carnival, 

which signals Victoria’s own inclinations to masquerade her natural body in favour of a male 

ideal of femininity. According to Terry Castle, the carnival scene is powerfully subversive 

because it is a “saturnalian assault on taxonomies and hierarchies” that engenders a “general 

collapse of decorum in the fictional world" (Castle, “Carnivalization” 904). Castle maintains 

that the masquerade is the “symbolic theatre of female power as women did not only cross-

dress but they also assumed the social and behavioural freedoms of men” (Castle, 

“Carnivalization” 909); therefore, the masquerade provided women with unusual 

opportunities for sexual expression (Castle “Eros and Liberty” 159 – 164). It is precisely 

because of the focus of the carnival that evolved around highlighting the body: women could 

anonymously and without fear of being detected act out erotic fantasies of the prostitute or the 

female slave – for instance, Miss Chudleigh was reported to appear as a bare-breasted 

Iphigenia in 1749 and Miss Peltham appeared as a blackamore with her artificially blackened 

legs entirely exposed (Castle “Eros and Liberty” 165). Public strictures attacked masquerades 

precisely for their preoccupation with female corporeality; as the author of the “Essay on 

Plays and Masquerades” (1724) laments masquerading means an “entering into a League with 

the World, the Flesh and the Devil” (Castle “Eros and Liberty” 165), while a 1724 sermon 

delivered by the bishop of London shows concern for the potency of the true Englishmen who 

will be enfeebled and effeminate as a result of masquerades (Castle “Eros and Liberty” 158). 

Dacre, however, seems to reverse this eighteenth-century pattern of the carnival, since 

Victoria uses the masquerade to direct attention away from the female body and its league 

with sinful flesh. She does not act out fantasies of deviant sexualities; instead she stages the 

asexual female body whereby she maintains conventional male and female roles. In Victoria’s 

theatre the female loses empowerment and at the same time reaffirms man in his potency; 

Berenza can be re-established as a Pygmalion-like creator who moulds woman according to 

his taste, while Victoria ‘forgets’ her sexually deviant, monstrous body; therefore, Victoria’s 

masquerade is closer to what Luce Irigaray means by the term ‘masquerade’ which is “what 

women do in order to participate in man’s desire at the cost of giving up their own” (This Sex 

133).  

The theatricality of masquerades characterizes her scheme to secure the love of 

Henriquez. Her final act has been carefully staged: after administering the deluding potion to 
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Henriquez, she puts on the veil and clothes of Lilla and occupies the room of the fair rival she 

now impersonates. When Henriquez is pacing in front of the door of his lost beloved, “she 

threw open the door of the chamber, as if by chance, and came forth!” (218). Her body 

successfully imitates that of Lilla: she dances like a sylph and speaks like Lilla, which leads 

her to the gratification of her desires and consummates in sexual intercourse with Henriquez. 

However, having penetrated her body, Henriquez is able to see through Victoria’s disguise: 

when he wakes up the next morning, he sees in horror “those black-fringed eyelids”, “a cheek 

of dark and animated hue”, and “those raven tresses hanging unconfined”, instead of the “fair, 

enamelled cheek” and “flaxen ringlets of the delicate Lilla” (221). The “dark and animated 

hue” of Victoria’s cheek, Gueorguieva says, “obscenely mimics the blush of angelic 

innocence – the ruddy hue here is the post-coital glow of sexual pleasure” (Gueorguieva 89 – 

90) that ridicules the blush of the chaste and modest woman.  

This scene puts an end to Victoria’s conscious manipulation of her natural body that 

eventually breaks forth from behind the disguise of perfect beauty and seems to prove the age-

old belief that 

[t]he beauty of a woman is only skin-deep. If men could only see what is beneath the 
flesh and penetrate below the surface with eyes like the Boeotian lynx, they would be 
nauseated just to look at women, for all this feminine charm is nothing but phlegm, 
blood, humours and gall. Just imagine all that is hidden in the nostrils, throat and 
stomach… We are all repelled to touch vomit and ordure even with our fingertips. 
How then can we ever want to embrace what is merely a sack of rottenness? (Abbot 
Odo of Cluny, 10th century, qtd Warner 251) 

 
4.4. Victoria’s transgressive body 
 

I do not claim that in Zofloya Dacre would support a misogynist standpoint; she intends to 

highlight, though, the deceptiveness of surfaces whether it is clothes, the skin or any other 

part of the human body. She challenges the possibility of reading the body, or that the 

observation of physical traits might give a faithful picture of the inner characteristics of an 

individual. As Craciun claims, this authorial attitude was not Dacre’s own invention; she only 

responded to the increasing suspicion of the period that “the natural body was not fixed but 

mutable” (Craciun “Introduction” 18), and it also suggests that Zofloya is preoccupied with 

the expansion or transgression of the boundaries of the self. As Maria, or the Wrongs of 

Woman records Wollstonecraft’s concern with the stifling limitations of the maternal body, 

Dacre was equally disturbed by the confinement of the ideal feminine body whose greatest 

enemy is Victoria herself, who transgresses social, gender and moral boundaries throughout 

the whole novel. As I have shown in the previous section, she moves freely between different 
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class statuses (from the working class peasant to the upper-class lady), different genders 

(displaying the symptoms of the physically weak and reserved feminine body in juxtaposition 

to her very masculine natural body); and she does not hesitate to transgress moral boundaries 

be it committing murder or adultery. She has the power to accomplish all these transgressions 

because her body enables her to do so; her shape-shifting engenders her crossing the 

boundaries. Beauvais sees the uniqueness of Zofloya in that Dacre is able to supply her 

readers with a new concept of the female demon, one “who should be feared not because of 

her physical deformity, but for her mutability and her uncanny ability to dissemble in order to 

cross social and gender boundaries” (Beauvais 3). The greatest horror for Henriquez is not the 

fact that he has to share a household with the hated Victoria (though he is definitely disgusted 

by the presence of the woman) but when he finds her dark body next to him usurping the 

place of his fair beloved, and when he recognizes that he actually mistook Lilla for Victoria. 

Victoria, as the female demon of the novel has the power, therefore, to dissemble her own 

body in order to make it look like somebody else’s but an equally dangerous power of hers is 

to dissemble other bodies. I have already referred to the scene when Victoria manipulates the 

peasant girl, Catau with her features clothed in an artificial smile with which she intended to 

“penetrate” Catau’s heart. Her smile, however, is not her deadliest weapon: there are 

numerous allusions in the text to Victoria’s eyes being “animated” which indicates that her 

gaze is penetrating. She regards Lilla “with the eyes of a basilisk” (150), which popular 

folklore believes to have lethal power: whoever stares into the basilisk’s eyes is either 

petrified or drops dead, both states representative of the individual’s reduction to stony matter. 

Ever since Freud’s essay on the uncanny and his analysis of Hoffmann’s The Sandman, eyes 

have been regarded as a phallic symbol, whereas the loss of sight has always been interpreted 

as impotency. The fact that Victoria occupies the place of man in the position of the gazer 

with her penetrating eyes signals her transgression of gender boundaries and at the same time 

indicates her desire to transgress the boundaries of another individual. Apart from her eyes, 

she is also described as having a poisonous breath: the “hot breath” that seeks to contaminate 

Lilla’s polished body is contrasted to Lilla’s “soft breathings” (164), and again strengthens 

Victoria’s likeness to a poisonous snake. It is not surprising, therefore, that she is planning to 

kill the “detestable Berenza” and “root” Lilla from Henriquez’s heart in a garden (146), where 

she also conceives of her hatred for the respectable body of the married woman: “but, that my 

energies are all enslaved, my powers fettered, by the hated name of wife, Henriquez should 

have yielded to my love” (146). The disguise of the virtuous woman’s body imprisons 

Victoria that curbs her natural body swelling with desire: her desire is to penetrate 
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Henriquez’s body, that his body would yield, open to her powers. Victoria as a basilisk has 

another very effective weapon: the dagger that she carries in her bosom, the site of her 

sexuality. Carrying a phallic symbol in the part of her body that is associated with 

corporeality and sexuality establish Victoria not only a female demon but as a phallic woman. 

The image of the dagger-wielding woman had very threatening connotations in the period, 

since it was immediately associated with dangerous, unsexed women: Charlotte Corday on the 

one hand, “Marat’s barbarous assassin” who was staged during the French Revolution as the 

epitome of the phallic woman with the power to penetrate a man’s body when it is the most 

defenceless (she stabbed Marat while he was having a bath), and Mary Lamb, on the other, 

who is an even greater monster; the mad woman who in a flight of her rage murdered her own 

mother with a dagger. Both cases point to the dangerous potential of the unnatural woman, 

whose unhealthy body contaminates the sacred body of the mother and the pure, clean body 

of man, and who disintegrates the family by murdering the mother as well as the father, hence 

poses a great threat to the most basic unit of patriarchal structure. Craciun believes that 

Fuseli’s sketch of a dagger-wielding woman (Woman with a Stiletto) was the painter’s 

response to the series of murders committed by mad women, portraying a woman “bedecked 

with a headdress of grapes to signify her allegiance to Dionysus, god of wine and excess, she 

smiles menacingly at us, holding the leg of what seems to be a sacrificial lamb or buck and 

wielding a knife in the other hand” (Craciun, Fatal Women 40). Fuseli’s sketch could be 

apostrophized as a “breach of Romantic decorum” (Craciun Fatal Women 40) precisely 

because it depicts the mad woman as perfectly conscious of her crime, hence threatening to 

female propriety as well as to men, not only because she is using her dangerous sexuality to 

intoxicate them but because she singles them out as potential targets for her aggression. This 

latter claim might be substantiated by the fact that Fuseli’s dagger-wielding woman is 

depicted with the traditional attributes of a bacchante, thought to be particularly dangerous to 

men since Orpheus had also been torn apart by bacchantes (Craciun, Fatal Women 41). 

Victoria as a female demon is even more dangerous than Corday or Lamb – and as 

such stands closer to Fuseli’s bacchante – because her penetration of the bodies of men and 

women is conditioned by base sexual motives, the gratification of her corporeal desires, 

whereas Corday’s murder was prompted by the higher cause of patriotism (Clery 114 – 115), 

while Mary Lamb’s crime can be explained away with her deranged mental status. There is no 

excuse for Victoria’s actions, however, not even the one offered by Lewis to Matilda in The 

Monk, the only great female demon in the history of Gothic literature preceding Victoria. 

Matilda as tempter and debaser of the monk, Ambrosio, and the one who contributes to the 
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rape of Antonia turns out to be an illusion conjured by the Devil himself; and as such, she 

cannot be regarded as a real woman acting according to her violent desires. Victoria, on the 

other hand, cannot be dismissed as a phantom: in this sense, Dacre gets very close to 

Radcliffean Gothic in that it negates the working of supernatural phenomenon in the novel. 

Zofloya’s body might be possessed by the Devil, yet Victoria’s deformity is embedded in her 

own natural body from the beginning of the novel; furthermore, Victoria suppresses Ambrosio 

in that her lust and vindictiveness seem to be native to her; even before the arrival of Zofloya 

she is a satanic character, unlike Ambrosio who is tempted to sin by Matilda (Craciun, 

“Introduction” 15). 

Victoria is not the only woman in the text who represents dangerous femininity: the 

deviant body of Megalena Strozzi also serves to highlight the novel’s focus on deviant female 

sexuality in general. The first name in itself indicates the enlarged, therefore, masculine body 

of the woman; in addition, she also carries a dagger in her girdle, an item of clothing symbolic 

of what is actually beneath it: the female genitalia, an even more pronounced seat of desire 

than the bosom where Victoria conceals her own phallus. Megalena is described as possessing 

“full-blown charms” who has “bewitched and enslaved” Leonardo’s heart (106), and who has 

awakened in his heart “wild and unbounded passion” (106). She, like Victoria, is a possessor 

of the penetrating erotic gaze in that characteristic scene of the novel when she finds 

Leonardo sleeping on the side of the road: 

 

[…] the young Leonardo, however, captured her attention, and she softly approached 
to contemplate him – his hands were clasped over his head, and on his cheek, where 
the hand of health had planted her brown-red rose, the pearly gems of his tears still 
hung – his auburn hair sported in graceful curls about his forehead and temples […] 
his vermeil lips were half-open, and disclosed his polish teeth – his bosom, which he 
had uncovered to admit the refreshing air, remained disclosed, and contrasted by its 
snowy whiteness the animated hue of his complexion (103).  

 

We may note here a reversal of the traditional pattern of man gazing on the charms of 

a lovely woman, or as Miles says, “the order of the politics of modesty is strikingly reversed” 

(Gothic Writing 171). It is certainly striking, how all the essential physical traits of the modest 

female body are ‘displaced’ from the female body onto the male one: the rosy cheek, the 

snow-white skin, the red lips, the polished teeth and the tears trickling down on the face 

constitute the sleeping Leonardo as the effeminate victim of Megalena’s masculine gaze. The 

woman appears as a voyeur who strips the exposed body of the man and ravishes it in an act 

of visual rape, which is a curious reversal of the scene of the Sleeping Beauty or Snow White 
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in her glass coffin scrutinized by the prince. The moment when an insect stings the face of the 

sleeping Leonardo signals the contamination of his body; after his awakening, his body is 

filled with the “wild and unbounded passion” channelled from Megalena’s unhealthy body: 

before he fell asleep, his body was clean of the disease of Megalena’s base sexual desires; he 

had an “unpolluted heart” yet “unstained by guilt” (103) but as the narrator immediately 

warns us, it will soon become “changed, destroyed, and plunged into an abyss of shame and 

infamy” (103). Plunged into the an abyss is the fate that awaits the victims of both Megalena 

and Victoria; while Leonardo’s plunge is only metaphoric, Lilla’s fall occurs literally, and 

both are the result of the monstrous women’s strategy to degrade the bodies of others to level 

their own. Megalena pollutes the unstained body of Leonardo by turning him into an assassin 

and a filthy bandit, while Victoria debases the polished bosom of Lilla, making her a fallen 

woman just like herself.  

