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W e s h a l l n o t cease f r o m e x p l o r a t i o n 
A n d the e n d of a l l o u r e x p l o r i n g 
W i l l be to a r r i v e w h e r e w e started 
A n d k n o w the p l a c e f o r the f irst t i m e . 

T . S . E l i o t , Four Quartets, V 

W e h a v e l o n g been a c c u s t o m e d to r e a d i n g 
a b o u t m a l e p r o t a g o n i s t s w h o l o n g to escape the 
c o n s t r a i n t s o f c i v i l i z a t i o n a n d " l i g h t o u t for the 
T e r r i t o r y , " 1 b u t i n c r e a s i n g l y i n twent ie th cen
t u r y w o m e n ' s n o v e l s , w e see hero ines w h o leave 
h o m e , h o p i n g to create themselves a n e w . I n a 
d i s c u s s i o n of M a r g a r e t A t w o o d ' s Lady Oracle, 
C l a r a T h o m a s reports that " W o m e n students 
r e c o g n i z e themselves i n J o a n w i t h the c o m p r e 
h e n s i o n that to 'escape, ' to leave h o m e , is a bas ic 
i m p u l s e for w o m e n , m i r r o r e d i n count less her
o i n e s ' stories, jus t as for m e n the c o m p l e m e n t a r y 
i m p u l s e is s i g n i f i e d i n O d y s s e u s ' d o g g e d voyage 
towards h o m e . " 2 T h e d i s t i n c t i o n , I w o u l d argue , 
is h a r d l y th is c lear : even O d y s s e u s takes the m o s t 
r o u n d a b o u t r o u t e i m a g i n a b l e back to I thaca , 
never m i s s i n g a n y b o o t y o r a m o r o u s adventures 
w h i c h t h r u s t themselves o n h i s a t t e n t i o n . F o r 
b o t h m a l e a n d f e m a l e w r i t e r s , the j o u r n e y a w a y 
f r o m h o m e c a n easi ly merge w i t h the j o u r n e y 
t o w a r d h o m e . T h e e m p h a s i s , however , m a y be 
d i f ferent ; for the sons of T e l e m a k h o s , u r g e d to 
leave h o m e s o m e t i m e s before they are ready, the 
i m p u l s e i n a s c e n d a n c y m a y be a h o m e w a r d o n e ; 
for w o m e n , t r a d i t i o n a l l y e n c o u r a g e d to stay at 
h o m e , the d r i v i n g i m p u l s e m a y be t o w a r d 
f r e e d o m — p h y s i c a l , s p i r i t u a l , p s y c h o l o g i c a l . 

Ye t nove l s by c o m t e m p o r a r y w o m e n wri ters 
s h o w that w a l k i n g o u t the d o o r is n o guarantee 
o f f r e e d o m . L i k e M a r t h a Ques t , f i c t i o n a l d a u g h 
ters seek escape f r o m the m o t h e r a n d the c o n 
s t r i c t i n g l i f e she represents. T h e y rebel aga ins t 
the m o t h e r ' s w a y of l i fe , o f ten v i o l a t i n g her 
taboos t h r o u g h s e x u a l ac t iv i ty o r l e a v i n g h o m e 
p h y s i c a l l y " i n h o p e that e m o t i o n a l s e p a r a t i o n 
w i l l f o l l o w . " 3 T h e y d o not g o far, h o w e v e r , 
before they real ize n o t that they c a n n o t g o h o m e 
a g a i n , b u t that they have never left. I n novels by 
M a r g a r e t D r a b b l e , M a r g a r e t A t w o o d , a n d A n n e 
T y l e r , the h e r o i n e s ' escape f r o m the m o t h e r 
becomes a search for her that is a l s o a search for 
the self. I n Jerusalem the Golden (1967), Lady 
Oracle (1977), a n d Earthly Possessions (1977), 
j o u r n e y s s y m b o l i z e f l i g h t f r o m the m o t h e r — 
i n t o the a r m s of a m a n w i t h w h o m s e p a r a t i o n 
a n d a t t a c h m e n t c o n f l i c t s are re -exper ienced. 
Be fore they c a n become i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h capac
i ty for m a t u r e dependence , 4 these heroines face 
the a w e s o m e task of e m e r g i n g f r o m a n o v e r l y 
close i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h their mothers . 

I n a l l three nove ls , d a u g h t e r s s t ruggle w i t h 
se l f -hatred, c r a v i n g the love d e n i e d t h e m by 
m o t h e r s w h o a p p e a r c o l d a n d w i t h h o l d i n g . 
T h e y c o n t i n u a l l y seek s e l f - a f f i r m a t i o n , yet fear 
e x p o s i n g i n n e r selves they d o not feel, at b o t t o m , 
to be l o v a b l e . C l a r a M a u g h a m relies o n m e n to 
g i v e her v a l u e i n o ther p e o p l e s ' eyes; J o a n Foster 
fears that her h u s b a n d w i l l d iscover her " t r u e 
se l f " e m b o d i e d i n her past ; C h a r l o t t e l o n g s to 
escape a h u s b a n d ' s " j u d g i n g gaze... that w i d e n e d 
at l e a r n i n g w h o I r e a l l y w a s . " 5 T h e s e heroines 



h u n g e r for love , b u t the i r sense of self is so n e b u 
l o u s a n d u n s u r e they c a n n o t trust the love that 
comes. 

T h e y c a n , however , l e a r n a measure of self-
love t h r o u g h surrogate m o t h e r s u p o n w h o m 
they m o d e l themselves. T h e y are attracted to 
qua l i t i es they f i n d l a c k i n g i n their o w n m o t h e r s — 
p e r s o n a l a u t o n o m y , tolerance, w a r m t h . E v e n 
w h e n they are p r i m a r i l y fantasy f igures , as i n 
Earthly Possessions, these surrogate m o t h e r s c a n 
suggest a range of p o s s i b i l i t i e s . 

W i t h a n i d e a l m o t h e r , it is a l so easier to be a n 
i d e a l d a u g h t e r . Jus t as these daughters see their 
mothers as inadequate , they a lso perceive a n 
a b s u r d dis tance between w h a t is expected of 
t h e m as d a u g h t e r s a n d h o w they exper ience 
themselves . H u m o r , a l e g i t m a t e response to 
a b s u r d i t y , seems a s u r v i v a l tactic for a l l three 
hero ines , h e l p i n g t h e m to separate the creative, 
p e r c e i v i n g self f r o m her ro le enactments . T h e i r 
r u e f u l h u m o r m a y be a n ant idote for the k i n d of 
madness o ther f i c t i o n a l daughters exper ience 
w h e n they step o u t s i d e themselves for a l o n g , 
h a r d l o o k — r e c a l l M a r t h a Q u e s t i n Four-Gated 
City or Es ther G r e e n w o o d i n The Bell Jar. If 
J o a n Foster c a n l a u g h at the p i c t u r e of herself as 
u n l o v e d m o t h b a l l d a u g h t e r o n a stage f u l l of 
butter f l ies , p e r h a p s she c a n g a i n the love ( f r o m 
the a u d i e n c e , f r o m us) w h i c h she forfei ts by not 
l i v i n g u p to her m o t h e r ' s expec ta t ions . H u m o r , 
t h e n , m a y be a r e p l y to a b s u r d i t y , the m i s - m a t c h 
between expectat ions a n d rea l i ty . 

C l a r a M a u g h a m , J o a n Foster, a n d C h a r l o t t e 
E m o r y a l l a t tempt to dea l w i t h a m b i v a l e n c e 
t h r o u g h v i o l e n t re jec t ion of their m o t h e r s a n d 
the i r past. Ye t i n their j o u r n e y s — t o L o n d o n a n d 
P a r i s , to E u r o p e , to the A m e r i c a n S o u t h — t h e s e 
heroines discover that they c a n n o t escape the 
m o t h e r w h o is so deeply i n t e r n a l i z e d . T h e y m u s t 
e v e n t u a l l y trace their w a y back h o m e , not to the 
o m n i p o t e n t m o t h e r of i n f a n c y , b u t to a f i g u r e of 
p a t h o s a n d v u l n e r a b i l i t y — i n other w o r d s , a 
d a u g h t e r , a self. W h i l e e x p l o r i n g the roots of the 

t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y d a u g h t e r ' s desire for " l i b e r a 
t i o n , " a l l three a u t h o r s p o i n t t o w a r d p o s s i b l e 
avenues o f f e m i n i n e g r o w t h , s e l f - k n o w l e d g e , 
a n d i n t e g r a t i o n . 

I. Jerusalem the Golden 

I n her s tudy of M a r g a r e t D r a b b l e ' s f i c t i o n , 
E l l e n C r o n a n R o s e s h o w s h o w D r a b b l e , l i k e 
A r n o l d B e n n e t t , d r a m a t i z e s the c l a i m s of the 
past. I n her b i o g r a p h y of Bennet t , D r a b b l e 
wri tes : 

T h e g i r l i n Jerusalem the Golden l i k e B e n 
nett 's f irst h e r o [ R i c h a r d L a r c h , i n A Man 
From the North], is obsessed w i t h escape, 
a n d she too is e n r a p t u r e d by t ra ins a n d 
hote l s a n d t r a v e l l i n g : she feels she has " a 
r i g h t f u l p l a c e u p o n the d e p a r t u r e p l a t 
f o r m " of her h o m e t o w n . 6 

Yet the s t rength of this i m p u l s e to escape testifies 
to the s t rength of i n t e r n a l cons t ra in ts . F r e e d o m , 
D r a b b l e s h o w s us, m a y be less a n escape f r o m the 
past t h a n a c lear-eyed c o n f r o n t a t i o n of i t . I n a 
d i s c u s s i o n of Jerusalem the Golden, L e e E d w a r d s 
p o i n t s o u t w h a t D r a b b l e adds to t r a d i t i o n a l sto
ries o u t l i n i n g w o m e n ' s quest for i n d e p e n d e n c e : 

. . . the v i t a l p e r c e p t i o n that a n y a t tempt by 
s u c h a character to shape a f u t u r e i n t o 
w h i c h she c a n t h e n m o v e m u s t be a c c o m 
p a n i e d by a n e q u a l m o t i o n back i n t o the 
character 's o w n past . T h i s past, this net
w o r k of p a r e n t a l expec ta t ions a n d s o c i a l 
cus toms , c a n n o t s i m p l y be a n n i h i l a t e d , b u t 
m u s t ins tead be re-perce ived i n order that, 
t h r o u g h u n d e r s t a n d i n g , i t m a y lose its 
p o w e r to s t rangle . 7 

G r o w i n g u p i n the g r i m y i n d u s t r i a l t o w n o f 
N o r t h a m , E n g l a n d , C l a r a M a u g h a m bends her 
w i l l u p o n escape. Y e t , even after she manages to 
leave N o r t h a m o n a s c h o l a r s h i p , she feels c o n 
s t r a i n e d by d u t y to r e t u r n h o m e o n vacat ions ; 
because she is s t i l l u n s e p a r a t e d f r o m her m o t h e r , 



she l ives i n terror that she w i l l n o t s u m m o n the 
energy to leave a g a i n . H e r hatred of N o r t h a m is a 
m a s k for her fear. 

. . .She hated her h o m e t o w n w i t h s u c h v i o 
lence that w h e n she r e t u r n e d each v a c a t i o n 
f r o m u n i v e r s i t y , she w o u l d shake a n d t rem
ble w i t h a n a s h a m e d a n d fever ish fear. She 
h a t e d it , a n d she was a f r a i d of i t , because 
she d o u b t e d her p o w e r to escape; even after 
t w o years i n L o n d o n , she s t i l l t h o u g h t that 
her b r a i n m i g h t g o or that her nerve m i g h t 
s n a p , a n d that she w o u l d be c o m p e l l e d to 
r e t u r n , feebly, defeated, to her m o t h e r ' s 
h o u s e . 8 

S h e fears the p o w e r of her m o t h e r , w h o s e 
j u d g e m e n t s c a n deflate her sense of w o r t h , 
d e f l e c t i n g her f r o m her s t ruggle for a u t o n o m y . 

A t h o m e , C l a r a so m u c h expects a b l a n k , s tony 
i n d i f f e r e n c e f r o m her m o t h e r that she is d e e p l y 
s h a k e n w h e n i t s h o w s " h i d d e n c h i n k s a n d 
f a u l t s " (p. 66). W h e n M r s . M a u g h a m u n e x p e c t 
e d l y g r a n t s C l a r a p e r m i s s i o n to g o o n a s c h o o l 
t r i p to P a r i s , C l a r a is d i s m a y e d . If she c a n see her 
m o t h e r as u n i f o r m l y c o l d , she c a n better brace 
herself aga ins t the c u r r e n t of her m o t h e r ' s w i l l . 

Because the t r u t h was that th is ev idence of 
care a n d tenderness was h a r d e r to bear t h a n 
a n y neglect , for i t t h r e w i n t o q u e s t i o n the 
w h o l e basis of their l ives together. P e r h a p s 
there was h o p e , p e r h a p s a l l was not h a r s h 
a n t i p a t h y , p e r h a p s a better d a u g h t e r m i g h t 
h a v e f o u n d a w a y to soften s u c h a m o t h e r . 
A n d i f a l l were n o t lost , w h a t effort , w h a t 
s t r a i n , w h a t retraced m i l e s , w h a t r e c r i m i 
nat ions , w h a t in to lerab le forgivenesses were 
not to be undergone? (p. 69) 

It is easier to perceive the m o t h e r i n s t r ic t ly nega
t ive terms t h a n to accept the l i m i t a t i o n s of a 
necessari ly f l a w e d love . 

P a r i s , l a n d of sweet, f o r b i d d e n f r u i t , loses 
m u c h of its s y m b o l i c i m p o r t a n c e w i t h M r s . 
M a u g h a m ' s s u r p r i s i n g concess ion . If P a r i s is 
p e r m i s s i b l e , C l a r a m u s t f i n d other test ing g r o u n d 
for her i n d e p e n d e n c e . M o n t m a r t r e , because for 
b i d d e n , becomes her P a r i s to w h i c h she deter
m i n e s to escape a l o n e at n i g h t . T h e adolescent 
s e x u a l e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n she experiences there 
serves to f i x this adventure as a gesture of rebel
l i o n . U n c o n s c i o u s l y , she expects p u n i s h m e n t 
a n d is e x h i l a r a t e d to realize that " she h a d dared , 
a n d she h a d n o t been s t ruck d e a d for i t " (p. 83). 
T h e successful v i o l a t i o n of taboo h e l p s her to 
feel separate. 

E v e n as a y o u n g w o m e n i n L o n d o n , she c o n 
t i n u a l l y needs to r e a f f i r m her separateness. T h e 
large D e n h a m f a m i l y attracts her because i t 
represents the ant i thes is of her o w n — o p e n , 
af fect ionate , tolerant , rather t h a n c losed, c o l d , 
a n d r i g i d . R e p e a t e d l y , she contrasts this surro 
gate f a m i l y w i t h her o w n , s p e c u l a t i n g o n w h a t 
her m o t h e r w o u l d t h i n k . 