Victoria’s ability to spread her disease makes her comparable to a vampire, which 

parallel is encouraged when she is described as “thirsting for [Berenza’s] innocent blood” 

(170). The dagger as an extension of her body since it grows out of her bosom might be 

interpreted as the teeth or fangs of the vampire. Eszter Muskovits in her discussion of 

womanhood in Stoker’s Dracula explains that in vampire tales the teeth are metaphors for the 

phallus. She interprets the act of bloodsucking as a sexual act, in which “[a] penetrating and a 

receiving organ play part” and “during which bodily fluids intermingle” (8). Interestingly, 

Berenza’s contemplating the mingling of his “noble blood” with the “tincture of disgrace” 

(i.e. Victoria’s blood) (125) marks the point in the novel when he no longer feels superior, 

that is in a masterly position, to Victoria but begins to look at her as his equal. It shows, 

therefore, that the vampire Victoria has managed to contaminate the body of Berenza and 

occupies a superior position over the man. After their marriage Berenza feels languid and 

weak while Victoria is planning his death as if he has been weakened by loss of blood (170): 

Victoria seems to be minimizing the protection the boundary of his body gives to Berenza 

whereby she gradually becomes more and more masculine as she is ready to shed the disguise 

of the submissive wife and to liberate her so far contained desires. The concepts of the female 

vampire and the masculine woman share some important characteristics: neither fits the 

feminine ideal of patriarchal societies and both defy the social and sexual norms that men 

prescribe to them (Tóth “The Cry from the Womb/Tomb” 10). One aspect of this defiance is 

their use of sexuality for its own sake, and not for reproduction. As Josiah Gilbert Holland 

wrote, in the nineteenth century “motherhood was the role towards which a woman’s life was 

directed” (qtd Green 29), and as such, the woman who “avoided motherhood [and] separated 
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sex from reproduction and asserted her own will was defined as unnatural” (Smith-Rosenberg 

245), no to say monstrous. The vampire Victoria’s second victim, not surprisingly, is 

precisely the person who reminds her of the duty of motherhood: the “baby Lilla”. It is 

important to note that Victoria’s long fascination with Lilla’s alabaster skin receives its full 

meaning if we consider the possibility of Victoria as a vampire. Skin is a significant organ in 

eighteenth-century literature and recognized in various texts as an important boundary, 

actually skin is the last boundary that protects the self from the other. Vampirism when it was 

introduced into later Gothic tradition, says DeLamotte, represented the threat of physical 

violation, of transgression against the body, and she goes on to claim that one great fear that 

dominates the Gothic world is the fear of unity with some terrible Other (DeLamotte Perils of 

the Night 22 – 23). DeLamotte aptly observes that Lilla’s Other is Victoria (“White Terror” 

23), her dark other to be more precise, hence the on-going comparison of the two women in 

the novel. When Victoria as vampire punctures Lilla’s smooth skin with her fang, she 

destroys the last boundary that separated Lilla from her evil sister: the contamination Victoria 

spreads enters her body and she would eventually become a monstrous woman like Victoria. 

After the penetration and transformation of Lilla’s body, she ceases to be a rival to Victoria; 

hence her useless body is discarded. Interestingly, as I have referred to it earlier, Victoria’s 

fate is strikingly similar to that of Lilla: she is plunged into an abyss, just at the point when 

her body ceases to be masculine.  

 

4.5. Victoria’s Other: Zofloya’s foreign body 
 

As we have seen, Victoria in all her relationships consciously manipulates her body to conceal 

its natural masculinity that counted as monstrosity according to the standards of patriarchal 

society. She cannot, however, either manipulate her own body in the presence of the slave, or 

manipulate Zofloya’s body. Being a creature of supernatural order, he is standing over the 

penetrative techniques employed by Victoria. In the following section my intention is to 

adumbrate the interrelation of the bodies of Victoria and Zofloya as human beings since it is 

only at the very end of the novel that Victoria learns what lies beneath that body. I will argue 

that Victoria’s body responds to Zofloya’s as to the body of a black slave, and not as the body 

of a superhuman being as DeLamotte calls him (Perils of the Night 33). It is not surprising 

that Victoria as a white woman responds to Zofloya’s black body in a way that is best 

described as sexual attraction: we have seen that Victoria transgresses social, sexual and 

moral boundaries throughout her sinful career, and the sexual desire between an “empowered 
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white woman and a black slave”, Anne K. Mellor states, “represents a culturally outlawed 

desire”, a taboo sexual relationship that “enabled Dacre’s female readers to explore a far 

wider range of sexual options, a more aggressive libidinal subjectivity, than did the other 

writing of her day” (Mellor “Interracial Sexual Desire in Charlotte Dacre’s Zofloya” 173). 

Victoria from the start is ranked as Zofloya’s inferior; their relationship might be best 

described as one between master and disciple. Zofloya passes his deep esoteric knowledge of 

the human body onto Victoria who gradually learns the secret of bodies, which seems to be a 

kind of knowledge Foucault describes as “ars erotica”: 

 

Historically, there have been two great procedures for producing the truth of sex. On 
the one hand, societies in China, Japan, India, Rome and the Arabo-Moslem world, 
truth is drawn from pleasure itself. Pleasure is not considered in relation to an absolute 
law of the permitted and the forbidden but in relation to itself: it is experienced as 
pleasure, evaluated in terms of intensity, duration and its reverberations in the body 
and the soul. In these societies there is an ars erotica in which knowledge must remain 
secret because it would lose from its effectiveness and its virtue by being divulged. 
Knowledge must pass from the master to the disciple; only he can transmit this art in 
an esoteric manner and as the culmination of an initiation in which he guides the 
disciple’s progress with unfailing skill and severity (Foucault 57). 

 

The connection between Zofloya and Victoria is further enhanced by their marginal 

social status: women and slaves were almost on the same social level, and both bodies were 

measured, evaluated, and found defective against the superior body of the white European 

male (Schiebinger 66). The historical usage of the term Moor differs from its present-day 

denotation. As Gueorguieva informs us, from the Middle Ages up to seventeenth century the 

term ‘moor’ used to designate black people in general (75), and as the subtitle of Zofloya 

shows the novel takes place in the fifteenth century when this usage of the term held its sway. 

Negro, neger, negur, Moor and black were all accepted contemporary terms for Anglo-

Africans (Ellis Politics 62), and as such Zofloya should not be regarded as an individual of 

Moorish origin but simply as a foreign, black body. 

The body of the Moor is definitely a foreign body that corresponds to the Oriental 

body of the Gothic literature of the fin de siècle, however, there the Orient is an exclusively 

feminine space associated with the fertility and luxuriance of the body; in short, bodily 

pleasure that is contrasted to masculinised Western culture (Hurley 128). The Orient, Hurley 

goes on, is “synonymous with sexuality in the same way as Woman is: to each is attributed 

the sort of gross corporeality, both in terms of generative power and a sexualized identity, that 

masculinised Western culture disclaims in itself” (128) which means that the Oriental woman 
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inspires feelings of desire as well as disgust in the Western male. In Zofloya we may find a 

reversal of this pattern since here it is the foreign male body that is associated with a deep 

understanding of corporeality and Victoria has ambiguous feelings when she gets into 

physical contact with the moor: “Never, till this moment, had she been so near the person of 

the Moor – such powerful fascination dwelt around him, that she felt incapable of 

withdrawing from his arms; yet, ashamed […] and blushing at her feelings, when she 

remembered that Zofloya, however he appeared, was but a menial slave” (234). The moor 

also reminds us of the Orient because the Oriental body is utterly foreign, alien and 

inexplicable to the host nation, just as Zofloya is unintelligible to Victoria: she claims she 

never understands him properly (240 – 242). The moor’s figure is more related to the highly 

sexualized Orient than to the figure of the pathetic Negro. Dacre herself was concerned with 

the figure of the black slave: Zofloya was written in the year before the legal abolition of slave 

trade in Britain in 1807, but her earlier poetry also shows her preoccupation with slavery. The 

conventional abolitionist poem and narrative concentrated on the figure of the pathetic dying 

Negro but Dacre insisted on the powerful African where his power is primarily extended over 

women (Michasiw 35). Michasiw explains that Zofloya differs from the poor African slave in 

that he is self-sufficient in himself – there is no mention of his family ties, though it is 

characteristic of the African slave in abolitionist texts, what’s more, he is described as 

beautiful which is never allowed to slaves (Michasiw 45 – 47).  

Dacre addressed the issue of the black body twice in her poetry: “The Poor Negro 

Sadi” seems a traditional abolitionist poem in the sense that it describes the enslaved black 

body in accord with its conventional representation. Sadi has been torn from his native 

community, from the side of his wife to die lonely on foreign shores after thoroughly tortured 

by slave-holders but his agony continues even after he is liberated. He is a passive recipient of 

pain and suffering, a victim of white man, powerless to defy tyranny: his once “swelling”, 

erect body is forced to “bow […] to the despot’s controul [sic]” (Hours of Solitude Vol.1, 

117), his cheeks are continually bathed in tears; in other words, we may witness the white 

European male’s program to eliminate his rival by effeminizing the prominently masculine 

body of the black slave. European men felt threatened by the sexual libido of black men, 

supposedly surpassing their own, and because they thought that excluding intellectual 

capabilities, the essence of the African slave is his physicality; the white Caucasian male had 

to eliminate this dangerous physical potency in order to remove the threat and reassure his 

own potency at the same time.  
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Dacre’s other poem about black bodies, “Moorish Combat” depicts the black body in 

its most potent and violent state: potent because the first part of the poem describes the 

passionate intercourse between the moor, Marli and his lover, Ora, while the second part is 

about the mortal combat between Marli and his enraged rival, Zamponi that results in Marli’s 

death which is avenged by Ora. The poem seems to underline traditional patriarchal values in 

that it presents woman as a commodity that men fight over: Ora is described in terms of ideal 

femininity and conventional virginity; she is “pure as angels”, a “beauteous form”, 

“trembling”, “fair sprite” (108) whose body is exposed to the wandering gaze of the man 

(“His eyes inebriate wander'd o'er her charms” 110), while the woman is not allowed to join 

him in his voyeuristic explorations (“While hers to earth were cast with chastened air” 110). 

While the two moors are doing battle, her body is cast aside as a lifeless statue or painted 

image of the Madonna (“She, beauteous maid! like a bright genius stood,/ With hands and 

eyes uplifted to the sky;/ While steely sparks commingling with the beam,/ Were not more 

bright than shot from either eye” 110), although her own body is at stake: the moors fight for 

sole possession of Ora’s body. When Marli is defeated, he passes his right for the woman’s 

body to Zampogni, claiming him the heir to the property (“’Thou art Zampogni's now,’ he 

faintly said […]’Yes, thou art mine,’ the fierce Zampogni cried;” 111). Ora’s only conscious 

decision is to die for Marli: as soon as she transgresses the boundary of her proper body – by 

avenging the death of her lover – the only avenue left to her is the elimination of the now 

improper female body – improper because sexualized, and because she took her fate into her 

own hands. Before her masculinisation, she was a typical victim of misogynist practices: her 

confinement is symbolized by her dwelling place, a cave that we have seen to be employed in 

Blake’s engraving as the limited site of married life; furthermore, the description of her body 

is also typical of the spotless, asexual female body. Her passionate sexual intercourse with 

Marli, however, renders her a fallen woman with nothing to do but die: even in her death, she 

articulates her dependency on the man – “Oh, Marli! thou for whom alone/ The wretched Ora 

liv'd” (112). We have to note the parallel between Ora and Lilla as Lilla’s destruction is also 

engendered by the masculinisation of her body. The representation of the black body, 

however, is remarkably new:  it does not show signs of weakness or humiliation as in the case 

of the poor negro; instead, it is depicted as graceful and explicitly masculine with the “severe 

brow”, “sparkling eyes” and “throbbing heart” (108 – 109). His graceful form is bedecked 

with jewels and a white turban (the accessories of Zofloya) that constitute to the beauty of his 

form; yet, it is precisely this beauty that renders his body monstrous and grotesque, hence 

disturbing in the eye of the Western observer. 
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Youngquist claims that the black body can be nothing but monstrous because it is 

measured against the proper white body, like the body of the Hottentot Venus, Saartjie 

Baartman who was something like a freak in the early nineteenth century and was put on 

display to demonstrate the monstrous black body: her oversized buttocks and genitalia came 

to identify deviant sexuality with blackness (Youngquist 57). However, Zofloya’s monstrosity 

is not generated by the fact that his body is black, but by the fact that he is depicted beautiful 

despite the colour of his skin. Zofloya’s blackness should normally render him disgusting and 

ugly in the eye of a Western observer, yet he is not so, and this is precisely what makes his 

body so disturbingly grotesque. That the white European male was discomforted by a black 

slave who demonstrates the symmetry and masculinity of the white body is well-recorded in 

the writing of Petrus Camper’s writing. The renowned eighteenth-century anatomist once saw 

a painting by Van Temple and found it really disturbing that the painter depicted a moor with 

a black body but European features (Youngquist 65). The black body is not only seen as 

monstrous by the Western observer but it is associated with demonic forces when it 

confounds the boundaries of the degenerate black body and the ideal white one. Fuseli’s fairy-

painting, Puck (1790) shows the human male form in his nakedness, but instead of perfection 

one gets a distorted and asymmetric male figure with a typically African face: curly hair, 

heavy-lidded eyes, a broad nose and thick lips (Bown 27). The black wings, however, seem to 

suggest the black male’s association with the supernatural, which means that he violates the 

natural properties of both the black and the white male body. Bown interprets Puck’s 

monstrosity in terms of the grotesque, and argues that the grotesque for Fuseli has a racial 

dimension (27).  

According to Alison Milbank, the grotesque in the Renaissance described an 

ornamental style “showing the admixture of plants, animals and humans growing in and out of 

each other” (79); therefore, the essence of the grotesque is that it negates difference and 

eliminates the clear-cut boundaries between species, ranks, classes. Zofloya represents the 

grotesque body precisely because he enmeshes the boundaries between masculine and 

feminine, white and black, canny and uncanny, Western and Eastern or African, as well as 

master and slave. His shape is familiar and alien at the same time, hence he is representative 

of the uncanny that troubles representation, and signifies the return of the repressed. Freud in 

his Studies on Hysteria (1893) also identifies the repressed as a foreign body: the memory of a 

trauma “acts like a foreign body which, long after its entry, must continue to be regarded as an 

agent that is still at work” (6).The bodies of Zofloya and Victoria are related to the extent that 

we might interpret the grotesque body of the black slave as Victoria’s other, in which the 
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woman’s repressed physicality is embodied. DeLamotte notes that Zofloya’s otherness is less 

straightforward than Victoria’s – who is the Other of Lilla (DeLamotte, “White Terror” 23) 

but it is substantiated by the fact that compared to the highly eroticized figure of the moor, 

Victoria’s body gradually loses the physical traits of deviancy. Just as Victoria was Lilla’s 

dark double when the two were compared, Zofloya, in turn, becomes the double of Victoria, 

whose once swelling body is gradually turning into a proper feminine body in the moor’s 

presence. Heiland also contemplates the possibility that Zofloya might be read as Victoria’s 

double when she says that the slave represents the “dark and demonic forces in Victoria’s 

psyche” (Heiland 45); furthermore, the text also seems to indicate the peculiarity of their 

relation in such a way: 

 

Victoria laid her finger on her lip, and turned back towards the chamber of the Conte; 
the contrast between them, as they moved along, was peculiarly forcible; the figure of 
Victoria, slender and elegantly proportioned, arrayed in flowing white, with her raven 
hair streaming over her shoulders; that of Zofloya so gigantic and differently attired, 
yet seeming at intervals, by the dubious rays of the lamp, and the effect of strong 
shade, increased to a height scarcely human. Once or twice, the deceptive magnitude 
of his dark shadow on the wall, struck with momentary alarm even the hardy Victoria 
[…] (Zofloya 190). 

 

Though earlier described as possessing strong features and firm, majestic steps 

indicative of a somewhat robust body, Victoria’s representation in this passage is strikingly 

different. Her slender and proportioned body is clad in the virginal white robe of the typical 

Gothic heroine, an image sharply contrasted to the robust physicality of the moor that is 

described as a shadow on the wall, rather than an actual physical presence. Such a description 

seems to support the reading of Zofloya’s body as the alter-ego of Victoria; her dark double 

embodying that strongly physical irregularity that earlier seemed to characterize Victoria’s 

natural body.  