C l a r a o f ten f o u n d herself w o n d e r i n g 
w h a t her m o t h e r w o u l d t h i n k . S u c h w o n d e r 
never prevented her f r o m a n y course of 
a c t i o n — o n the contrary , she somet imes 
feared it i m p e l l e d h e r — b u t nevertheless, 
w h e n d r u n k or n a k e d , t h o u g h t s of her 
m o t h e r w o u l d f i l l her m i n d . A n d w i t h the 
D e n h a m s , these t h o u g h t s pressed u p o n her 
i n t o l e r a b l y , (p. 145). 

T h e q u a l i t i e s she a d m i r e s i n the D e n h a m s are 
those w h i c h d r a w her farther f r o m her m o t h e r 
a n d her l o w e r m i d d l e class b a c k g r o u n d ; thus 
there is a sense i n w h i c h the D e n h a m s represent 
b o t h a betrayal of her o r i g i n s a n d a n i d e a l i z e d 
" g o l d e n p l a c e . " 9 

T h e m a t e r n a l i m p u l s e l a c k i n g at h o m e 1 0 is 
l a v i s h l y s u p p l i e d at the D e n h a m s . C l e l i a a n d her 
m o t h e r , w h o m she so m u c h resembles, together 
c o m p o s e a n i d e a l i z e d m o t h e r f i g u r e ; states M a r 
t i n , the m a n w h o s e baby the t w o w o m e n care for , 



" T h e m a t e r n a l i m p u l s e i n y o u r f a m i l y tends to 
r u n r i o t " (p . 118). M r s . D e n h a m , w h o tells C l a r a , 
' " I w o u l d have c a l l e d C l e l i a C l a r a i f I 'd t h o u g h t 
of i t ' " (p. 112) seems the m o t h e r C l a r a s h o u l d 
have h a d — C l e l i a the p e r s o n she s h o u l d have 
become. 

C l a r a ' s l o v e a f fa i r w i t h G a b r i e l seems a w a y of 
s e c u r i n g her a t t a c h m e n t to the g o o d m o t h e r 
f i g u r e — C a n d i d a / C l e l i a — a n d s e p a r a t i n g f r o m 
the b a d one . I n a f a m i l y so close that its inces tu
ous under tones are m o r e t h a n once r e m a r k e d 
u p o n , 1 1 G a b r i e l is c losely l i n k e d w i t h b o t h h is 
m o t h e r a n d sister. E v e n before h a v i n g met h i m , 
C l a r a is p r e p a r e d to f a l l i n love w i t h this m a l e 
v e r s i o n of C l e l i a / C a n d i d a . She is f irst attracted 
to G a b r i e l w h e n she sees h i m i n a f a m i l y p i c t u r e 
as a s m a l l boy by h i s m o t h e r ' s side ( p p . 129-30), 
a n d she a l so r e m a r k s h is s i m i l a r i t y to C l e l i a (p. 
128) jus t as he later not ices hers. F u r t h e r m o r e 
P h i l l i p a , G a b r i e l ' s c o l d , u n h a p p y w i f e , c a n be 
seen as a n o t h e r i n c a r n a t i o n of the bad m o t h e r , 
a n d C l a r a ' s l i a i s o n w i t h G a b r i e l c a n be seen as a 
w a y of f l a u n t i n g , once a g a i n , m a t e r n a l p r o h i b i 
t ions . 

F o r C l a r a , the i l l i c i t n a t u r e of their r e l a t i o n 
s h i p adds i m m e n s e l y to its a p p e a l . S h e has 
a l w a y s d i s l i k e d r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h the s m e l l of 
p e r m a n e n c e , a n d " h a d f a n c i e d the idea of a 
c o m p l i c a t e d , i l l i c i t a n d disas t rous l o v e " (p. 134). 
F r o m the outset the i r r e l a t i o n s h i p thrives o n 
s u r r e p t i t i o u s n e s s a n d d e c e p t i o n . I n l i g h t of the 
closeness between C l a r a a n d C l e l i a , it seems sur
p r i s i n g that she does n o t te l l even C l e l i a a b o u t 
the a f f a i r — u n l e s s we c o n s i d e r the degree to 
w h i c h C l a r a v i e w s C l e l i a as a m o t h e r f i g u r e . She 
en joys secretly v i o l a t i n g t a b o o — s o m u c h so that 
she a l m o s t w o n d e r s at t imes " w h e t h e r she d i d 
not f i n d m o r e p leasure i n the s i t u a t i o n t h a n the 
m a n . " (p. 188) 

I n the t r i p she takes to P a r i s w i t h G a b r i e l , 
C l a r a is o n c e a g a i n t h r i l l e d by her o w n d a r i n g , 
jus t as she h a d been years a g o i n her n i g h t t i m e 
foray to M o n t m a r t r e . W h e n she excuses herself 

f r o m s c h o o l by m a k i n g u p a l i e that her m o t h e r 
is i l l , she feels a f a i n t l y g u i l t y p leasure i n her 
o w n w i c k e d n e s s , a n d t h r o u g h o u t the i r t r i p the 
t h o u g h t of her m o t h e r is never far f r o m her 
m i n d . A t the a i r p o r t , she asks p l a i n t i v e l y , ' " W h y 
h u r r y ? O n l y p e o p l e l i k e m y m o t h e r h u r r y to get 
to hotels , w h y bother a b o u t h o t e l s ? ' " (p . 191). 
S h e en joys f e e l i n g as u n l i k e her m o t h e r as 
p o s s i b l e . 

B u t whatever p leasure she takes i n her o w n 
a u d a c i t y is h e a v i l y c o u n t e r b a l a n c e d by g u i l t . 
E a r l i e r w e learned that C l a r a o f ten t h i n k s of her 
m o t h e r w h e n d r u n k or n a k e d ; i n P a r i s , she is 
b o t h . T r y as she m i g h t , she c a n n o t s h u t o u t the 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s of a m o t h e r she has so m u c h 
i n t e r n a l i z e d . W h e n she a n d G a b r i e l m a k e love i n 
the h o t e l , a t h i n - f a c e d w o m a n i n a n o i l p a i n t i n g 
at the edge of the bed stares c o l d l y d o w n at t h e m 
(p. 193). F o r a m o m e n t , fear of r e t r i b u t i o n 
catches h o l d of her; she tells G a b r i e l : ' " I a m 
chased, I a m p u r s u e d , I r u n a n d r u n , b u t I w i l l 
never get a w a y , the a p p l e does n o t f a l l far f r o m 
the t ree ' " (p . 193). T h e s u g g e s t i o n here of o r i g i 
n a l s i n conveys her sense of i n d e l i b l e g u i l t . 

A n e n g r a i n e d p u r i t a n i s m m a k e s C l a r a feel 
that her r e b e l l i o u s pleasures m u s t be p a i d for . 
A f t e r l e a v i n g G a b r i e l b e h i n d after a P a r i s h o t e l 
p a r t y , C l a r a feels nausea a n d reflects that " t h e 
n i g h t w o u l d be i n o n e sense at least p a i d f o r " (p . 
218). T h e n she learns that her m o t h e r , w h o s e 
i l lness C l a r a h a d fabr icated, is d y i n g . 