So far we have seen how the transgressive Victoria manipulates her body to satisfy her 

sexual desires: she shifts according to her will, and contaminates with her sparkling eyes, 

dagger and poisonous breath every boundary standing in the way of the gratification of her 

desires, be it sexual or murderous. Her transgressive masculine body concealed with disguises 

seems to have no effect on the monstrous body of the moor, whereas Victoria’s masculinity 

diminishes in the presence of the moor. While she infuses Lilla’s body with her “hot breath”, 

she stands “breathless” (153) with Zofloya, who even claims that she “independently of [him], 

[she] canst not even breathe” (227). The closer she is attached to the moor, the more closed 



133 
 

and impenetrable Victoria’s body becomes, thus gradually transforms into the proper 

feminine body she has been using as a disguise and which she attacks in the person of the 

innocent Lilla. While she used to dominate conversations, she cannot speak when confronted 

with the power of Zofloya: “How happens it, that with a thousand questions to ask him, I find 

time to ask him nothing?, and with a thousand inquiries to make respecting himself, my 

tongue refuses in his presence to perform its office and I remain unsatisfied” (167). Her 

tongue being one of the symbols of her sexually overcharged body, Victoria feels unsatisfied 

when with the moor, precisely because he forces her natural body to behave properly. 

Zofloya, eventually, succeeds in “checking her boldness”, the very thing that Berenza failed 

to accomplish because he fell for the manipulation of Victoria’s ever changing body. The 

moor, however, is not satisfied with trammelling certain aspects of her body: he desires 

complete mastery over her, a wish expressed in his question: “Is not that heart mine, 

Victoria?” (181). When he puts his hand on Victoria’s bosom “[s]he lifted her eyes to the 

countenance of the Moor, but they fell beneath his fiery glances – she would have spoken; she 

knew not what conflicting emotions chained her tongue, she desired to reprove his boldness, 

but […] she durst not – she beheld herself in his power and […] she trembled” (181). Every 

aspect of Victoria’s body that conditions its deformity and constitutes its likeness to a snake 

or vampire (her breath, her tongue, her penetrating eyes) is limited by Zofloya. Her attempt to 

reverse this relation – which figures Victoria as slave and Zofloya as master – fails when 

Zofloya refuses the diamond she offers him. It recalls the diamond ring she presented to 

Catau, the token at the price of which the servant girl sold her body to Victoria as if it was 

commodity: Zofloya, however, by rejecting the diamond, rejects to be treated as a slave since 

it is Victoria’s body he intends to enslave. Victoria experiences Zofloya’s touch as a “grasp of 

iron” (181), a sensation comparable to the iron shackles of slavery as well as the fetters of 

marriage as Berenza’s wife. Interestingly, marriage as the most uncomfortable experience for 

a woman like Victoria figures in her dream in association with the moor. When Victoria is 

having an erotic dream about Henriquez and Lilla embracing in a luxurious garden, she takes 

the position of the voyeur since she claims that in the dream she cannot take her eyes off 

them. Apparently, being the possessor of the gaze satisfies her as “she utters a deep groan” 

(135) while asleep, hence this dream signals her desire to occupy the masculine position of 

the voyeur. However, this sexual fantasy is interrupted by the approach of the moor that 

displaces Victoria from the position of the voyeur and replaces her into the proper role of 

woman – the bride: in the continuation of the dream, Zofloya bends his knee with arms 

extending towards her (136) in an explicit gesture of proposal, followed by a church scene in 
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which Victoria is standing in front of the altar and the moor asks her: “Wilt thou be mine?” 

(136).  

In short, Zofloya’s presence evokes a transformation in Victoria’s body she is not 

willing to accept: the formerly erect, swelling body of Victoria is curbed into the silent 

submissive body of the proper young lady and wife, according to Craciun, she is destroyed 

through her submission to another, a husband (Craciun, “Introduction” 15). She blushes and 

trembles when the moor embraces her, thus displaying the classical symptoms of the virginal 

body, while she is unable to speak and gaze into the eye of the moor, symptomatic of the 

enslaved body of the dependent wife. Chaplin notes that Victoria’s destruction is a result of 

her growing sensibility and her feminization in the second half of the text as she is shifting 

from a position of mastery into one of submission (Chaplin 141). Victoria eventually falls into 

the trap of her own making as her natural body is devoured by the artificial graces she initially 

used to mock proper femininity. Beauvais explains this as “the loss of the self” which is taken 

advantage of by the demon-lover, Zofloya (5). Fuseli’s painting, The Negro Revenged (Fig 8) 

seems to be the visual representation of the interrelation of the bodies of Victoria and Zofloya. 

Although Malchow insists that the message of the painting might have been prompted by the 

lines of Thomas Day’s poem, “The Dying Negro”: “For Afric triumphs! – his avenging rage/ 

No tears can soften and no blood assuage” (qtd Malchow 21), I believe it is more closely 

related to the outcome of Dacre’s novel. Malchow says that The Negro Revenged was painted 

a few years before 1811 (Malchow 22) – it was published in 1807, the year following the 

publication of Zofloya– ; therefore, it is certainly possible that Fuseli intended it as an 

illustration to Zofloya’s power relation between the black slave and the white woman. The 

painting features a black male standing erect at the precipice of a mountain with a 

proportioned, decisively masculine body, while a white woman is clinging to him in an 

apparent gesture of belonging and dependency. She seems to be the extension of the man’s 

body, indicating that she has no identity of her own; she is totally exposed to the revengeful 

desires of the black man. This image serves to highlight the impotency of the white male 

body, not only because it is absent from the painting but because it is the slave who eventually 

manages to tame the sexualized body of the white woman and gain absolute control over her. 

The control is obviously of a sexual nature since the white woman is encircling the black 

body with her arms around the man’s loins. The final scene of Zofloya seems to be arranged 

in the same way as Fuseli’s painting with Victoria holding unto the triumphant body of the 

moor standing at the very brink of an abyss. Victoria’s destruction is brought about by her 

giving up her naturally monstrous body and accepting the classical feminine one: when the 
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moor requires of her to “accustom thyself to rely upon me wholly” (264) and “resign thyself 

entirely to me” (266), she realizes again that survival for a woman in a patriarchal society is 

only possible as long as she forgets her body as well as her identity as an independent subject. 

The only problem is that Zofloya, unlike Berenza, does not fall for Victoria’s manipulative 

body (“no evasion woman, no forced confession” 266), therefore, she cannot survive.  

 

4.6. Conclusion 
 

As I have mentioned earlier, Victoria dies the same way as Lilla, only their deaths are 

conditioned by different factors. Lilla has to die because she is unable to maintain existence in 

a sexualized, hence fallen, monstrous female body. Contrary to this scenario, Victoria cannot 

accept the loss of her identity as female demon (constituted by her transgressive body), and 

refuses to live in a feminized body forced upon her by male prerogatives. When Victoria is 

gradually losing her deviant body, she loses her identity at the same time which is only natural 

if we consider Judith Butler’s theory about identity as performed via corporeal signs: 

 

[a]cts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but 
produce this on the surface of the body, through the play of the signifying absences 
that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause. Such 
acts, gestures, enactments generally construed, are performative in the sense that the 
essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications 
manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means. 
(Butler 136) 

 

These bodily signifiers of identity, the novel warns us, can be manipulated, though; as 

Victoria is moving between the categories and across the boundaries of the sexualized, hence 

monstrous female body and the spotless, proper feminine body, she subverts “the persistent 

category of the proper woman, not only by embodying its antithesis”, Craciun insists, “but by 

demonstrating the instability of these categories themselves” (“Introduction” 23). The motif 

that engenders the female demon’s transgression in the novel is the disguise of modesty, 

propriety and sensibility, which is quite unique in the period’s Gothic writing. Although Anne 

Williams points out that disguise is a convention in the Gothic novel that implies “disorder in 

the relations between signifier and signified” (71), the disguise that subverts conventional 

gender roles would be one that conceals the feminine body under cover of masculinity as in 

the case of Lewis’s Matilda. Contrary to this assumption, however, Dacre’s novel reverses the 

pattern and deliberately exploits the kind of “victim feminism” that Radcliffe “unknowingly 
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conspired in” creating (Hoeveler Gothic Feminism 3). Victim feminism is a term coined by 

Diane Long Hoeveler, denoting a “professional masquerade whereby female power is 

achieved through staged weakness” and that helped “women adjust to their confusing and 

often contradictory status in a newly emerging bourgeois culture” (Gothic Feminism xi – xiii).  

While Hoeveler accuses women gothicists for their voluntary submission to patriarchal 

norms whereby they victimized their own heroines as well as their own writing, Dacre’s 

Victoria internalizes these patriarchal norms and uses them to manipulate and deceive those 

by whom the said norms originate. However, while Radcliffe’s unknowing ‘professional 

victims’ satisfy themselves with their victimized bodies and the fate those bodies accomplish 

(i.e. marriage), Dacre’s anti-heroine is repulsed by the stabilization of the proper body and her 

status as submissive wife which leads to her inevitable death. Victoria’s ultimate transgression 

is that she embraces the deformed body: her own natural body as well as that masculine 

aspect of her body that is channelled into the body of the moor. Unlike the conventional 

heroine who flees at the sight of the deviant sexuality of the demon lover (Craciun 

“Introduction” 16), Victoria embraces the deformed body; and she dies at the point when her 

body wholly transforms into the submissive feminine body – a fate Victoria tries to escape 

and which suggests that the deceptive body of ideal femininity is incapable of articulating 

female sexuality.  
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5. The Dead Female Body 
 
5.1. The female body that evades detection: the authorship of Manfroné 
 
Mary Wollstonecraft and Charlotte Dacre possessed very prominent authorial bodies, and we 

can see that the bodies of these women writers characteristically interfered with their writing 

and left their impact on the body of the text. Wollstonecraft’s major concern was the restricted 

and desexualized maternal body; hence her female Gothic novel is concerned with the 

avenues left for women to liberate their bodies from the limited and limiting experience of 

motherhood. Dacre internalized the surface ideal of patriarchy and consciously manipulated 

her own as well as her heroine’s body to conform to that ideal but also indicated the dangers 

of such manipulation. In the case of Mary Anne Radcliffe there is hardly a solid, tangible 

authorial body to grasp onto since even twentieth century and present day scholars are not 

sure regarding the identity of the writer of Manfroné, despite the fact that the novel was quite 

popular in its day. As Townshend notes the novel first appeared in a four volume edition 

published by J. F. Hughes in 1809 and was reissued first in 1819, then from time to time 

during the nineteenth century, sometimes erroneously attributed to Ann Radcliffe (Townshend 

vi). Townshend investigates the authorship of the novel in four different directions: it might 

have been written by proto-feminist Mary Ann Radcliffe, who wrote and published in 

Edinburgh around 1810. Louisa Bellenden Ker made claim to the authorship of the text in a 

series of letters to the Royal Literary Fund. The third possibility would be Mary Ann 

Radcliffe of Durham, a minor poet and novelist of the mid-nineteenth century, while the 

fourth possibility might be the publisher, Hughes, who engineered a hoax to associate the 

novel with Ann Radcliffe so that it would sell well (Townshend 265). “But if the authorship 

of Manfroné remains ultimately unknown, perhaps even unknowable, it is an inevitability 

suggested by the title of the fiction itself: the disembodied, skeletal hand that makes its iconic 

appearance at several climactic moments in the narrative metonymically encodes the hand of 

writing that has been separated off from the body of actual authorial identity” (Townshend 

265). Rictor Norton argues that Mrs Mary Anne Radcliffe is presumably the same person who 

wrote the feminist tract, The Female Advocate (written in 1792 but only published in 1799), 

although Norton admits that her Memoirs (1810) complicates matters as it refers to neither the 

novel, Manfroné nor the tract and he also mentions the name of Belinda/Bellenden Kerr as a 

possible candidate for the authorship of Manfroné (Norton 95). Although Townshend does not 

find it plausible that the proto-feminist Mary Ann Radcliffe could have written Manfroné, I 
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believe she can be the most probable author of the text. She was the only writer by that name 

who published at the time, despite the orthographic differences in the first names ‘Ann’ and 

‘Anne’. Diversions in spelling were not uncommon in the period: we can encounter a number 

of different spellings of the name Radcliffe, either as Ratcliffe or Radclife; hence it is not 

unprecedented that the same author published under slightly different pen-names. Mary Anne 

Radcliffe’s literary career seems somewhat comparable to that of Mary Wollstonecraft: she 

started out with a feminist tract entitled The Female Advocate; or, An Attempt to Recover the 

Rights of Women from Male Usurpation first printed in 1799, under the authorial name of 

Mary Anne Radcliffe, a spelling retained on the title-page of Manfroné. Apart from the title of 

the tract that clearly reverberates Wollstonecraft’s Vindication; she also pays homage to her 

great feminist predecessor, by attributing an Amazonian spirit to Wollstonecraft that she sadly 

lacks. Like Wollstonecraft, Radcliffe also rejected the imaginative horrors of the Gothic 

romance when she wrote in her Memoirs: 

 

Doubtless, in these modern times, were the pen in the hand of a Novel Writer, the 
flights of imagination might the more agreeably surprise, by carrying the heroes, or 
heroines of the day instantaneously over mountains and forrests [sic] – from castle to 
cavern – or in leaving the novel reader bewildered in the trackless desert, until fairly 
lost in the depths of fancy. But the Author having undertaken to give a plain and 
simple narrative of facts only, it is hoped, in quitting the field of romance, the young 
mind may receive as great benefit from truth (Memoirs v, qtd Townshend 267).  

 
Wollstonecraft had a very unfavourable opinion about Gothic romances herself, 

especially their contagious influence on young minds; yet, she found it the very medium 

through which she could articulate her anxiety about her own maternal body. The author of 

Manfroné was surely influenced by not only Wollstonecraft but by the major Gothicists of the 

day; namely Horace Walpole, Ann Radcliffe and Matthew Lewis, whose impact is tangible in 

the text of the novel. Townshend has found some names in the text, most prominently that of 

the title character, Manfroné were most likely to be taken from Lewis’s The Bravo of Venice 

(261), while the frequent occurrence of banditti, as well as the theme of female incarceration 

and prosecution mark the influence of Ann Radcliffe’s plots. Manfroné is set in the northern 

states of Italy, which Ann Radcliffe in The Mysteries of Udolpho emphasizes to be “torn by 

civil commotion, where every petty state was at war with its neighbour and even every castle 

liable to the attack of an invader” (Radcliffe The Mysteries of Udolpho 387). Mary Anne 

Radcliffe also employed the technique of the explained supernatural she inherited from Ann 

Radcliffe. Every single occurrence in the novel that seems to suggest the possibility of 



139 
 

supernatural agency is cleared up later to be the result of perfectly natural reasons. The 

explained supernatural has turned out to be an effective means in the hands of women writers 

to substantiate their claim for writing. Since women were at the time strongly recommended 

not to indulge in dangerous fancies and not to get overwhelmed with the excesses of 

imagination, they constantly had to prove their rationality, a manly virtue, so that they would 

not be stigmatized as monstrous. The fact that women writers feared stigmatization and the 

ostracism that accompanied it can be easily recognized in the attitude of Mary Anne 

Radcliffe: behind the name there is no or there are too many simultaneous identities that 

cancel each other out and leave a blank.  

Ultimately, it is very difficult to attach the text of Manfroné to a solid identity, just as 

the severed hand in the novel rejects affiliation and might be belonging to any person wearing 

a cloak that hides a mutilated arm. The marchese de Montalto, the padre Grimaldi and the 

prince di Manfroné are all possible candidates for the ownership of the severed hand that 

marks double transgression: the violation of property and the female body since when the 

mysterious stranger enters Rosalina’s chamber, he does so without permission and he 

undoubtedly enters her room to rape her. If the missing hand is to be regarded as a symbol of 

transgression that resists affiliation, the text of Manfroné is equally so: as a Gothic novel it 

marks transgression and violation of male literary property; therefore, it might have been a 

knowing move of the author to remain unsighted and bodiless. As we could see in the case of 

Wollstonecraft and Dacre, women writers of female Gothic consciously reproduced their own 

uncanny alter egos in their heroines: Maria re-enacts Wollstonecraft’s desire to be liberated 

from the restrictions of her own maternal body, while Victoria resolves to the manipulation of 

her own body surface as Dacre did with hers. The same tendency might be observed in the 

case of Mary Anne Radcliffe and her heroine, Rosalina, who seems to be the epitome of the 

Radcliffean bodiless, passive, fainting heroine. Throughout the novel she is associated with 

death which might be the result of the fact that, according to Townshend, Mary Anne 

Radcliffe was sixty at the time of the publication of Manfroné, and she was “rheumatic, 

housebound and rapidly approaching death” (270). Townshend makes this claim in order to 

prove that Mary Anne Radcliffe, author of The Female Advocate (1799) was in no fit state to 

write a four-volume Gothic romance; however, it is precisely this declining physical state that 

the author made use of in her representation of bodies in the novel. The litt le we know about 

her places Radcliffe into the conventional situation of female writers of the time: she had a 

clandestine marriage with one Joseph Radcliffe in 1761, which turned out to be a failure due 

to the financial incontinence of the husband who was a spendthrift, drunken bully unable to 



140 
 

provide for his wife and two children (Townshend 269). Manfroné is a text that seems to 

articulate the same dissatisfaction with male practices as the feminist tract, The Female 

Advocate, and also to voice the anxiety over the failing, dissembling female body.  

 

5.2. The hand 
 

Mary Anne Radcliffe’s obsession with an amputated male limb is not unprecedented in the 

female Gothic: Diane Long Hoeveler has drawn attention to the fact that Joanna Baillie stares 

almost obsessively on dead male bodies in De Monfort, while she fixates on an amputated 

arm in Basil: 

 

The bodily extremities draw her obsessive gaze. It has long been a commonplace that 
female bodies, especially maternal bodies are abjected in the Gothic text; it seems 
obvious that Baillie also deals with the male body as abject. Baillie’s abject male 
bodies continue to haunt the text, they cannot be rid of; therefore, they represent 
indestructible patriarchy, uncanny phallic power that constantly resurrects itself in an 
erect position. (Hoeveler, “Joanna Baillie” 118) 
 

The same is obviously true for Mary Anne Radcliffe’s Manfroné: the hand is 

apparently a prominent symbol in the novel as it features in the title and crops up in climactic 

moments, always to threaten the heroine’s integrity. Rosalina’s first encounter with the hand 

is in her room, when a midnight violator sneaks into it to rape her: the memento of this sexual 

trauma is the severed hand that lies on the floor. The description of the hand is intriguing if 

we consider what it stands for throughout the novel: “the bleeding hand was large and 

muscular, but no rings being on the fingers, they were at a loss to conceive whom the owner 

could be” (Manfroné 6). Being large and muscular, the hand of Rosalina’s violator is a phallic 

symbol that threatens her virginal body with aggressive male sexuality, and the fact that bit 

bears no signet seems to indicate that, unlike earlier Gothic novels, in which there has always 

been one particular villain who persecutes the heroine, in Manfroné it is men in general who 

intend to victimize and penetrate the heroine’s body. This feature of Manfroné delineates a 

highly disturbing scenario for the heroine, since while earlier Gothic novels – except for the 

female Gothic novels discussed where there was no hero at all to save women from evil 

designs –  afforded a shelter for the heroine’s virtue in the character of a hero, Rosalina’s 

saviour does show signs of aggressive masculinity, hence he cannot be regarded as a 

conventional hero of the Gothic novel, despite the fact that he saves Rosalina on a number of 

occasions. Another important aspect of the severed hand as representative of male aggression 
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is that it is covered in blood, which signals its relation to the male act of revenge, the greatest 

possible threat to the heroine’s integrity, mental and physical health. Women’s response to the 

sight of the hand is very telling, both Rosalina and her maid, Carletta show signs of death at 

their first encounter with sexually abusive masculinity: “what, with horror, she perceived to 

be a human hand, blood-stained, and apparently but lately severed from its limb. She sickened 

and turned pale at the sight, and sinking into a chair, covered her eyes with her hands, lest she 

should again behold so unpleasant an object, while Carletta lay inanimate on the floor, close 

to the cause of her alarms” (Manfroné 5 – 6).  

Rosalina’s attitude towards sexuality is an evasive one: seeing the phallus of a man 

who has just attempted to rape her makes her cover her eyes with her hands, meaning that she 

is unable to face its implications i.e. the loss of her virginity and the possibility of a sexualized 

body. Rosalina seems to be the epitome of the asexual Gothic heroine whose tender feeling 

for Montalto is “unmixed with the base dross of sensual passion” (52). The movement of the 

hand is all the more important because it is indicative of what is beneath the surface. Poussin 

said that “just as the 24 letters of the alphabet are used to form words and express our 

thoughts, so the forms of the human body are used to express the various passions of the soul 

and to make visible what is in the mind” (qtd Heppner 5), whereas Le Brun, a follower of 

Poussin thought that the face in general and especially the eyebrows were the central indices 

of the feelings of the soul, and also the arms and hands (Heppner 5). An early nineteenth-

century text also points out the hand as an important means of expressing thoughts and 

emotions: Gilbert Austin’s Chironomia (1806) quotes Lavater’s description of the eye as the 

tongue for the understanding and Cresellius’s account of the hand as a second tongue, because 

“nature has adopted it by the most wonderful contrivance for illustrating the art of persuasion” 

(qtd Leask 62 – 63). As Miles points out, women writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries used the “semiology of the body” to articulate their desires, since language was a 

medium disallowed for women; and Radcliffe also resolved to the extensive usage of bodily 

movements so that her characters may find an avenue for expression.   

Rosalina is only using her hands to lean on the arm of Carletta whenever she feels 

faint, or else to use them as shield against the disturbing sight of sexuality. Rosalina’s 

passivity and helplessness is indicated by the movement of her hands: they do not have a 

single active movement but merely reach out for help and provide coverture against the 

harshness of experience. Le Brun also mentions the arms as “central indices of the soul”: 

Rosalina’s arms are only mentioned twice in the text and both instances show her in a state of 

utter passivity (“her head was reclined on her lovely arm, far whiter than the marble form of 
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the Medicean Venus” 190). As Rosalina’s hands and arms are indicative of her passivity and 

helplessness, the hands and arms of men provide them with activity which is either related to 

sexual aggression or vengeance. When Rosalina is almost raped, then pursued by Manfroné, 

he tries to grasp her and when she is attacked by ruffians, the narrator consecutively uses the 

word ‘grasp’ to indicate male movement toward woman (Manfroné 50). The term ‘grasp’ is 

used in another context in the novel: the grasping of the sword that always precedes 

murderous intentions and is indicative of vengeful passions. Interestingly, it is only at 

moments of vengeance when men become aware of their bodies; in other words, physicality, 

especially masculinity is engendered and only made possible for man at the time when they 

embrace revenge, which emphatically means the exclusion and forgetting of femininity. 

Furthermore, revenge and dangerous male masculinity do not only exclude but rather 

eradicate femininity as there are a number of textual evidences that substantiate this 

hypothesis.  

Montalto’s body is torn between two juxtaposing desires: one would be to gratify his 

thirst for the blood of his father’s supposed murderer, the midnight assassin, Rosalina’s father 

– an act which would render his body active hence decidedly more masculine, the other would 

cool his passion and ensure his asexual relation with Rosalina, which would apparently render 

his body effeminate and inactive. As soon as his actions tend towards the fulfilment of the 

dictates of his blood, he becomes all body: “My heart is steeled against reflection – I could 

wade in a sea of blood; my passions are roused […] Montalto looked all he said; his brows 

lowered – his teeth fast closed – his eyes unsettled in their gaze – his hand fast clenching 

around the hilt of the dagger – his step unsteady” (Manfroné 111). However, when he 

suddenly remembers Rosalina, his arm is stopped during the attempt to kill her father though 

he would be able to avenge his father’s wrongs. Grimaldi’s question at this point is 

remarkably revealing (“Are you a man, are you a son?” 112), since it highlights the very 

dilemma Montalto is facing – in his inclination towards embracing passivity as well as 

femininity, he rejects being a man, which is equated with acting like a son whose father has 

been done wrong. While his hand is fast grasping the dagger, his arm is stopped by the 

memory of Rosalina – in other words, the hand and arm that signal passivity in a woman, as 

we have seen in Rosalina’s case where hand and arm only served as means of help and cover, 

for men it signifies the means of active masculinity. Montalto’s speech provides further 

evidence to this, when he confesses to Rosalina: “You have disarmed me – you have rendered 

me incapable of pursuing those measures which filial duty and my unmerited wrongs require” 

(57). The intriguing term “disarmed” seems to be proof of the above pattern – the woman’s 
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image and body stands as a shield that blunts the point of the lethal weapon; it renders men 

incapable of action, it robs them of initiative while at the same time makes them vulnerable. 

This pattern shows remarkable parallels with Burke’s discussion on ‘love’. He notes how the 

body falls into a kind of stupor: “the head reclines something on one side; the eyelids are 

more closed than usual… the mouth is a little opened, and the breath drawn slowly, with now 

and then a low sigh: the whole body is composed, and the hands fall idly to the sides. All this 

is accompanied with an inward sense of melting and languor” (qtd Shaw 61 italics mine). For 

Burke the “bracing tension of the sublime” is “softened, relaxed and enervated” by love 

(Shaw 61), which leads to Philip Shaw’s concluding that Burke’s sublime masculinity is 

“shown to be constantly at the mercy of feminine stupefaction” (Shaw 61). Radcliffe’s hero 

apparently shows the same symptoms as a result of his being in love with the beautiful 

Rosalina: his over-masculine body becomes relaxed, even feminine, forgetting its sublime 

energies. When Montalto acts according to the dictates of his blood, hence he follows the 

natural desire of his masculine body, his actions are prompted by Grimaldi/Manfroné, who 

claims “revenge is the deity” he worships (246). It is Grimaldi or Manfroné’s skeletal hand 

that grasps the dagger that eventually kills the duca; hence it is the hand of revenge that keeps 

the earthly lovers apart.  

Interestingly, Radcliffe seems to make use of the ancient Venus legends to give a core 

to her story. According to these legends, Venus appears in the form of a statue that claims a 

young man who abandons his earthly wife for the artful one. Though originally the goddess of 

love, Venus has acquired a new characteristic in these stories; the vengeful, evil spirit. As 

Baum notes, the earliest appearance of the ‘Venus-statue married by a youth’ story is in 

Malmesbury’s History: in it the bronze statue of Venus lies between the young man and his 

earthly wife in bed, thus indicating the separation of lovers, and she takes the young man’s 

ring he intended for his earthly lover. To get rid of the enchantment, he has to retrieve the ring 

from her hand (Baum 524 – 526). In this story, Baum says, Venus is no longer the resplendent 

goddess of the classical pantheon but is debased to the position of a malevolent spirit, a 

demon (Baum 532); furthermore, her vengeance is concentrated in her hand since it is the 

ringed hand of Venus that embodies her revenge on the earthly woman as it carries the 

keepsake that was supposed to be the other woman’s. The marble Venus that comes to claim 

her bridegroom away from his human bride, therefore, has two important attributes: she 

stands for passionate sexuality, in contrast with the pointedly asexual human bride, and she is 

also characterized by a vengeful inclination. The body of Venus is very often metonymical, 

and is substituted by the single hand of the marble Venus. Henry James’s “The Last of the 
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Valerii” takes precisely this story as its focal point. Although the identity of the statue 

unearthed in the garden of the count’s villa remains ambivalent – she could be a Venus, a 

Juno or a Proserpine –, the story re-enacts the plot of the ancient Venus stories: a young man 

falls in love with the marble statue of an ancient goddess and abandons his bride in favour of 

the statue. In James’s story, the hand of the statue becomes the focus of attention: it is a fetish 

the count is infatuated with and is a metonymic representation of the whole statue. Therefore, 

if the hand of the ancient goddess is the fetishistic part-object that symbolizes aggressive, 

hence dangerous sexuality and revenge at the same time, and also engenders the separation of 

the hero and his chosen innocent lover, we can see the parallel between Radcliffe’s Manfroné 

and the Venus stories. The numerous legends about statues coming to life usually posit a 

female statue and a male maker. The statue’s creation often becomes a paradigmatic metaphor 

for the act of artistic creation, so that the artist gives birth to their works. These mythological 

principles, confusing women and art, underpin the idea of a masculine creator and feminine 

creature, in mythic reversal of biological reproduction in which both sexes issue from woman 

(Warner 239). 

 

5.3. The cult of the dead woman 
 

The Venus stories thematize the greatest dilemma of the male artist; namely, the choice 

between art and nature. Nineteenth-century Gothic literature is especially interested in this 

issue; Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Oval Portrait” is a case in point. It tells the story of an artist 

who fell in love with his own creation, the woman in the portrait, at the same time neglecting 

the model, his wife, which treatment ultimately results in the death of the earthly woman and 

the glory of art. Choosing art more often than not means the death of the natural woman, 

which seems to suggest male obsession with dead women. Poe openly admits that “the death 

of a beautiful woman is unquestionably the most poetic topic in the world” (Poe 19), and, 

indeed, nineteenth-century Britain saw the cult of the dead woman. From Poe and Rossetti 

onwards, nineteenth-century male artists showed a fixation on dead female bodies: Berenice 

in her coffin, Lady Rowena on her death bed, Lizzie Siddal as Ophelia or Beatrice depicted at 

the moment of their entrance to the realm of death, and Lizzie Siddal in her own grave buried 

with the poems of Rossetti, all mark the climax of the cult of the dead woman. Interestingly, 

Radcliffe’s Manfroné seems to be a very early instance of the century’s obsession with dead 

women. As I have mentioned earlier, Rosalina is associated with death throughout the novel, 

since in most scenes we can see her senseless, motionless, and most importantly dropping 
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inanimate into the arms of her persecutors. Her initial description predetermines her liability 

to death-like states (“on her lovely cheeks the blushing rose and pale lily dwelt” 8), where the 

blushing rose indicates innate modesty and the pale lily does not only refer to her innate 

innocence but also her passivity and closeness to death. Importantly, Rosalina is showing 

signs of death when she encounters dangerous male physicality: at the sight of the severed 

hand, she turns pale and drops into a chair and after seeing the dismembered arm of 

Manfroné, the original locus of the phallic hand, “she wildly shrieked […] and fell senseless 

to the floor” (233). When she is grasped by the ruffian who intends to take her on Manfroné’s 

orders, she drops inanimate into the arms of the man (50), and as she looks into the eye of 

Manfroné, “the vital current which slowly crept through the veins of Rosalina stagnated” (52). 

When the duca declares that she has to marry the prince, “she is robbed of all power of action 

and is tottering to the couch where she has sunk insensibly” (26). As we have seen, sexual 

aggression and revenge are very closely related in the novel; therefore, when Rosalina has to 

face Montalto’s rage and his murderous intentions, she displays the same bodily response as 

to threats on her virginity. When Montalto first mentions the mysterious disappearance of his 

father, Rosalina turns pale and “her limbs trembled beneath her and she could scarcely 

prevent herself from falling to the earth” (17); furthermore, as Montalto relates the whole tale 

of his father’s supposed assassination, Rosalina faints and “the pale lily usurp[s] the place of 

the rose” (19). Eighteenth-century medical dictionaries describe one form of fainting they call 

syncope as a short, temporary death (Csengei 7); therefore, Radcliffe seems to be drawing on 

the previous century’s medical practice of closely associating fainting and death. 