. . . H e r f irst t h o u g h t was , I have k i l l e d m y 
m o t h e r . B y t a k i n g her n a m e i n v a i n , I have 
k i l l e d her. S h e t h o u g h t , let t h e m tel l m e n o 
m o r e that we are free, we c a n n o t d r a w a 
brea th w i t h o u t g u i l t , for m y f r e e d o m she 
dies . A n d she felt c l o s i n g i n u p o n her, 
re lent less ly , the h a r d a n d n a r r o w c l u t c h of 
r e t r i b u t i o n , those i r o n f ingers w h i c h she 
h a d t r i e d , so w i l f u l l y , so desperately to 
e l u d e ; a w h o l e system was after her, a n d she 
the f i n a l v i c t i m , the last sacr i f ice , the s h u d 
d e r i n g p r o d u c t m e r e l y of her past . (p . 222) 



T h r o u g h the l o g i c of the u n c o n s c i o u s , C l a r a 
feels she has k i l l e d her m o t h e r t h r o u g h her 
def iant act o f v a c a t i o n i n g w i t h a m a r r i e d m a n . 

W h e r e there is g u i l t there is a l s o anger ; the 
c h i l d i n C l a r a u n d o u b t e d l y feels unexpressed 
rage at the c o l d , w i t h h o l d i n g m o t h e r . B u t i n the 
face of her m o t h e r ' s i m m i n e n t death , C l a r a 
w i s h e s to g o b e y o n d th is anger , to d i s c o v e r the 
p e r s o n i n the m o t h e r . F i n d i n g herself a l o n e i n 
her m o t h e r ' s h o u s e , f e e l i n g her m o t h e r a l ready 
dead , C l a r a c a n at last b e g i n to v i e w her w i t h 
s o m e o b j e c t i v i t y . A s she wanders a r o u n d the 
h o u s e , l o o k i n g at the " m u c h hated objects of her 
i n f a n c y " (p. 226), she feels f r i g h t e n e d " t o t h i n k 
h o w m u c h v i o l e n c e she h a d wasted u p o n s u c h 
h a r m l e s s t h i n g s " (p . 226). I n her m o t h e r ' s bed
r o o m she searches, " l o o k i n g a n x i o u s l y for she 
k n e w not w h a t , for some s m a l l w h i t e p o w d e r y 
bones, for some ghos t o f depar ted l i f e . " (p . 227) 

I n some o l d exercise b o o k s a n d p h o t o g r a p h s 
she f i n d s w h a t she is l o o k i n g for . T w o o l d p i c 
tures of her m o t h e r , o n e w h e r e she s m i l e s w i t h 
r a d i a n t i n t i m a c y at the unseen h a n d s h o l d i n g 
the c a m e r a , g i v e C l a r a q u i t e a d i f ferent v i e w of 
her m o t h e r . I n her m o t h e r ' s o l d exercise books 
are s t i l t ed verses e x p r e s s i n g h o p e f o r s o m e t h i n g 
b e y o n d the n a r r o w c o n f i n e s of her l i f e — t h e very 
same hopes w h i c h h a d f i l l e d C l a r a herself. T h e 
d i s c o v e r y of th is k i n s h i p w i t h her m o t h e r makes 
her see h o w c r u e l l y l i f e c a n d i s a p p o i n t ardent 
y o u n g hopes l i k e her o w n , but a l so makes her 
feel " g l a d to have f o u n d her p lace of b i r t h . . . g l a d 
that she h a d h o w e v e r m i s e r a b l y p r e e x i s t e d . . . . " 
C l a r a feels " f o r the f irst t i m e , the s a t i s f a c t i o n of 
her true descent . " (p . 228) 

T h i s g l i m p s e of her m o t h e r as a w o m a n i n her 
o w n r i g h t , a w o m a n l i k e herself, does not , h o w 
ever, p r e f i g u r e a m a g i c a l r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . W h e n 
she v is i t s her m o t h e r i n the h o s p i t a l , she is 
r e d u c e d to l y i n g w h e n her m o t h e r d e m a n d s w h y 
she d i d not c o m e ear l ier . T h e m o t h e r ' s bitterness 
m a s k s her sense o f re jec t ion , but w h a t comes out , 
as u s u a l , is v e n o m . 

" I f I were o n m y deathbed, it w o u l d be a l l 
the same to y o u lo t . W h a t d o y o u care? I 
w o r k m y f ingers to the bone , a n d w h a t d o 
y o u care? If I were o n m y deathbed, y o u 
w o u l d n ' t care. If I d r o p p e d dead , y o u ' d 
w a l k over m y dead b o d y . " (p. 231) 

Despi te the recent i n s i g h t i n t o their u n d e r l y i n g 
b o n d , C l a r a c a n n o t achieve a m o m e n t of honest 
closeness w i t h her d y i n g m o t h e r . 

T h o u g h there is a difference, then , between 
h a v i n g k n o w l e d g e a n d a c t i n g o n that k n o w l 
edge, by the e n d of the n o v e l C l a r a is m o v i n g 
a w a y f r o m her b l i n d i n g sub jec t iv i ty . T h e m o r e 
c lear ly she c a n v i e w her m o t h e r , the m o r e she c a n 
accept herself , her past, N o r t h a m itself. She rec
ognizes that her ent ire v i s i o n of N o r t h a m m a y 
h a v e been d i s t o r t e d (p. 234); n o w that she k n o w s 
she w i l l never be t r a p p e d there, she c a n a f f o r d to 
see i t — a n d thus her m o t h e r a n d h e r s e l f — i n a 
m o r e c h a r i t a b l e l i g h t . 

H e r n e w - f o u n d c o m p a s s i o n for the p a t h o s of 
her m o t h e r ' s l i fe is b r o u g h t o u t i n a d r e a m 
t o w a r d the e n d of the n o v e l . 

S h e d r e a m e d that it was she herself that was 
d y i n g , that she h a d been g i v e n a week to 
l i v e , a n d she was c r y i n g i n her dreams i n 
despa i r , but I c a n ' t d ie , there are so m a n y 
t h i n g s I w a n t e d , there is so m u c h I w a n t e d 
to d o , t h i n g s that I can ' t d o n o w , I can ' t d o 
t h e m this week, I w a n t e d to d o t h e m later, 
y o u d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d , m y p l a n s were l o n g 
term p l a n s , (p. 234) 

T h e u n c o n s c i o u s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n revealed i n this 
d r e a m suggests that C l a r a , i n the experiences she 
a c c u m u l a t e s so greedi ly , m a y be p a r t l y i m p e l l e d 
by the desire to m a k e u p for her m o t h e r ' s lost 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s . 

W i t h G a b r i e l , w h o awakes her f r o m this 
d r e a m w i t h a p h o n e c a l l , she s t i l l yearns for some 
o c e a n i c oneness, f a n t a s i z i n g of " a tender b l u r r e d 



w o r l d w h e r e C l e l i a a n d G a b r i e l a n d she herself 
i n s h i f t i n g a n d idea l c o n j u n c t i o n met a n d d r i f t e d 
a n d met o n c e m o r e " (p. 239). T h i s fantasy of 
l o v i n g b o t h the m o t h e r f i g u r e ( C l e l i a ) a n d the 
m a l e w h o s e i m a g e replaces a n d b l u r s w i t h C l e -
l ia ' s p r o v i d e s a w a y for C l a r a to reconc i le c o n 
f l i c t i n g desires. I n this i n t e r c o n n e c t e d D e n h a m 
f a m i l y , she c o u l d have b o t h m a t e r n a l a n d s e x u a l 
love ; she need not ever be a l o n e a g a i n , but c o u l d 
d r i f t a b o u t , easily a n d p a i n l e s s l y . 