 We can see that Radcliffe’s textual female body systematically responds to 

masculinity with a relapse into extreme femininity, and as such her novel seems to intertwine 

the essential physical traits dominating the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. While the 

eighteenth-century feminine ideal was the persecuted Gothic heroine robed in shroud-like 

garments and characterized by passivity and pale features resembling a ghost, the nineteenth 

century saw the emergence of a cult in which male aggressive assertiveness engendered the 

eradication of the female and her reduction to nothingness. As the novel was written at the 

time when the two cults were temporarily closest to each other, Manfroné relies on both 

traditions. On the one hand, Rosalina is a typical eighteenth-century Gothic heroine and we 

could say a professional victim. She seems to set the example of Hoeveler’s “victim 

feminism”, a strategy that Gothic heroines employ in order to ensure their survival in a world 

of aggressive patriarchy by carefully staging their own victimization and at the same time 

asserting male power. Rosalina, though seemingly unknowingly, does arrange situations in 
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which her integrity comes under attack. The first time she appears in the novel already shows 

the truth of this statement: she is reading alone in her chamber by the light of an expiring 

lamp (“[…] true it was, that the apartment she was in was solitary, and the lumen of her lamp 

served rather to make the darkness visible than chase away its solemn shades” 4); in other 

words, Rosalina practically invites her own ravisher. Following the night of her close 

ravishment, Rosalina moves back into the chamber of her former danger and the same pattern 

seems to be retraced by her during her career as a professional victim. When Rosalina is 

attacked by banditti for the second time, she is sitting on the trunk of that tree where she first 

met Montalto (50) so she basically invites the re-enactment of that first attack. Despite the 

fact that she clearly understands the “meaningful glances” of Manfroné and does not want to 

be exposed to the prince’s lasciviousness, she puts on a dress that highlights her female form: 

a long robe of white confined to her slender waist by a circlet of diamonds, which leaves her 

ivory neck free (10). Attired according to the eighteenth-century fashion of the Gothic 

heroine, she deliberately offers her body to the prince and arouses his sexual desires, which 

inevitably results in her persecution. When Rosalina is attempting to flee Manfroné, she 

chooses to escape to the intricate underground passages of the castle where the echo of her 

steps betray her and she begins “to repent that she had fled at all to where she would be more 

exposed to the insolence of the prince” (23). After she refuses to marry Manfroné, her father 

locks her up in a subterranean chamber but she does not escape though she knows the way 

out, despite the fact that she is aware of her father and the prince’s designs on her chastity 

(40). She often wanders alone along the margin of the lake where she has previously been 

attacked by banditti, and she agrees to meet Montalto in the chapel of Santa Maria at night 

though she knows it to be “inconsistent with the strict rules of propriety” (16).  

These textual evidences establish Rosalina’s character as a typical eighteenth-century 

Gothic heroine who invites her own destruction but it is crucial to bear in mind that she does 

so in order to assert her own weakness and inferiority to male power. However, her inactivity 

also serves another purpose; namely, to reduce men to the same state of passivity where she 

herself stagnates. Woman interferes at precisely those moments when masculinity is at its 

most assertive: the act of revenge. I have already referred to that particular characteristic of 

the novel, according to which revenge enables man to feel his physical superiority; however, 

woman constantly interferes with his designs. Montalto is torn between his filial duties that 

would require him to avenge the death of his father, and his effeminate self that would urge 

him to ‘relinquish his arm’ and unite with Rosalina in a tender love unmixed with sensual 
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passions. The battle of masculinity and femininity is pointedly displayed in the following 

passage:  

 

Dreadful was the countenance of Montalto while he uttered these disjointed sentences 
– it bespoke the horrible agitation of his mind; he breathed short and quick, his eyes 
were distended, his brows lowered, a dark gloomy hue overspread his features, his 
hand firmly grasped his sword; already had he started from his seat, which was the 
marble surface of a tomb, when Rosalina, almost as agitated as himself, hastily seized 
his arm (135).  

 

In this passage Radcliffe seems to highlight the gender ideology of her day: while 

dangerous masculinity seems to articulate itself through the movement of the hand that grasps 

its sword – its most emphatic weapon since it, being a phallic symbol, ensures man’s power 

position – and it also erects itself via its connection to physicality, femininity seems to make 

an attempt to freeze man in a state of passivity similar to her own. It is important to note that 

Montalto, while engaging in conversation with Rosalina, is sitting on the marble surface of a 

tomb; therefore, we might assume that his engagement with a woman would reduce him to a 

state of metaphorical death – a state of passive inactivity that excludes the possibility of 

murderous fantasies, the dictates of blood and of the body; in other words, it would deprive 

man of the power carries the possibility of sexual and social threat to a woman.  

In another passage, a similar relation between revenge and corporeality is emphasized, 

in which Montalto declares his wish to murder the duca to avenge the supposed death of his 

father: “While thus he spoke, the furious conflict of contending passions that warred within 

his breast shook his frame, and his intelligent countenance at one time was flushed with a 

crimson tint, while he thought of the prince and the duca, and the next moment it became pale 

and sorrowful as he reflected on the dangerous situation of Rosalina” (Manfroné 38). The 

moment Montalto is reflecting on his father and their family rival, he becomes aware of the 

strength of his masculine body, and his cheeks are overspread with blood, but as soon as he 

reflects on Rosalina, the blood disappears from his face and is replaced by paleness, a sure 

sign of death. Robert Miles claims that Manfroné is one of several female gothic novels which 

“incorporate conflicts between parent and child and the conflict almost always shapes itself as 

one between the demand of alliance (blood) and the urgency of personal choice (sexuality)” 

(Miles Gothic Writing 25). Although Miles very aptly observes that it is problematic for the 

child in the gothic world to ally with their parentage i.e. to follow the bloodline, in the case of 

Montalto the conflict is not about blood versus sexuality but rather about blood i.e. 

masculinity versus passivity/death allied with femininity. 
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The dichotomy of man-physicality versus woman-death seems to pervade the whole text: in 

another instance of the novel, the monk, Grimaldi shows Montalto his father, the chained 

captive of the duca, and as “the determined intents of his soul appeared in his rageful eye, 

Rosalina was forgot – Rosalina whose remembered beauties would have soothed his rage, and 

lulled the transports of fury which shook his frame, was distant from his thoughts” (109). We 

have to realize that it is in the passion of revenge that man is conscious of his body – when his 

senses are overpowered by the image of the woman, he moves closer to death; so close 

actually, that soon it is he himself that looks forward to death that would liberate his feminine 

spirit from his manly body: “Oh, Rosalina, were death to pay his chilling visit to my agonized 

form – were he at this moment to liberate my soul from earthly thought how great would be 

the blessing!” (135). Although at certain times Montalto fights Rosalina’s charms, which turn 

out to be deadly charms indeed, he eventually drops his weapon, and satisfies himself with the 

deathlike state his engagement with femininity engenders: after Rosalina is restored to 

Montalto, he falls asleep on a marble bench, which prefigures the death of his masculinity in 

marriage, and sure enough his body loses its strength and integrity and gets penetrated on the 

very spot: he is stabbed and almost dies. Radcliffe seems to have found the connection 

between Montalto’s unconscious passivity as a happy lover and his fate intriguing as she 

places remarkable accent on the transformation of the hero’s actively masculine body into a 

passively feminine one that is attacked while asleep: “The soul of Montalto, calm and full of 

content, communicated its repose to its mortal habitation, and the happy lover, slumbering 

became unconscious of what was passing around him” (205 – 206).  

Rosalina and Montalto’s gender and power relations are not treated as unique in the 

text, however. We could see it with Wollstonecraft that incorporating parallel plots in the 

same text was a useful tool in the hands of women writers to accentuate that patriarchal 

oppression was by no means a segregated issue, but one that affected all women. 

Wollstonecraft, therefore, represented women of a variety of social classes fighting the same 

enemy: their husbands and lovers, and Radcliffe, in the same vein, provides a sub-plot that 

maintains her idea that women can be empowered only if they reduce men to the same level 

of inactivity that they have been reduced to. The said sub-plot is presented in the form of an 

old manuscript that Rosalina reads and is supposed to contain the memoirs of Grimaldi, which 

would eventually reveal the monk’s secret and would explain why he is so reserved and what 

has driven him into the monastery in the first place. The perusal of a faded, old manuscript by 

the Gothic heroine is a stock feature of the Gothic novel ever since Ann Radcliffe’s The 

Romance of the Forest, in which Adeline finds a roll of parchment concealed in an old chest, 
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the perusal of which gradually unfolds her own origins as well as the whole plot. 

Conventionally, therefore, the perusal of the concealed and found manuscript has become a 

crucial Gothic device since by revealing the true identity of the heroine; it maintained the 

empowerment of woman in a society where property always belonged to men. At first sight, 

Mary Anne Radcliffe’s manuscript plot seems to be a diversion from the tradition because it 

has nothing to do with the family history of the heroine whose identity does not suffer any 

doubt from the beginning. However, the sub-plot the mysterious manuscript reveals does 

enhance women’s empowerment since it provides Rosalina with the story of gender relations 

similar to her own. It tells about the tragic love of Romellino and Angelica, which involves 

the separation of lovers, the enslavement of woman, the reunion of the lovers, the death of the 

woman and eventually the derangement of the man as well as his transformation into a 

cannibalistic creature. Femininity in this sub-plot is again represented as an obstacle to the 

articulation of masculinity: when Romellino is about to set out to enter the war, in order to 

prove himself worthy in the eye of Angelica’s father, Angelica reproves Romellino for his 

lack of tenderness and castigates him for his manly actions: “Romellino is false, he loves not 

Angelica; gladly he leaves her to endure the toils and dangers of war. Go, then, ungrateful 

man, and forget me for ever!” (80). This story not only thematizes women’s attempt to thwart 

men’s desire to prove themselves in aggression and violence, but it also takes up the issue of 

the commodification of women. As Luce Irigaray points out, “within the system of 

contemporary heterosexuality, women circulate as commodities that men pursue to 

demonstrate their masculinity and by extension, to facilitate their acceptance within the larger 

social order” (The Sex Which Is Not One 192). The fact that Romellino really wishes to prove 

himself to the father rather than his lover is further enhanced by Angelica’s enslavement in 

Romellino’s absence. She is bargained for and sold into the harem of a Moor, which foretells 

women’s sexual exploitation, and though she is liberated by the returning Romellino, she only 

escapes to starve to death in the desert. Rosalina is exposed to a similar treatment when she is 

almost raped by Manfroné in her chamber. Csikós asserts that rape was familiarly understood 

in the eighteenth century as a crime against property and that “the commodification of female 

sexuality is subtly reflected in contemporary slang for the female genitals as purse or 

commodity” (Csikós “Or wert thou” 45). The fact that Rosalina’s father severs the hand of the 

intruder seems to suggest that the attempt to rape her is considered by men as a crime against 

property: stealth was traditionally punished in England by cutting off the hand of the thief; 

consequently, when the duca cuts off the hand of the intruder, he does not do so to protect his 

daughter but to punish his rival for violating his property. Manfroné’s claiming possession 
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over Rosalina’s body/person, if not her soul does not leave any doubt as for his intentions: he 

regards the woman’s body as nothing more than a battlefield on which he might defeat his 

rival: “though Montalto has your affections, Manfroné will possess your person: tomorrow is 

the day appointed for the nuptials; then shall I triumph over Montalto” (31). As such, the 

manuscript Rosalina is reading turns out to be revealing after all with regards to her heritage 

as a woman. While the manuscript in the Ann Radcliffean tradition reveals the true identity of 

the heroine and engenders her ascendance in patriarchal society, the manuscript in Manfroné 

reveals the basic dilemma of the male protagonist in a competitive masculine world, while it 

reflects on the nearly hopeless situation of the heroine who would eventually be victimized 

and commodified, unless she fights back.  

Current scholarly research on the relationship between gender and violence has found 

that “violence against others and against the self is the result of non-conformity to gender 

norms” (Nowell Marshall 4). Marshall claims that those who fail to accomplish normative 

gender would suffer from performative melancholia that leads to violence (8) and in his 

arguments he relies on Judith Butler’s claim that rigid forms of gender and sexual 

identification, whether heterosexual or homosexual, appear to spawn forms of melancholy in 

case the subject is unable to accomplish masculinity or femininity (Nowell Marshall 8). 

Butler’s idea that masculinity and femininity are not dispositions but accomplishments that 

need to be continually materialized substantiates the claim that men need to recourse to more 

and more aggressive means to prove their masculinity, and they achieve this end by 

objectifying women. The last decade of the eighteenth century and the nineteenth century 

were especially famous for their obsession with prescriptive gender, and it is quite well-

known that those who did not fit rigid gender categories, were ostracized and socially 

eliminated. Marshall reads Blake’s Visions as a poem about the consequences of failed 

romantic coupling but he claims that Oothoon is a representative of normative femininity and 

she was in search for romantic coupling and motherhood when she set out to meet 

Theotormon (Nowell Marshall 31). When she does not manage to accomplish normative 

femininity, that is she loses her honour when she gets raped by Bromion, Oothoon invites the 

eagles of Theotormon to prey upon her bosom; in other words, she subjects herself to violence 

as a result of performative melancholy. Bromion does not take but affects violence so that he 

would conform to contemporary ideals of aggressively expanding masculinity, and he exploits 

Oothoon’s body to defeat and humiliate his rival, Theotormon. Oothoon, like Rosalina, 

becomes a marginalized character in patriarchal wars, and both will be subjected to the 

violence of men who seek the assertion of masculinity.  
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It is significant that Radcliffe emphasizes the hand as a limb whose movement or 

inactivity constitutes masculinity, since it is also that particular body part which is associated 

with male masturbatory practices. I have argued so far that in Manfroné male characters strive 

for the articulation of masculinity; however, their goal can only be achieved if 

women/femininity are pushed into the background, or else marginalized. It also presupposes a 

peculiar attitude towards sexuality. The elimination of femininity achieves its greatest 

articulation in a novel to be published shortly after the publication of Manfroné, Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein. Probably the best known of all women’s gothic novels, Frankenstein 

has been studied as a text that conceptualizes the eradication of femininity by dangerously 

aggressive and expanding masculinity. The latter attribute is embodied in the novel in the 

character of the enlightened scientist, Victor Frankenstein who seeks to usurp female power 

of reproduction and breeding by becoming the mother and father in one person of the monster 

he creates. As scholars like Mellor and Gilbert and Gubar have emphasized, Victor works on 

his creature for roughly nine months, which seems to suggest that he is actually imitating 

women’s pregnancy, during which time he spends his time confined to his study. His hostility 

to femininity is equally well-portrayed in the scene in which he destroys the female monster 

because he fears that the two creatures might reproduce a whole generation of monsters; 

however, his act repeatedly displays his aversion of natural reproductive processes which 

necessitates female cooperation. We can see that the usurpation was a gradual process. In the 

time of Wollstonecraft, the issue was merely the usurpation of the profession of midwifery: at 

the time men contented themselves with penetrating the mystery of the birthing room and 

women’s confinement, however, by the time of Frankenstein, the problem became more 

extensive with regards to the female body. In the light of recent research, Victor’s actions are 

no longer viewed exclusively from the perspective of the usurpation of the female territory of 

birth giving, but he is regarded as the ultimate masturbator who excludes woman not only 

from the process of breeding but also from the sexual intercourse itself (Crockett 133). He 

claims that the monster is the “work of his own hands” (Shelley 71), which suggests that male 

reproduction is an act of autoeroticism. The fact that Victor is a scientist and learns science at 