T h e c o n c l u s i o n of the n o v e l is a m b i g u o u s . 
" H e r m o t h e r was d y i n g , but she herself w o u l d 
s u r v i v e i t , she w o u l d s u r v i v e because she h a d 
w i l l e d herself to s u r v i v e , because she d i d not 
have i t i n her to d i e " (p. 239). O n e c r i t i c says that 
here C l a r a "sacr i f ices the recognized t r u t h to a 
t r u l y fa ta l , w i l l e d re jec t ion of her p a s t . " 1 2 Yet , 
w h i l e C l a r a has favored w i l l at the expense of 
love , as she herself beg ins to see (p. 193), she has 
needed a s t r o n g w i l l to counteract her p u l l 
t o w a r d a n i n f a n t i l e p a s s i v i t y . W h a t she needs 
n o w is a ba lance between love a n d w i l l . A t the 
e n d of the n o v e l , her w i l l to s u r v i v e does n o t 
seem to m e to be a re ject ion of her past, but rather 
a n i m p o r t a n t r e a l i z a t i o n of her separateness 
f r o m i t . She c a n accept the past, a n d her m o t h e r , 
as par t of her o n l y w h e n she feels that they are 
not the w h o l e of her. T h e idea that she c a n l i v e 
despite her m o t h e r ' s dea th is set aga ins t her 
i n i t i a l p a n i c o n l e a r n i n g of her m o t h e r ' s i l lness , 
her p e r c e p t i o n of herself as " t h e f i n a l v i c t i m , the 
last s a c r i f i c e " (p. 222). She needs her s t r o n g w i l l 
to be m o r e t h a n a mere p r o d u c t of her past , b u t 
she c a n n o t a l l o w this w i l l to b l o c k her capac i ty 
for love . N o w that she has w o r k e d t h r o u g h var
ious needs w i t h her surrogate f a m i l y , has o b t a i n e d 
the n u r t u r e that she d i d not receive at h o m e , she 
c a n be better p r e p a r e d for a l o v i n g acceptance of 
herself a n d others. 

II. Lady Oracle 

A n o t h e r n o v e l w h i c h dramat izes the d a u g h 
ter's s t ruggle to e m a n c i p a t e herself f r o m her 
m o t h e r — a n d her p a s t — i s M a r g a r e t A t w o o d ' s 

Lady Oracle. L i k e C l a r a M a u g h a m , J o a n Foster 
m u s t l e a r n to see her m o t h e r w h o l e before she 
c a n accept herself . O n e c r i t i c notes the n o v e l ' s 
" s p l i t between the w o r l d of fantasy a n d the 
u n c o n s c i o u s , a n d the w o r l d of c o n s c i o u s rea l 
i t y , " b u t at tr ibutes th is s p l i t to " a n acceptance of 
s c h i z o p h r e n i a . . . a s a n aspect of m o d e r n l i f e . " 1 3 

T h e w o r l d s of fantasy a n d c o n s c i o u s rea l i ty 
w h i c h the h e r o i n e i n h a b i t s , h o w e v e r , i n v o l v e a 
p a r t i c u l a r response to a s i g n i f i c a n t centra l f i g 
ure , no t s i m p l y a f r a g m e n t e d m o d e r n society. 
H e r s c h i z o p h r e n i c response , if y o u w i l l , results 
f r o m c o n f l i c t i n g desires to be at o n e w i t h the 
m o t h e r a n d to separate f r o m her. C o n s c i o u s l y 
she defies the m o t h e r , l o n g i n g to escape the p u l l 
that seems " a vor tex , a d a r k v a c u u m , " 1 4 b u t 
w h e n her c o n s c i o u s c o n s t r a i n t s are l o o s e n e d , as 
i n her dreams a n d a u t o m a t i c w r i t i n g , we see the 
p r i m a l l o n g i n g for the m o t h e r . 

J o a n ' s deep a m b i v a l e n c e t o w a r d her m o t h e r 
results f r o m c o n f l i c t i n g desires to be her m o t h 
er's l o v e d l i t t l e d a u g h t e r , a n d to be free, separate, 
u n e n c u m b e r e d . I n her escape to E u r o p e w h e r e 
she a t tempts to c a n c e l her past c o m p l e t e l y , J o a n 
tries to free herself f r o m the m o t h e r ' s i m a g e of 
her, f r o m the p a i n of m u t u a l g u i l t a n d betrayal . 
Y e t n o matter w h e r e she turns , even after her 
m a r r i a g e , she carries her m o t h e r " l i k e a r o t t i n g 
a l b a t r o s s . " (p. 215) 

T h e d a u g h t e r ' s extreme dependence o n the 
m o t h e r is b r o u g h t o u t i n a n early d r e a m . 

O n e of the b a d d r e a m s I used to have a b o u t 
m y m o t h e r w a s th i s . I w o u l d be w a l k i n g 
across the b r i d g e a n d she w o u l d be s tand
i n g i n the s u n l i g h t o n the other side of i t , 
t a l k i n g to s o m e o n e else, a m a n w h o s e face I 
c o u l d n ' t see. W h e n I was h a l f w a y across, 
the b r i d g e w o u l d start to c o l l a p s e , as I 'd 
a l w a y s feared it w o u l d . Its rot ten p l a n k s 
b u c k l e d a n d s p l i t , i t t i l t e d over s ideways 
a n d began to t o p p l e s l o w l y i n t o the r a v i n e . 
I w o u l d try to r u n b u t i t w o u l d be too late, I 
w o u l d t h r o w m y s e l f d o w n a n d g r a b o n t o 



the far edge as i t rose u p , t r y i n g to s l i d e me 
off . I c a l l e d o u t to m y m o t h e r , w h o c o u l d 
s t i l l h a v e saved m e , she c o u l d have r u n 
across q u i c k l y a n d reached o u t her h a n d , 
she c o u l d h a v e p u l l e d m e back w i t h her to 
f i r m g r o u n d — B u t she d i d n ' t d o th is , she 
w e n t o n w i t h her c o n v e r s a t i o n , she d i d n ' t 
n o t i c e that a n y t h i n g u n u s u a l was h a p p e n 
i n g . S h e d i d n ' t even hear m e . (p. 62) 

A s the m o t h e r ta lks to this nameless m a n (the 
father?), the d a u g h t e r perceives her a b s t r a c t i o n 
as w i t h h o l d i n g of s u p p o r t . S i n c e the m o t h e r has 
p o w e r to save her d a u g h t e r , her i n a t t e n t i o n 
seems l i k e i n d i f f e r e n c e . J o a n l o n g s for a b r i d g e 
that w i l l restore her o l d sense of secur i ty , b u t the 
b r i d g e she e n v i s i o n s is ro t ten a n d u n r e l i a b l e . 
W i t h o u t the m o t h e r ' s s u p p o r t , she seems to be 
f a l l i n g i n t o a n abyss. H e r d e p e n d e n c e means 
that she experiences m a t e r n a l u n c o n c e r n as 
d e n i a l of her very existence. 