Ingolstadt University further proves that he is distancing himself from everything that might 

be termed ‘natural’, since the figure of the scientist by the late eighteenth century has become 

more and more associated with the unnatural. William Blake’s Newton print seems to 

substantiate this idea: it depicts Newton, the ultimate scientist, sitting on a rock and leaning 

over his compass and a manuscript on which he is doing various calculations. Newton’s 

position is a very telling one indeed; his posture appears to be extremely unnatural and 
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uncomfortable as his body is bent and distorted from its natural stature. Furthermore, though 

he is supposed to pry into the secrets of nature, he shows his back on that very emphatic 

natural symbol: the rock overgrown with vegetation. Instead of turning towards nature, he is 

immersed in his own calculations; therefore, Blake’s print thematizes the unnatural measures 

the enlightened scientist takes during his studies that become more and more distanced from 

nature. It is also worth noting that Newton’s figure is displayed as immensely masculine: his 

muscular and perfectly proportioned body parallels the classical male ideal but it also 

emphasizes the manly scientist’s virility and aggressive masculinity in his encounter with 

feminine nature that he is increasingly marginalizing. Mary Shelley’s scientist figure could 

have been modelled on Blake’s Newton since Victor Frankenstein is the epitome of the 

enlightened scientist who violates nature’s laws in his experiments which are directed at 

excluding femininity from the process of birthing. Crockett finds the unnaturalness of Victor’s 

character in his likeliness to masturbate, and she regards scientific studies precisely the 

conditions that trigger autoeroticism: 

 

Universities were often described by late eighteenth – early nineteenth-century anti-
masturbation texts as the hotbeds of sexual vice. Dedicated, self-absorbing study was 
believed not only to weaken the body by excessive and concentrated time spent on one 
subject, but was also considered to be, much like reading itself, an activity, which, 
either by inflaming, or, conversely, dulling the mind, allowed for the imagination’s 
indulgence in a fantasy life which would then lead to masturbation (Crockett 134).  

 

If Victor is the “student of unhallowed arts” of Mary Shelley’s dream, Crockett reads 

those unhallowed arts to be masturbatory practices. She enumerates Victor’s bodily symptoms 

that show the decay of his health while he is shut up in his room, and claims that “the decay of 

Victor’s body parallels the draining energies of the masturbator; his body displays the 

symptoms described by medical texts to be the result of frequent masturbation: pale cheeks, 

emaciated body, disturbed sleep, coldness in the extremities” (Crockett 135 – 136). As I have 

mentioned earlier, Victor’s autoerotic practice and its result was the culmination of a gradual 

process that started to take place in the second half of the eighteenth century. The process 

might be best labelled with the title of Meghan Burke’s article, “Making Mother Obsolete”. 

Burke claims that by the mid-eighteenth century a very important change occurred in the 

understanding of conception: while earlier it was commonly believed that the female orgasm 

was necessary for conception, by the mid-eighteenth century this view was replaced by the 

understanding that the “passive egg” was activated by the “aggressively mobile sperm” 

(Burke “Making Mother Obsolete” 369). This view proved to be a double-edged weapon 
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though, because, on the one hand, in rape cases for instance, it might have been relieving for 

women as it could testify to their innocence in the act; however, such understanding also 

deprived women of the power and mystery of impregnation and reproduction. The 

passivization of women and the corresponding activization of men became crystallized in 

midwifery as well. It is worth quoting Burke’s article at some length in order to understand 

the efforts of eighteenth-nineteenth-century scientific masculinity to achieve male dominance 

in reproduction: 

 

Midwifery taken over by men is symptomatic of men’s desire to physically penetrate 
the secret world of the birthing room with their hopes of ultimately infiltrating the 
secret workings of women’s reproductive capacity. If men could finally explore and 
define the maternal body in scientific and rational terms, the tantalizing possibility 
arose that they could potentially appropriate both its figurative power as the source of 
mysterious, exclusively feminine experiences, and perhaps even its actual generative 
power. After all, the ultimate way to achieve male dominance would lie in the creation 
of the definitive unnatural maternity: a masculine kind of generative ‘motherhood’ in 
which man could reproduce other men without relying on the female sex. (Meghan 
Burke “Making Mother Obsolete” 359).  

 

Burke goes on to claim that the lithotomic position (when the mother is lying on her 

back with the knees spread apart) was institutionalized with the rise of male midwifery since 

it really served male purposes as it forced women into a passive role during labour; in other 

words, woman ceased to be an active agent delivering her child with female help but was 

forced into a position that was counterproductive to the facilitation of birth (Burke “Making 

Mother Obsolete” 369). It implies that the focus in childbirth shifted from mother and child to 

the male scientist, and delivery ceased to be the effort of woman; she did not make it happen 

any longer, but it actually happened to her.  

As we see, the process of ‘making the mother obsolete’ was carefully designed by late 

eighteenth-early nineteenth-century patriarchy in order to exclude women from the most 

important offices of life, including childbirth. What Mary Shelley envisioned in Frankenstein 

was the culmination of a long-lasting struggle founded on the idea that woman needs to be 

objectified so that men could engage in a masculine power play. At the end of the day, woman 

ceased to be the mirror reflecting man but patriarchy counted only on its own members to 

reflect its achievement. Man’s narcissistic desire to control all aspects of life presupposes his 

autoerotic inclination which is articulated by Mary Anne Radcliffe through an almost 

obsessive fixation on the hand, hence Rosalina’s efforts to freeze Montalto’s movement of the 

arms that would strengthen his position in competitive male society. She makes repeated 
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attempts to direct Montalto’s actions from the autoerotic, narcissistic, self-indulging, and self-

absorbed inclination that would ultimately result in the marginalization or exclusion of the 

female.   

 
5.4. Eroticising death 
 
Women do not only function as commodities battling for which man define and prove 

themselves but they also represent an obstacle that has to be eliminated otherwise man is 

threatened to be reduced to the same state of inactivity woman occupies. It is symptomatic of 

man’s attitude in Manfroné that they want to see women dead. As I have mentioned before, 

Rosalina is associated with death throughout the novel. It is not only because she spends a 

significant part of the plot unconscious but also because her natural space seems to be the 

tomb. Incarceration and stifling spaces are the surroundings where she is in her element: she 

seems to be constantly prowling underground passages where death-like silence reigns and 

“the dampness strikes on her trembling frame” (42). Even in her dreams she is being dragged 

down into subterraneous dungeons by a monk; a dream from which “she rose pale and 

unrefreshed” (61). Significantly, Rosalina’s repeated encounter with the subterranean world is 

engendered by men: in her dream, it is the monk, Grimaldi who drags her underground and at 

the end of the novel, the mysterious monk is revealed to be the prince Manfroné himself, 

whose attempt to rape her was the opening scene of the novel. The reason why Rosalina has 

to occupy an underground chamber is because her father made her do so in order to break his 

daughter’s opposition to marry Manfroné. The duca’s actions attest to his wish to see his 

daughter dead on a number of occasions throughout the novel: his act to banish Rosalina into 

an underground chamber can be considered a figurative act of killing her; however, later in 

the novel, the duca literally tries to destroy Rosalina. At one point, he almost strangles her, as 

a result of which “Rosalina is lying almost motionless on the floor, the feeble panting of her 

bosom, as she with difficulty respired, alone told she existed, for her countenance was as wan 

as the silent dweller of the tomb” (Manfroné 197). Furthermore, when he believes his castle to 

be under attack by Montalto and his father’s troops, the duca literally wants to use Rosalina’s 

body as a shield from death: “I will drag Rosalina to the walls, and they may pierce her body 

with their winged messengers of death” (Manfroné 192). There is nothing surprising, 

however, in the duca’s and Manfroné’s actions since ever since the beginning of the genre, the 

gothic heroine has been subjected to the rape or killing attempts of villains. Nevertheless, the 

heroine could always rely on the hero to save her life, and it is this feature of the gothic novel 
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which is essentially different in Mary Anne Radcliffe’s fiction since some of the hero’s 

actions suggest that he also wants to see the heroine dead. When he relates the account of his 

father’s mysterious disappearance to Rosalina, she faints, and Montalto “in silent ecstasy 

gazed on her beautiful features, where the pale lily usurped the place of the rose” (Manfroné 

19). He is clearly fascinated with the spectacle of the dead woman and engages in a 

necrophiliac fantasy as he “pressed her to his bosom, and kissed her unconscious cheek” (19). 

Of course, Rosalina is not dead, merely unconscious and the lines following the scene again 

indicate that woman stands in the way of the fulfilment of revenge: “Had Rosalina been able 

to assist herself, he would have satisfied his curiosity concerning the person of the mysterious 

monk” (19).  The person of the monk is the key to solving the mystery of his father’s 

supposed death, therefore, an essential element of his vengeance, yet, he is unable to 

investigate further into mystery precisely because Rosalina’s body presents an insurmountable 

obstacle: she is literally a dead weight he has to get rid of in order to pursue his murderous 

intentions. Nevertheless, it is interesting that he expresses sexual attraction towards a female 

body that appears to be dead. The subplot features a scene strikingly similar to the one 

discussed. After Angelica is escorted from the Turkish harem by Romellino, they wander in 

the desert: “Long before the morning, Angelica, too weary to proceed sat down beneath a tree, 

and whilst I watched, resigned herself to a short repose. Ah! what happiness I then had in 

viewing her beauteous face! Her fatigue had stolen the roses from her cheeks, but her lips still 

retained their lovely bloom” (98 italics mine). As Jolene Zigarovich argues the eighteenth 

century was a unique period in terms of eros and thanatos as it saw an “intense anxiety about 

bodily dissolution and a concomitant eroticization of death was deployed but in the early 

eighteenth century it meant mostly the death of the whore conjoining sexual deviance and 

indulgence with the corruption of the body” (Zigarovich 1 – 2). The eighteenth-nineteenth-

century female gothic novel does not feature the whore; however, the death or the supposed 

death of the gothic heroine is all the more striking because she is virtuous. The death of the 

eighteenth century heroine allows for a transformation of her death into a showcase of virtue, 

but this portrait of death is often aligned with erotic descriptions and imagery (Zigarovich 8). 

We might ask the question why virtue is intertwined with eroticism in death when the virtuous 

female body is one that remains impenetrable in life as well as in death. Elizabeth Bronfen 

deals with the aesthetic coupling of woman and death in her book entitled Over Her Dead 

Body, and finds that the equation of death and beauty is necessitated by an urge to translate 

anxiety into desire (Bronfen 62). Man’s sexual desire is aroused at the sight of the dead 

woman precisely because his anxiety over death is obliterated by the fact that it took someone 
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other than himself. Bronfen argues that male artists are fascinated with the image of the dead 

woman because while they are depicting the dead female body they feel they are looking 

death in the eye and defeating it. Their sexual passion, therefore, is aroused by the fact that 

they have encountered death, yet they are still alive. It is worth noting that woman is again 

pushed into the background; she ceases to be a subject and is reduced instead to the state of an 

object over which man and death do metaphoric battle.  

Late eighteenth-century Gothic produced a work of art that thematizes the erection of 

the male artist at the sight of a dead female body, The Nightmare (1781 Fig 9) by Henry 

Fuseli. Fuseli’s work is so much intertwined with the literary Gothic of his time that in order 

to understand certain considerations in his art, we must consult late eighteenth-century Gothic 

literature and vice versa: Gothic novels of the period following its exhibition must be 

considered in relation to this most important painting since it does throw light on issues that 

concerned Gothic writers. Martin Myrone was probably the first to realize the connection 

between the literary Gothic and Fuseli’s artistic output when he organized an exhibition in 

2006 with the title: Gothic Nightmares: Fuseli, Blake and the Romantic Imagination which 

sought to give a picture of the cultural and artistic turmoil that took place in England from 

1770 to 1830. The exhibition was arranged around Fuseli’s The Nightmare to suggest the 

largely self-evident connections between Fuseli’s works and contemporary sensationalist 

literature, specifically the gothic novel (Myrone, Gothic Spectacle 292). The painting shows a 

woman with strikingly alabaster skin, attired in a flowing white dress that further emphasizes 

the whiteness of her complexion, lying on a bed in a position suggestive of death since her 

upper body is inexplicably passive as she is almost falling off the bed. Her limbs are lying 

about lifelessly; therefore, her posture shows a striking contrast with the squat and dark 

incubus that is crouching erect on the middle part of the woman’s body and gazing directly 

into the viewer’s eyes. Although the woman’s is supposed to have a nightmare, her posture is 

more suggestive of a death-like passivity, and Erasmus Darwin’s poem, inspired by the 

painting, is also built upon the confusion of death and sleep.  

 

So on his NIGHTMARE through the evening fog  
Flits the squab fiend o’er fen, and lake, and bog; 
Seeks some love-wilder’d Maid with sleep oppress’d, 
Alights, and grinning sits upon her breast. 
 - Such as of late amid the murky sky 
Was mark’d by FUSELI’s poetic eye; 
… 
Back ov’r her pillow sinks her blushing head, 
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Her snow-white limbs hang helpless from the bed; 
While with quick sighs, and suffocative breath, 
Her interrupted heart-pulse swims in death. 
… 
Ov’r her fair limbs convulsive tremors fleet; 
Start in her hands, and struggle in her feet; 
In vain to scream with quivering lips she tries, 
And strains in palsy’d lids her tremulous eyes; 
In vain she wills to run, fly, swim, walk, creep, 
The WILL presides not in the bower of SLEEP. 
 - On her fair bosom sits the Demon-Ape, 
Erect, and balances his bloated shape  
Roll in their marble orbs his Gorgon eyes 
And drinks with leathern ears her tender cries   
(Darwin 126 – 128) 

 

The fact that sleep and death are equated both in the text of the poem and in the 

painting is indicated by the woman’s lack of control over her own body. Her body is deprived 

of its natural vigour and activity: she cannot “run, fly, swim, walk or creep”, as the passivity 

she is reduced to hinders her from doing so. The painting and the subsequent poem are mostly 

interpreted as articulations of Fuseli’s well-known misogyny especially when self-assertive 

women are concerned. Nicola Bown believes that most relevant to Fuseli’s art are his 

comments on women in his Aphorism 226 (Bown 24): “In an age of luxury women have taste, 

decide and dictate; for in an age of luxury woman aspires to the function of man, and man 

slides into the offices of woman. The epoch of eunuchs was ever the epoch of viragoes” 

(Fuseli 144). These lines suggest Fuseli’s frustration towards self-assertive, masculine 

women, most importantly woman writers, and Peter Tomory claims that the aphorism cited 

above was directly inspired by Wollstonecraft (Tomory 40). Therefore, the “will” that 

“presides not in the bower of sleep” in Darwin’s poem refers to the will of the masculine 

woman who does not seek to please men but asserts her own desires hence an enemy of a 

male artist like Fuseli. His intention to freeze and confine such a woman so that she would not 

be able to speak or move and to punish her at the same time for her independence and 

ambitiousness can be read as the main topic of The Nightmare. The incubus is the means to 

punish the woman by suffocating/incarcerating her and also to expose her when she is the 

most vulnerable to both an ocular rape (by the viewers and the male artist) as well as an actual 

rape (by the sexually virile incubus). According to Brian A. Oard, Fuseli’s image displays a 

woman physically constructed for rape: 
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[…] Fuseli builds [the woman] out of approved Classical/Renaissance parts, but he 
builds her for a use no puritanical classicist could possibly approve. While her upper 
body, derived from images strongly associated with death, hangs flaccidly over the 
edge of the bed, her lower body is surprisingly tense and active. Look at the small, 
triangular area of black between her back and the top of the bed. Her back is 
powerfully, even orgasmically, arched; instead of being weighed down by the incubus, 
her body lifts the creature into the air. Note also the position of her foot: dramatically 
lighted against a very dark passage, it is held straight out, continuing the line of her leg 
in a position of maximum tension, like a ballet dancer on point. Above the shoulders, 
this woman is completely passive, her head–the seat of reason–turned upside down; 
the rest of her body is powerfully active, and the position of the incubus, with his 
shadow cast between her thighs, tells us that the body’s excitement is intensely sexual. 
Fuseli has designed this woman to be violated in her sleep. The head that would refuse 
is rendered unconscious; the arms that would resist are bent back. She is built for rape. 
This is what really disturbs us about The Nightmare: not those hobgoblins from a scary 
children’s story, but this woman who has been carefully and elaborately designed to 
embody a rape fantasy (Oard 6).  

 

Susan Wolstenholme is thinking along the same lines when she claims that Fuseli’s 

neoclassical female figure is pushed down by two male sexual symbols, the horse and the 

erect incubus, where the incubus means both nightmare and the demon that has sexual 

intercourse with women (Wolstenholme 41 – 42). The incubus was believed to seek carnal 

intercourse with women, hence it is a figure often equated with the demon lover of popular 

tales. Young girls were believed to be more liable to having nightmares that is why treatises 

on the subject like Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) and John Bond’s “An 

Essay on the Incubus, or the Nightmare” (1753) both suggest married/active sexuality as a 

cure for the nightmare (Ellis, The History of Gothic Fiction 6 – 7). In one version of the 

painting, the incubus appears to be protruding from the woman’s genital area suggesting the 

image of the phallic woman (Wolstenholme 43), which again supports the idea that The 

Nightmare could be interpreted as the male artist’s fear of the sexually assertive masculine 

woman.  

As we can see, Fuseli’s painting has been mostly interpreted from the perspective of 

the phallic, sexually potent woman who threatens the male artist with her virility while the 

incubus was either seen as the phallus that embodies the woman’s masculinity or as the 

punishment of patriarchy, which seeks to nail her down. As Myrone sees, Fuseli’s imagery is 

characterized by clear-cut gender boundaries, as it includes “men with elongated limbs, 

pronounced muscles and heroic armoury and fleshy and curvaceous women depicted with 

hyperbolical signs of lifeless or soft femininity” (Myrone, Gothic Spectacle 303 – 304). What 

the male artist is aroused by is his anxiety over encountering death but this anxiety has been 
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translated into desire as he sees death preying on the lifeless body of another. He has no eyes 

for the female body any longer but over her dead body, he wolf-eyes death itself, the great 

castrator depicted in the form of an incubus. His sexual arousal and erection has nothing to do 

with the sexual attractiveness of the exposed and vulnerable female body but with the fact that 

man has the opportunity to prove his skills as the one who can survive death by subjecting 

someone else to it.  

As we could see it in Manfroné, lifeless femininity is precisely the condition that 

engenders the hero’s sexual arousal: the only occasion on which Montalto gets into close 

sexual contact with Rosalina is when the latter is unconscious, seemingly dead with her pale, 

rose-less cheeks, whereas Romellino is filled with inexplicable happiness and pleasure to see 

emaciated, lifeless Angelica. After she dies, “with trembling hands I raised the earth, and 

gently laid her pale form in the shallow grave. I was astonished at myself; no tears came from 

my eyes – my brains appeared convulsed. Long I surveyed her pallid features when the name 

of Floreski suddenly came to my tortured remembrance” (100). Seeing the pallid features of 

the dead Angelica, Romellino goes through a transformation as a result of which he becomes 

a blood-thirsty cannibal, tearing his enemy, Floreski into pieces: the sight of the dead woman 

awakens manly passion in the observer; the observer, who is pointedly male, remembers that 

though his Other is dead, he is definitely alive. 

Radcliffe seems to have realized the imminent danger encoded in Fuseli’s painting: as 

The Nightmare appeared in many versions in the 1780s and 1790s, she must have been 

familiar with this patriarchal image of aggression towards femininity, and textual evidence 

makes it most likely that she was indeed inspired by the painting. When the duca is murdered 

by the skeletal hand, Rosalina wakes up at midnight after having a nightmare she could not 

remember because “a heavy weight seemed to oppress her bosom, which she ascribed to her 

dreams” (214). Significantly, she feels the weight on her bosom, precisely the place where the 

skeletal hand discussed so far as the phallus of masculinity has penetrated the duca’s body. It 

was the hand that signalled Manfroné’s rape intentions or territorial claims that he would have 

extended to the body of his rival’s daughter, and it cannot be accidental that the phallus raises 

itself once again in an erect position over the woman’s inactive body. While Rosalina is 

asleep, she feels the weight of the hand on her own bosom at the time when the villain asserts 

his power position; therefore, this scene in the novel has to be regarded as a very accurate 

reconstruction of Fuseli’s The Nightmare.  
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5.5. Scopophilia: objectifying the female through male erotic gaze 
 

As we could see in Fuseli’s painting, the position of the observer is crucial in attaining 

a power position since it is always the observer who possesses the phallus and in patriarchal 

texts the observer; the one in possession of the penetrating, erotic gaze is always male. In 

some female Gothic texts there is a reversal of the pattern; for instance, Zofloya abounds in 

powerful women gazers (Megalena Strozzi’s lustful eyes on the prone body of the sleeping 

Leonardo or Victoria’s basilisk eyes fixed on her actual victim). However, it is very rare even 

in female Gothic texts to encounter aggressively gazing women; as Robert Miles notes it is 

male Gothic that concerns itself with the problematics of sight, while female gothic 

problematizes the heroine’s experience of sublime (Gothic Writing 47). Miles takes the 

maxim that ‘the eye is a mirror of the soul’ for granted when he argues that the Gothic 

heroine’s eyes are “active, bashfully avoiding direct confrontation, modest, hygienic” 

(because they signal a “proper conflict between desire and repression”); whereas the villain’s 

eyes tend to be “penetrating, preternaturally fixed or dangerously mobile and licentious, 

thereby suggesting a disease of the self” (Miles, Gothic Writing 52). Mary Anne Radcliffe 

pays much attention to the problematics of sight, though, since she seems to agree that the 

eyes tell a lot about the beholders inclinations. She even lays emphasis on such minute details 

as the curve and texture of the eyebrow – in Rosalina’s description we can read that “her dark 

eyebrows formed a beauteous arch over her expressive eyes” (Manfroné 8), while Manfroné’s 

description is apparently centred on his countenance: “Manfroné was a colossal figure with a 

forbidding countenance, black eyes and bushy exuberant brows, his countenance seemed an 

index to the dark thoughts of his heart” (Manfroné 8). Rosalina’s countenance is hygienic 

because her eyebrows leave her eyes clear and unconcealed which indicates the purity and 

innocence of her designs; however, Manfroné’s expression is concealed by his bushy 

eyebrows suggesting the secrecy of his dark designs. Secrecy and concealment, therefore, are 

indicative of evil intentions in Manfroné: they constitute a threat to the heroine’s wide-eyed 

innocence.  

So far I have attempted to prove that the hero’s actions are not so different from those 

of the villains since he participates in the same power play they do: the hero’s initiation into 

the competitive world of expanding masculinity necessitates the objectification of femininity. 

I have shown how he rejoices over the seemingly dead body of Rosalina because it is her 

objectification/reduction from animate subject to inanimate object that conditions his sexual 

arousal. As it was above referred to, the sole occasion of physical intercourse between 
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Rosalina and Montalto occurs when the former lies unconscious in the arms of the hero who 

is allowed to gaze lasciviously on the female body and kiss Rosalina’s pale cheeks. Apart 

from this, Montalto experiences sexual excitement at the sight of his beloved only once; 

namely, when he conceals himself behind a myrtle hedge watching Rosalina during her 

frequent walks: “I viewed your lovely form and beheld those fascinating graces, lost in 

delight” (Manfroné 18). Both occasions cause sexual excitement to Montalto because in either 

case the woman is objectified under his scrutinizing gaze: when Rosalina is lying inanimate in 

Montalto’s arms she is objectified through death; whereas in the second case she is 

represented as the erotic object of the peeping voyeur, no matter she is alive.  

Freud said that scopophilia (Schaulust) constitutes in the understanding that seeing 

leads to physical appropriation meaning that gazing on the other (primarily from 

concealment) is preparatory to the sexual activity of touching the other body (Three Essays 

157). The pleasure of subjecting someone else to a controlling or curious gaze arises from the 

pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual stimulation through sight (Mulvey 17 – 

18). According to Mulvey, it is all the more significant in a society in which “the pleasure of 

looking has been split between active/male and passive/female” (19) and is characterized by 

sexual inequality or imbalance in favour of the active male. The domineering male gaze does 

not only subject the female body to its control but it also “projects its fantasy onto the female 

figure which is styled accordingly” (Mulvey 19); in other words, the woman’s personality and 

independent identity ceases to matter; it becomes marginalized so much so that only the 

response she elicits from the hero is what matters. As Budd Boetticher has put it: “What 

counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she represents. She is the one, or rather 

the love or fear she inspires in the hero, or else the concern he feels for her, who makes him 

act the way he does. In herself the woman has not the slightest importance” (qtd Mulvey 19).  

Men’s actions in Manfroné are all directed at the achievement of one goal, which is 

keeping their masculinity intact whereby they ensure their safety in an aggressively expanding 

masculine economy. Acquiring and possessing the erotic gaze, and also applying to someone 

else is definitely part of their designs; however, gazing is only empowering as long as the 

object of its scrutiny does not return it, hence Montalto’s peeping through the myrtle-hedge. 

The proper villains of the novel like Manfroné or the duca do not need artificial concealment 

to peep through since their natural gaze is threatening enough: Manfroné’s look is shadowed 

by his bushy eyebrows, which means that his “colossal” body carries in itself the secrecy of 

his evil intentions; whereas the duca’s gaze is so terrifying to Rosalina that she avoids it rather 

than be subjected to its ferocity “which made the life blood of Rosalina trickle coldly through 
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her veins” (Manfroné 44). Montalto’s look, however, does not possess enough ferocity to 

immediately objectify Rosalina’s body – if his gaze was returned by the heroine; he would 

lose his power position.  

Appropriating Lacan’s argument on gaze, Beth Newman remarks that the subject’s 

pleasure in looking (without being seen) may defer his necessary confrontation with the fact 

of castration, because such undisturbed looking returns the subject to the sense of 

completeness associated with the scopophilic pleasures of the mirror stage. If the look is 

returned, the sense of wholeness, of completeness gets disrupted (Newman 1031). This is the 

reason why Medusa is threatening to the male spectator because the male spectator realizes 

that through the gazing of someone else, he might be reduced to an appropriable object and at 

the same time that other also sees; therefore, resists being reduced to the object position. 

Medusa defies the male gaze as Western culture has constructed it: as the privilege of the 

male subject, as a means of relegating woman to the status of object, and the only means by 

which Perseus can defeat her is by concealing himself behind his shield. Montalto’s myrtle 

hedge functions as Perseus’s shield, then: his masculinity is protected by it since his gaze 

cannot be defied by the object of his gaze. Rosalina’s description must have reminded 

contemporary readers of another female character completely objectified: the Virgin Mary in 

Matthew Lewis’s The Monk. The Virgin Mary is represented by a painting hanging on the 

wall of Ambrosio’s study, on which he has fixed his scrutinizing gaze for two years. The 

image is described as follows: 

 

‘What Beauty in that countenance!’ He continued after a silence of some minutes; 
‘How graceful is the turn of that head! What sweetness, yet what majesty in her divine 
eyes! How softly her cheek reclines upon her hand! Can the Rose vie with the blush of 
that cheek? Can the Lily rival the whiteness of that hand? Oh! if such a Creature 
existed, and existed but for me! Were I permitted to twine round my fingers those 
golden ringlets, and press with my lips the treasures of that snowy bosom!’ (Lewis 28) 

 

Interestingly, Rosalina’s description is based upon the same features: “glossy ringlets”, 

“a bosom fairer than the Alpine snow”, and “on her lovely cheeks the blushing rose and pale 

lily dwelt” (Manfroné 8). Townshend also finds the connection intriguing when he claims that 

Montalto’s gaze on the lifeless form of Rosalina recalls Ambrosio’s gaze eroticizing the 

Virgin Mary (Townshend 262). It seems that Radcliffe deliberately appealed to the parallel 

between Rosalina and the image of the Madonna in order to make readers realize at an early 

instance in the novel male designs on women’s objectification. If her heroine appears to be 

the exact copy of a woman made into art and closed within the frame of a painting and as such 
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daily exposed to the glances of a man who eventually turns out to be a voyeur and sexual 

aggressor, Radcliffe could count on Rosalina’s character being interpreted as sexual object. 

Furthermore, for Ambrosio the image of the Madonna represents ideal beauty, hence a fetish. 

In traditional male narratives, Mulvey argues, women have two fates: as objects of the erotic 

gaze they might be either punished (sadism) or turned into an idol (fetishism) (Mulvey 21). 

Fetishistic scopophilia “builds up the physical beauty of the object, transforming it into 

something satisfying in itself”, whereas voyeurism has associations with sadism: “pleasure 

lies in ascertaining guilt, asserting control and subjugating the guilty person through 

punishment or forgiveness” (Mulvey 21 – 22). The image of the Virgin Mary goes through 

fetishistic scopohpilia as a result of which she is turned into a fetish: something that 

appropriates a real woman with whom Ambrosio desires sexual intercourse. His erotic fantasy 

then becomes realized when he uncovers his novice Rosario as Matilda, the flesh and blood 

counterpart of the Virgin Mary. Rosalina’s fate, however, goes in the other direction: she is 

subjected to violent attacks by man, and even Montalto would delight in her death. She has to 

be punished not only for her being related to the man responsible for the death of his father 

but because her presence continually thwarts his attempt to take revenge on her father’s 

eliminator. Interestingly, the objectification of both female bodies would engender the male 

subject’s initiation into certain knowledge. For Freud, Klein and Georges Bataille, the desire 

to know i.e. the epistemologic urge is ultimately linked to sexuality: to the” child’s autoerotic 

exploration of its own body, and its perception of the anatomical differences between the 

sexes” (Brooks 9). Brooks claims that the drive for possession will be closely linked to the 

drive to know which is most often imaged as the desire to see. “For it is sight, with its 

accompanying imagery of light, unveiling, and fixation by the gaze that traditionally 

represents knowing, and even rationality itself (Brooks 9). The Virgin Mary fetish indicates 

Ambrosio’s sexual initiation: although he is not affiliated in the novel, his sexual knowledge 

is virtually non-existent because of his oath of celibacy. The objectified Madonna serves as a 

sexual fetish the contemplation of and fantasizing about whose body (her bosom, ringlets and 

hand) introduces him to sexual experience. His first sexual experience is, of course, 

consummated with Matilda, the woman figured after the eroticized image of the Virgin Mary. 