J o a n ' s excessive e a t i n g as a g i r l is p a r t l y a w a y 
to assure herself that she exists . It is a w a y of 
c l a i m i n g a t t e n t i o n a n d p u n i s h i n g the m o t h e r ; i t 
c o n t r i b u t e s to her se l f -hatred a n d conso les her 
for i t ; it is b o t h a n aggressive m e ans of overt ly 
d e f y i n g the m o t h e r a n d a regressive w a y of get
t i n g back to her . A t the same t i m e , it subst i tutes 
for the m a t e r n a l n u r t u r a n c e she misses; it h e l p s 
her to rebel . " I was e a t i n g s teadi ly , d o g g e d l y , 
s t u b b o r n l y , a n y t h i n g I c o u l d get; the d i s p u t e d 
ter r i tory was m y b o d y " (p . 67). W h e n the m o t h e r 
focuses her energy o n f o r c i n g J o a n to reduce, 
J o a n responds by e a t i n g m o r e a n d even c h o o s i n g 
c lo thes that accentuate her u n f o r t u n a t e shape. 
(p.85) 

I r o n i c a l l y , h o w e v e r , even i n her ostensible 
r e b e l l i o n , J o a n u n c o n s c i o u s l y obeys u n s p o k e n 
messages. T h e m o t h e r senses that J o a n ' s e a t i n g 
is s o m e h o w c o n n e c t e d to her . " ' W h a t have I 
d o n e to m a k e y o u behave l i k e this? ' . . .She was 
t a k i n g a l l the credi t for herself ; sure ly I was 
b e h a v i n g l i k e this not because of a n y t h i n g she 
h a d d o n e but because I w a n t e d t o . " (p. 86) A gross 

ly o v e r w e i g h t d a u g h t e r is not s e x u a l l y threaten
i n g . T h o u g h J o a n ' s m o t h e r has l o n g n a g g e d 
J o a n a b o u t her w e i g h t , she seems secretly pleased 
w h e n she catches J o a n i n the r i t u a l of g o r g i n g 
herself. W h e n J o a n f i n a l l y sets a b o u t r e d u c i n g , 
M r s . Foster becomes m o r e a n d m o r e d i s t r a u g h t , 
even l e a v i n g t e m p t i n g pies a n d cakes a r o u n d the 
house . S h e beg ins d r i n k i n g h e a v i l y a n d , w h e n 
J o a n reveals that she has jus t e ighteen m o r e 
p o u n d s to lose before she moves o u t , M r s . Foster 
threatens her h y s t e r i c a l l y w i t h a p a r i n g k n i f e . 
B o t h m o t h e r a n d d a u g h t e r exper ience each other 
as a source of securi ty a n d c l a u s t r o p h o b i a . 

T h i s c o n f l i c t dr ives the d a u g h t e r c o n s t a n t l y to 
seek securi ty a n d l o n g for f reedom. W i t h her 
h u s b a n d a n d lovers J o a n feels the same i m p u l s e 
to escape that she once d i d w i t h her m o t h e r . 
W h e n she escapes to I ta ly ; she arranges her o w n 
death i n the h o p e that " n o shreds of the past 
w o u l d c l i n g to me, n o c l u t c h i n g f i n g e r s " (p. 334). 
I n v a r i a b l y , however , l o n e l y f reedom p r o p e l s her 
to seek a t t a c h m e n t that s o o n threatens, once 
a g a i n , e n t r a p m e n t . H a v i n g left one m a r r i a g e 
b e h i n d , J o a n fantasizes another , but a lso sees, 
far ther d o w n the r o a d , the same pat tern of 
escape. 

W h y d i d everyone of m y fantasies t u r n i n t o 
a trap? I n this one , I saw mysel f c l i m b i n g 
o u t a w i n d o w , i n m y b i b b e d a p r o n a n d 
b u n , o b l i v i o u s to the cries of c h i l d r e n a n d 
g r a n d c h i l d r e n b e h i n d m e . I m i g h t as w e l l 
face it , I t h o u g h t , I was a n artist , a n escape 
art ist . I ' d s o m e t i m e s ta lked a b o u t love a n d 
c o m m i t m e n t , but the real r o m a n c e of m y 
l i fe was that between H o u d i n i a n d h is 
ropes a n d l o c k e d t r u n k ; e n t e r i n g the e m 
brace o f bondage , s l i t h e r i n g out a g a i n . 
(p.335) 

J o a n ' s fear of a t tachment is d i rec t ly p r o p o r 
t i o n a l to her l o n g i n g for a to ta l , u n c o n d i t i o n a l 
love . I n the books she wri tes , as i n her r e l a t i o n 
s h i p w i t h A r t h u r , she dreams of a b l i s s f u l , h e a l 
i n g love. She writes G o t h i c romances because she 



" l o n g e d for h a p p y e n d i n g s . . . n e e d e d the f e e l i n g 
of release w h e n e v e r y t h i n g t u r n e d o u t r i g h t a n d I 
c o u l d scatter j o y l i k e rice a l l over m y characters 
a n d d i s m i s s t h e m i n t o b l i s s " (p . 321). W i t h the 
heroines of her o w n b o o k s , J o a n c a n p l a y fa i ry 
g o d m o t h e r , t r a n s f o r m i n g t h e m " f r o m p u m p 
k i n s to p u r e g o l d " ( p p . 31-32). A t t imes s h e e n v i -
s ions herself as h e r o i n e i n one of her o w n r o m 
ances, rescued, de l ivered f r o m herself. 

L i k e C l a r a M a u g h a m , J o a n creates a fantasy 
of w a r m , a c c e p t i n g m a t e r n a l love a r o u n d a n o n -
b i o l o g i c a l m o t h e r . A s a g i r l , J o a n l o o k s to her 
A u n t L o u as the g o o d , n o n - d e m a n d i n g m o t h e r . 
U n l i k e J o a n ' s m o t h e r , A u n t L o u is p h y s i c a l l y 
w a r m a n d affect ionate (p. 87). She cries, l i k e 
J o a n ; she is fat too; she has a messy a p a r t m e n t ; 
she is e v e r y t h i n g that J o a n ' s real m o t h e r is not . 
R a t h e r t h a n p l a c i n g d e m a n d s a n d restr ic t ions , 
she gives J o a n p e r m i s s i o n , la rge ly t h r o u g h her 
e x a m p l e , to d o w h a t she wants to d o . 

W i t h her real m o t h e r a barr ier a l w a y s exists. 
E v e n d u r i n g her m a r r i a g e she dreams of b e i n g a 
helpless c h i l d a g a i n , t r a p p e d , o n the other side of 
a c losed d o o r (p. 215). I n I ta ly she dreams that 
this l o c k e d d o o r o p e n s m o m e n t a r i l y , but she is 
s t i l l separated f r o m her m o t h e r , this t ime by a 
glass barr ier . 

. . .She was c r y i n g soundless ly , she pressed 
her face aga ins t the glass l i k e a c h i l d , mas
cara r a n f r o m her eyes i n b l a c k tears. 

" W h a t d o y o u w a n t ? " I s a i d , but she 
d i d n ' t answer . She stretched o u t her arms to 
me, she w a n t e d me to c o m e w i t h her; she 
w a n t e d us to be together. 

I began to w a l k towards the door . She 
was s m i l i n g at me n o w , w i t h her s m u d g e d 
face, c o u l d she see I l o v e d her? I l o v e d her 
but the glass was between us, I w o u l d have 
to g o t h r o u g h i t . I l o n g e d to console her. 
T o g e t h e r we w o u l d g o d o w n the c o r r i d o r 
i n t o the darkness . I w o u l d d o w h a t she 
w a n t e d . 

T h e d o o r was l o c k e d . I s h o o k at i t a n d 
s h o o k u n t i l it c a m e o p e n . (p. 330) 

T h e glass barr ier suggests that m o t h e r a n d 
d a u g h t e r , l i k e h u s b a n d a n d w i f e , c a n c o m e o n l y 
so c lose . T h e c r y i n g c h i l d w h o m J o a n l o n g s to 
c o n s o l e is a c t u a l l y herself; she w o u l d m o t h e r her 
o w n m o t h e r , v i c a r i o u s l y e x p e r i e n c i n g herself as 
a l o v e d c h i l d . 

H e r a u t o m a t i c w r i t i n g , i n w h i c h she gives u p 
c o n s c i o u s c o n t r o l , reveals the s t rength of her 
c o n t i n u i n g a t t a c h m e n t to the m o t h e r . H o l d i n g a 
c a n d l e i n f r o n t of a m i r r o r , J o a n ventures d o w n 
a n i m a g i n a r y c o r r i d o r t o w a r d a t a n t a l i z i n g 
presence. 