By comparison, Rosalina’s objectification would initiate Montalto into the world of 

patriarchy: should she die, Montalto would gain sexual as well as patriarchal knowledge. He 

could become a member of a society made up of masculine individuals constantly rivalling 

each other, someone his father would be proud of because he fulfilled the requirements of 

familial alliance i.e. the dictates of blood.  
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5.6. Conclusion: Manfroné versus Frankenstein 
 

It seems that Radcliffe was familiar with male Gothic writing of the late eighteenth-century, 

this is the reason why she incorporated quite a lot of misogynistic elements in Manfroné. 

Female characters are marginalized in the novel; their bodies represent a battlefield for male 

interests. Ever since the first rape scene of the text, the focus has been on the severed hand of 

the title-character, and as such the novel is constructed around the position of the phallus, and 

the conditions that make it erect. Male characters continually fight death/castration so that 

they could prove their masculinity at the cost of women. This masculinity is apparently 

represented in physical terms: the movement and actions of the limbs as well as the fixation of 

the eyes. The movements of these body parts, though directed at various objects, ultimately 

serve the same purpose: the objectification of women and the establishment of the phallus in 

an erect position. The arm and hand that signal male autoerotic fixation seek to exterminate 

the body of the masculine rival; in Montalto’s case it means taking revenge on his father’s 

enemies. However, as I have attempted to show, the woman’s presence or the contemplation 

of the beloved and the possibility of a future tender and strictly asexual union of the lovers 

always hinder the hero in the fulfilment of his filial duty, and as such Rosalina, while alive, 

remains an obstacle that gradually distances Montalto from acquiring his position in an 

aggressive masculine society. Whenever he contemplates the success of revenge or 

approximates his goal, he experiences it physically: he grasps his sword, his muscles becomes 

tense, his cheeks are flushed; in other words, the dictates of blood make him aware of his 

masculinity. His erotic gaze captures the woman and reduces her into the position of the 

object, not only because he intends to punish her for being antithetical to his murderous 

designs but also because it is only the unconscious or objectified woman that engenders his 

sexual arousal since over the inanimate body of the lying/dying woman he can gaze into the 

eyes of death itself. The objectified woman functions as a safeguard against death, which 

ensures the survival of the hero, and this knowledge conditions his acquisition of the phallus. 

He definitely apprehends a phallic, masculine woman; that is why he would rather see his 

beloved dead than face the possibility of a mad woman. When Rosalina goes through a 

fainting fit and the subsequent disturbance of her senses, Montalto is distressed: “My own 

hard lot I could have borne, but to think of my lovely Rosalina bereft of her senses – a raging 

maniac! the reason that illumined the beautiful structure gone, and in its place a gloomy, 

horrid void, like chaos before the world was formed!” (Manfroné 152). In Chapter 4 I have 

discussed eighteenth-century understanding of women’s madness as a dangerous gender 
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transgression and its relation to sexually subversive behaviour; therefore, Montalto’s horror at 

the distortion of Rosalina’s psyche should be interpreted as the expression of patriarchal fear 

of the unnatural woman.  

Apparently, the heroine of Radcliffe’s novel is subjected to traditional misogynistic 

practices without putting up much fight which seems to question the subversiveness of the 

early-nineteenth century female Gothic novel. However, it is essential to realize the efficiency 

of the heroine’s inactivity: although she does little more than fainting at the first sight of 

aggressive sexualized masculinity, she effectively hinders Montalto’s initiation into a world 

where she would be marginalized for good. As I have shown, textual evidences substantiate 

this claim since whenever the hero is overcome by a sense of his strong physicality i.e. he 

approximates the fulfilment of revenge, Rosalina appears either physically or in Montalto’s 

psyche and freezes the hero’s fatal movement of the arm. She either blocks the hero’s 

physical movements or detours his actions reducing him to feminine softness. Rosalina often 

contemplates death and the effect it takes on people: “the grim tyrant Death levels all 

distinctions, beyond the grave no vassal owns his lord – no haughty ruler demands obedience 

from the peasant” (Manfroné 62). In this passage, Rosalina articulates the greatest fear of 

male characters in the patriarchal world of the Gothic novel, and at the same time voices the 

heroine’s greatest strength: though she merely alludes to the lord-vassal relationship, her 

preoccupation with the levelling of differences between master and servant i.e. superior and 

inferior suggests that her passivity must be regarded as deliberate. Death, the great castrator of 

life is precisely what male characters fear and strive to overcome; otherwise it would level 

distinction between the sexes and obliterate gender differences. Sally Humphreys discusses 

death as an obliteration of gender that puts an end to differentiality (qtd Bronfen 64): this 

argument is especially relevant to a text like Manfroné in which female passivity subtly 

functions as a means which might erase gender differences and male superiority. Probably 

this is Mary Anne Radcliffe’s greatest contribution to the late-eighteenth-early nineteenth-

century female Gothic novel. On the surface the novel appears to be a misogynistic patriarchal 

Gothic text that thematizes female marginalization via the objectification and victimization of 

the heroine, who is the conventional Gothic heroine of male Gothic texts: she is dangerously 

inactive and escapes sexual threats by choosing not to have a conscious experience of them 

i.e. she faints. However, it is the heroine’s passivity and impotency and not the hero’s 

capability for potent actions that moves the story forward: her inactivity that was considered a 

disability in earlier texts proves to be her greatest strength in Manfroné. The subversiveness of 
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Radcliffe’s novel lies in its exploitation of the conventions of patriarchal Gothic texts and the 

usage of these conventions to level gender differentiality.  

Furthermore, it is also worth noting that woman’s staged weakness might not only be a 

patriarchal construction after all but it should also be regarded as female usage of the 

‘vocabulary of sensibility’. As Csengei Ildiko argues, “at a time when openly expressing 

emotions related to sexuality was one of the greatest prohibitions affecting women, the 

discourse of sensibility came to function as a socially acceptable form of expression, a 

legitimate channel into which forbidden, repressed affects could be diverted” (Csengei 3). 

Tears, swoons and sighs are frequently referred to as the ‘vocabulary of sensibility’ in literary 

criticism: Csengei claims that these bodily signs are symptomatic of the limitations of 

feminine self-expression and reflect the discontents of eighteenth-century female psycho-

sexual existence (4). As such, the heroine’s fainting fit does not only create an opportunity for 

male characters to envision a fetishistic interaction with the dead woman, but it also 

engenders the heroine’s participation in the forbidden sexual encounter. When Csengei 

analyzes instances of fainting in eighteenth-century narratives, she finds that the non-verbal 

symptom-language of sensibility in novels following Rousseau’s Julie, or the New Heloise 

often “functions as a way of asserting subversive and repressed desire” (Csengei 17). In an act 

of swooning, Csengei says, Julie makes her unconscious available for the [sexual] encounter 

(with Saint-Preux), and the long-awaited contact between desiring woman and the object of 

her desire fails to become a conscious experience (Csengei 22 – 23), thus protecting the 

innocent heroine from blames of impropriety. 

The subtle techniques Radcliffe used in Manfroné significantly influenced the best-

known female Gothic text that was published shortly after the publication of Manfroné: Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein. In this chapter, I have already referred to certain parallels between the 

two texts; most importantly male autoerotic explorations to subject the female body to male 

control. Frankenstein’s treatment of the marginalized female might be the reason for its 

categorization as a male Gothic novel. The scene featuring the lifeless Elizabeth lying on the 

nuptial bed with the monster peeping through the window is just another reconfiguration of 

Fuseli’s The Nightmare at the focus of which is the objectified Gothic woman eroticised in 

death. However, the novel features another character representative of femininity: the 

monster. Milbank notes that there is something decidedly feminine about the monster’s 

features being described as beautiful since beauty had come to be associated with the female 

in eighteenth-century aesthetics (Milbank 83), whereas Gilbert and Gubar compare the 

monster’s body to that of Eve, whose “femininity seems merely a defective masculinity” 
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(Gilbert and Gubar 244). According to Hodges, “the monster takes the function of woman as a 

flattering mirror to man” (159), whose inferiority and submission is “captured in the pose 

[Frankenstein] takes before his inanimate creature: he stands erect above its prone body, a 

position that has been called the classical spectacle of male power and female powerlessness 

in a patriarchal society” (Hodges 159).  

Although both novels concentrate on the development and internal struggle of the 

aggressive patriarchal figure while women are pushed into the background, the conclusions 

support an utterly different concept. At the end of Frankenstein, the scientist’s body lies prone 

and inanimate at the feet of the monster, whereas the traditional union of the lovers at the end 

of Manfroné indicates the success of femininity. The hero is successfully hindered from 

avenging his father’s murder and as such from partaking in the distorted autoerotic practices 

of competitive masculinity. The conclusion shows that Mary Anne Radcliffe incorporated 

male Gothic conventions in order to ensure the further development of the female Gothic 

genre.  
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Conclusion 
 

Challenging the widespread belief of Gothic scholarship according to which the body cannot 

be found in female Gothic writing from Ann Radcliffe onwards until the publication of Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein, I set out with the hypothesis that the female Gothic novel of the late 

eighteenth and the early nineteenth century did indeed rely very emphatically on the 

representation of corporeality, and women Gothicists of the time employed physicality to 

articulate their anxieties about gender, social position, maternity and sexuality, and also their 

dissatisfaction with contemporary male hegemony.  

In order to substantiate my hypothesis I have chosen four pivotal novels of the period 

mentioned above, written by ambiguous women writers who apparently found it difficult to 

conform to contemporary restrictions about the body and women’s writing. The four selected 

novels arranged in chronological order focus on the representation of various aspects of 

corporeality.  

The Romance of the Forest thematizes the heroine’s rejection of the artificially 

constructed, limited body formulated by patriarchy and takes issue with the daughter’s 

problematic choice between recovering the paternal or the maternal body. I have found that 

the heroine prefers her naturally androgynous body to the shrunken, distorted and discoloured 

body men imagined her to abide in; and she also recognizes that the naturally strong and 

healthy body, as well as an unimpaired vision of reality is only available for her if she chooses 

to side with her maternal heritage since pursuing/perusing the father’s heritage (the 

fragmented manuscript that details the disintegration of her father’s body) would inevitably 

result in the disintegration of her own body, projected by the paternal mirror that shows her 

body bleeding and disfigured.   

Maria; or, the Wrongs of Woman is Wollstonecraft’s rendering of her experiencing 

her maternal body thoroughly transformed by the masculinised body of the French Liberty. 

Although the majority of Wollstonecraft scholarship argues for her being hostile to the 

sexualized female body, her last unfinished novel focuses on the ‘heroine’s’ rejection of the 

maternal body in favour of liberated sexuality. She incorporated into Maria her dissatisfaction 

with the maternal body that excludes active sexuality which Wollstonecraft clearly associates 

with the active use of imagination and the only possible way for women to achieve autonomy. 

Wollstonecraft promotes the suppression of the maternal body precisely because patriarchal 

society employs it as the very means of doing away with female sexuality.  



169 
 

Zofloya, or the Moor represents the stable, never-changing body of woman as an 

enemy to passionate womanhood. Victoria’s stabbing Lilla is not only an act of “killing the 

angel in the house” as promoted by Virginia Woolf, but also the articulation of androgynous 

womanhood’s deepest wish to penetrate that pristine body of ideal femininity that men intend 

women to reduce to. Victoria’s shape-shifting between vampire and submissive angel signals 

the possibility of extending and transgressing the boundaries of body and gender. The novel 

warns us that bodily signifiers of identity can be manipulated to conform to a selected ideal, 

and as such Dacre deliberately exploits the kind of “victim feminism” Hoeveler outlines in 

Gothic Feminism. Victoria’s ultimate transgression is that she embraces the deformed body: 

her own natural body as well as that masculine aspect of her body that is channelled into the 

body of the moor. 

Manfroné, or the One-Handed Monk takes issue with the hyper-passive female body 

only as long as it affects the de-masculinisation of the male body. I would like to emphasize 

that unlike the other three narratives, Manfroné does not present an alternative corporeality to 

the one prescribed by patriarchal incentives; instead, it promotes the obliteration of gender 

differences which results in the withdrawal of the feminised man from revenge, the dictates of 

blood which constitutes the culmination of male physicality. In other words, Mary Anne 

Radcliffe did not adumbrate the possibility of enhancing female physicality as the means of 

subverting male hegemony; instead, she chose to represent the reduction of male corporeal 

power to harmonize gender relations.  

It is also worth remarking on an interesting bifurcation within the female Gothic 

discussed. The two eighteenth-century texts by Ann Radcliffe and Mary Wollstonecraft seem 

to promote a return to the natural signification of the female body and a straightforward 

rejection of the application of deceptive bodily surfaces. As I have shown, Radcliffe’s heroine 

refuses to put on the veil that would cover and curb her natural body as well her natural 

desires, and she also strives to avoid being reduced to an eroticized display object. She 

engenders others’ recovery of their true ‘colour’ and hence represents both bodily and mental 

health discovered through maternal nature. Wollstonecraft seems equally suspicious of the 

“well-wrought” veils of patriarchy: discarding the artificial graces attributed to fashionable 

women of the time, she insists, at least in Maria, on the vindication of bodily desires liberated 

from the limiting experience of maternity. Conger claims that the madhouse Maria is confined 

in is, in reality, the “prison-house of sensibility”; a male construct that holds her heroines in 

captivity (Conger 178). The fact that Maria and Jemima, both literally and metaphorically, 
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break out of it, signals that Wollstonecraft no longer grants it the power to “bastille” women 

(Conger 178).  

On the contrary, Dacre’s and Mary Ann Radcliffe’s texts appear to have internalized 

the language of sensibility and their heroines apparently accept the bodily image forged by 

patriarchy, though they use that culturally normative feminine body to their own advantage. 

Dacre’s heroine, Victoria consciously manipulates corporeal surfaces so that they would fit 

the male ideal of passive and innocent beauty but she only does so in order to satisfy her 

increasing sexual appetite. Mary Ann Radcliffe does not represent a transgressive or 

ambitious heroine of such scale in Manfroné; instead she relies on her heroine’s natural 

passivity to eradicate aggressive physicality in her male companion.  

The results based on the close reading of the individual narratives corroborate my 

initial hypothesis that the first phase of female Gothic writing used a great variety of corporeal 

images to articulate women’s dissatisfaction with their contemporary social status and 

patriarchal images of ideal femininity. My research also contributes to the debate concerning 

the subversive potential of the genre of the female Gothic novel: as the analyses of the 

selected narratives show, the majority of these texts pointedly drive at the subversion of 

contemporary gender relations and seek to find a corporeal shape that would embody a strong 

and independent female identity. Furthermore, it is quite clear from my research that 

corporeality as a means of symbolizing gender differences was a central concern of the period 

between 1790 and 1810, not only of the Gothic tradition but also of Romanticism in general. 

Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Fuseli all made use of the body to articulate male anxieties 

about the masculine woman; therefore, the representation of the body was by no means a 

segregated issue peculiar to the female Gothic novel. A further step in the research should be 

to extend the comparative analysis and focus on the reflexivity of canonical Romantic writers 

and Gothic novelists because it would obviously yield further results. As I highlighted in 

chapter 5, Shelley’s Frankenstein shares some important concerns with Manfroné; therefore, 

corporeality in Romantic and Romantic-Victorian women’s writing should also be examined 

in relation to the representation of the body in female Gothic fiction.  
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