T h e r e was the sense of g o i n g a l o n g a nar 
r o w passage that l e d d o w n w a r d , the cer
t a i n t y that if I c o u l d o n l y t u r n the next 
c o r n e r o r the n e x t — f o r these j o u r n e y s 
became l o n g e r — I w o u l d f i n d the t h i n g , the 
t r u t h or w o r d or p e r s o n that was m i n e , that 
was w a i t i n g for m e . (p. 223) 

T h e e l u s i v e presence w h i c h the h e r o i n e tracks 
i n t o her s u b c o n s c i o u s c o m e s s l o w l y i n t o focus 
u n t i l her i d e n t i t i y is f i n a l l y revealed as the 
m o t h e r ' s . 1 5 

W h e n her c o n s c i o u s c o n t r o l s are loosened , as 
i n her a u t o m a t i c w r i t i n g or her f i c t i o n , J o a n 
comes to see her c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the m o t h e r . 
B u t for her h e r o i n e s , as for herself, th is r e c o g n i 
t i o n does not guarantee a setting-free. A l t h o u g h 
J o a n sees she m u s t separate f r o m the w o m a n 
w h o " h a d been m y re f l ec t ion too l o n g " (p. 331), 
she s t i l l w o n d e r s a b o u t the p o s s i b i l i t y of some 
m a g i c a l , e x t e r n a l solvent that w o u l d free t h e m 
b o t h . " W h a t was the c h a r m , w h a t w o u l d set her 
free?" (p. 331). B u t there are n o easy s o l u t i o n s , as 
h e r o i n e s i n her n o v e l Stalked by Love d i scover 
w h e n her h e r o i n e C h a r l o t t e gets c lose to the 
secret center of the maze, hears the m o c k i n g 
l a u g h of F e l i c i a , the b a d m o t h e r f i g u r e w h o 
s h o u l d be d i s c a r d e d , a c c o r d i n g to c o n v e n t i o n a l 



g o t h i c f o r m u l a , so that she c a n w i n the hero . 
T h e s o l u t i o n n o l o n g e r feels r i g h t to J o a n , h o w 
ever; i n her f i c t i o n , J o a n has b e g u n to c o n f r o n t 
the fact that m e n d o n o t rescue w o m e n f r o m 
themse lves . J u s t as she has f a i l e d to f i n d s a l v a 
t i o n t h r o u g h the m e n i n her l i f e , n e i t h e r her 
father , h u s b a n d , n o r lovers , she c a n n o l o n g e r 
save her h e r o i n e s by some B y r o n i c de l iverance . 

A l t h o u g h J o a n has b e g u n to accept the fact of 
" n o h a p p y e n d i n g s , n o true l o v e " (p. 234) i n her 
f i c t i o n , i t is n o t c lear h o w m u c h she c a n a p p l y 
th is r e c o g n i t i o n to her l i fe . T o w a r d the e n d of 
the n o v e l , J o a n emerges f r o m her reverie a b o u t 
Stalked by Love w h e n she hears real footsteps 
c o m i n g u p her w a l k . She h i t s this i n t r u d e r , 
w h o m she confuses w i t h her h e r o - v i l l a i n of her 
n o v e l , w i t h a C i n z a n o bott le . T h i s decis ive 
a c t i o n m a y seem to suggest a rea l t u r n i n g p o i n t 
for J o a n 1 6 ; M a r g a r e t A t w o o d herself says that 
J o a n has m a d e s o m e s m a l l advance . " . . . T h e rea
s o n that she feels better w i t h the f e l l o w she's h i t 
over the h e a d w i t h the bott le t h a n w i t h a n y o n e 
else is that at least she k n o w s , at least the n e w 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i l l be o n some k i n d of honest 
basis , i f there is o n e . " 1 7 I, h o w e v e r , agree w i t h 
S h e r i l l G r a c e that " there is n o w a y for the reader 
to be cer ta in that a n y t h i n g has c h a n g e d by the 
e n d of J o a n ' s n a r r a t i o n . Q u i t e p o s s i b l y , she w i l l 
b e g i n to s p i n a n o t h e r p l o t , this t i m e a r o u n d the 
n e w m a n i n her l i f e . " 1 8 A l t h o u g h at f irst g l a n c e 
J o a n does seem p r e p a r e d to r e t u r n to A r t h u r , to 
rea l i ty , to the c o n s e q u e n c e s of her ac t ions , say
i n g v a g u e l y ' " I keep t h i n k i n g I s h o u l d l e a r n 
s o m e lesson f r o m a l l t h i s ' " (p. 345), she does not 
a r t i c u l a t e w h a t k n o w l e d g e she has g a i n e d . She 
does n o t necessar i ly seem ready to r e l i n q u i s h her 
p a t t e r n of evasive b e h a v i o r , to subst i tute hones t 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n f o r r o m a n t i c m y s t i f i c a t i o n . F o r 
the present, she chooses the easy course of a c t i o n — 
s t a y i n g i n R o m e — a n d has b e g u n to fantasize 
a b o u t a m a n she k n o w s n o t h i n g a b o u t , at tracted 
to h i m p a r t l y because " there is s o m e t h i n g inter
e s t i n g a b o u t a m a n i n a b a n d a g e " (p. 345). If he is 
h i d d e n by a b a n d a g e , she c a n a t t r ibute whatever 
q u a l i t i e s she l i k e s to h i m . 1 9 

Before one c a n c o n f r o n t the present, i t is 
necessary to w o r k t h r o u g h the conf l i c t s of the 
past, a n d that is w h a t J o a n has been d o i n g i n her 
w r i t i n g . I n J o a n ' s o u t e r l i f e , she has n o t m u c h 
c h a n g e d , but i n her i n n e r w o r l d of d r e a m a n d 
fantasy, she has c o n f r o n t e d those conf l i c t s w h i c h 
a l a r m her m o r e r a t i o n a l self. I n her f i c t i o n , she 
ar t iculates repressed k n o w l e d g e . T h o u g h w e d o 
n o t k n o w w h e t h e r she c a n a p p l y the i n s i g h t s 
w h i c h her w r i t i n g reflects, she has faced her 
i n n e r c o n f l i c t s s q u a r e l y i n the v i s i o n a r y w o r l d of 
her i m a g i n a t i o n . I n the i n n e r w o r l d of her 
u n c o n s c i o u s , J o a n at last meets the f i g u r e i n the 
m i r r o r , the d a u g h t e r i n the m o t h e r , the m o t h e r 
i n herself. 

III. Earthly Possessions 

A less e q u i v o c a l r e s o l u t i o n of the daughter ' s 
c o n f l i c t i n g i m p u l s e s appears i n A n n e T y l e r ' s 
Earthly Posessions. A g a i n , the c o n t r a p u n t a l 
t e c h n i q u e suggests the theme; the narrat ive of 
the heroine ' s present adventures is i n t e r w o v e n 
w i t h the story of her past. S i n c e c h i l d h o o d , C h a r 
lotte E m o r y has l o n g e d to escape her m o t h e r ' s 
house , to divest herself of " e a r t h l y possess ions" 
w h i c h c o m e to s tand for excess e m o t i o n a l bag
gage. T h e u s u a l routes to s e p a r a t i o n f a i l w i t h 
her , h o w e v e r ; her co l lege exper ience ends after 
one day, a n d her m a r r i a g e keeps her s t i l l i n her 
m o t h e r ' s house . H e r u n r e s o l v e d s e p a r a t i o n c o n 
f l ic ts are later pro jec ted o n t o her h u s b a n d a n d 
f a m i l y . I r o n i c a l l y , w h e n she goes to the b a n k to 
w i t h d r a w f u n d s w i t h w h i c h to leave her h u s 
b a n d , she is taken hostage by b a n k r o b b e r / d e m o -
l i t i o n derby d r i v e r J a k e S i m m s . D u r i n g their t r i p 
S o u t h , C h a r l o t t e sees her o w n restlessness m i r 
r o r e d i n Jake . Jus t as he g r a d u a l l y begins to 
accept h i s ties to h i s y o u n g , p r e g n a n t g i r l f r i e n d 
they p i c k u p a l o n g the w a y , by the e n d of the 
n o v e l C h a r l o t t e too seems better p r e p a r e d to 
accept her e m o t i o n a l c o n n e c t i o n s rather t h a n 
t r y i n g to s h r u g t h e m off. 

F o r most of her l i fe C h a r l o t t e denies her b o n d 
w i t h her m o t h e r , l o o k i n g at the e m b a r r a s s i n g l y 



fat M r s . E m o r y as a s t a n d - i n for a m o r e satisfac
tory m o t h e r w h o s o m e w h e r e l o n g s for her. Yet , 
w h i l e this fantasy p r o v i d e s the c o m f o r t i n g pos
s i b i l i t y of escape someday, i t a lso suggests a deep 
i n s e c u r i t y . C h a r l o t t e l ikes t h i n k i n g of a n o t h e r 
i d e n t i t y w h i c h w a i t s for her to c l a i m it , yet this 
very p o s s i b i l i t y makes her a n x i o u s . " T h e s e were 
m y t w o m a i n w o r r i e s w h e n I was a c h i l d ; one 
was that I was not their true d a u g h t e r a n d w o u l d 
be sent a w a y . T h e other was that I was the ir true 
d a u g h t e r a n d w o u l d never, ever m a n a g e to 
escape to the o u t s i d e w o r l d . " (p. 15) 2 0 

H e r fantasy of h a v i n g a n o t h e r real m o t h e r 
s o m e w h e r e is r e i n f o r c e d w h e n she is k i d n a p p e d 
as a c h i l d by a dark , g y p s y w o m a n . T h i s dark , 
intense w o m a n tells the c h i l d a story of refugee 
days, a n endless j o u r n e y , t a l k i n g to C h a r l o t t e as 
if she h a d been there too . I m a g i n i n g that she has 
f i n a l l y met u p w i t h her true m o t h e r , C h a r l o t t e 
i n t e r n a l i z e s this story, w h i c h takes s u c h a h o l d 
o n her i m a g i n a t i o n that she sees herself t h r o u g h 
o u t her l i fe as p r e p a r i n g for this j o u r n e y — 
" c a s t i n g off e n c u m b r a n c e s , p a r i n g d o w n to the 
bare essent ia ls . " (p. 37) 

C h a r l o t t e is a l so attracted to the gypsy q u a l i 
ties i n a n o t h e r w o m a n she idealizes as ro le 
m o d e l . E v e n m o r e t h a n the ex-refugee w o m a n , 
her n e i g h b o r A l b e r t a seems to e p i t o m i z e a r i c h l y 
r o m a n t i c l i fe q u i t e the o p p o s i t e of her mother ' s . 
A l b e r t a , w i t h her h o u s e f u l l of sons, a p p r o a c h e s 
l i fe w i t h a h a p p y carelessness; C h a r l o t t e wishes 
that " she w o u l d a d o p t me. I l o n g e d for her teem
i n g house a n d r e m a r k a b l e t r o u b l e s . " (p. 64) 

W h e n she, l i k e C l a r a M a u g h a m , fa l ls i n love 
w i t h the s o n of her i d e a l i z e d role m o d e l , we c a n 
see this love as a w a y of g e t t i n g close to the 
fantasy m o t h e r , of, i n fact, b e c o m i n g her. D u r 
i n g her engagement to S a u l , C h a r l o t t e seems to 
become a baby a g a i n , sheltered, soothed, l e d . " I 
sheltered u n d e r h i s a r m a n d l is tened to h i m p l o t 
o u r l ives . . . . I i m a g i n e d myse l f s u d d e n l y as c o l o r 
f u l , r i c h , a n d w a r m as A l b e r t a , m y n a r r o w , 
p a r c h e d l i f e o p e n i n g l i k e a f lower . A l l I h a d to d o 

was g i v e m y s e l f u p . E a s y . I let h i m l e a d m e . I 
agreed to e v e r y t h i n g " (p . 79). O n c e she m a r r i e s , 
h o w e v e r , the same c l a u s t r o p h o b i a she expe
r i e n c e d w i t h her m o t h e r is pro jec ted o n t o her 
h u s b a n d . She h a d h o p e d to be released by m a r 
r iage i n t o a w h o l e n e w i d e n t i t y l i k e that of A l b e r 
ta's, b u t because she s t i l l def ines herself exter
n a l l y , m a r r i a g e c a n n o t free her f r o m herself. It 
c a n o n l y h o l d the m i r r o r u p to her insecur i t ies . 
L i k e J o a n Foster, she c a n n o t bear the merci less 
e x p o s u r e of i n t i m a c y that seems to e n t r a p her 
fur ther w i t h i n her se l f -d i s l ike . 

I n the c o u n t e r p o i n t i n g story of the get -away, 
C h a r l o t t e sees her o w n s e p a r a t i o n / a t t a c h m e n t 
c o n f l i c t s m i r r o r e d i n her f e l l o w passengers. J a k e 
too fears e n t r a p m e n t , b u t w a n t s the securi ty of 
l o v e . A f t e r he p i c k s u p h i s y o u n g , p r e g n a n t g i r l 
f r i e n d , he seems to be c o n s t a n t l y f i g h t i n g shy of 
the m a r i t a l noose , of the d o o m represented by 
g o l d , a v o c a d o a n d p a t r i c i a c u r t a i n s . A detached 
o n l o o k e r , C h a r l o t t e is n o w a u d i e n c e to a r e p l a y 
of her o w n s t ruggle between f r e e d o m a n d at tach
m e n t . 

W i t h J a k e a n d M i n d y , C h a r l o t t e g r a d u a l l y 
assumes a m a t e r n a l ro le . A t f irst , C h a r l o t t e 
rather enjoys her passive dependence o n Jake , 
b u t before l o n g , their roles reverse. B y the e n d of 
their adventures , he d e p e n d s o n her, p a r t i c u l a r l y 
for h e l p w i t h M i n d y . C h a r l o t t e a l s o f i n d s herself 
i n a m a t e r n a l ro le w i t h M i n d y ; w h e n they have 
to s top the car so that M i n d y c a n w a l k off her 
foot c r a m p s , C h a r l o t t e feels that she a n d J a k e 
" w e r e l i k e t w o parents e x e r c i s i n g a c h i l d i n the 
p a r k . " (p. 121) 

T h o u g h C h a r l o t t e c a n n o t see herself b e c o m 
i n g the m o t h e r , the reader does. S t i l l e n v i s i o n i n g 
herself as the d a u g h t e r , C h a r l o t t e has d i f f i c u l t i e s 
a c c e p t i n g news of A l b e r t a ' s d e a t h . " U n d e r n e a t h 
I h a d a l w a y s w a n t e d her back . I w a n t e d her 
a p p r o v a l ; she was so m u c h braver , freer, s t ronger 
t h a n I h a d t u r n e d o u t to b e " (p . 140). H a v i n g 
u n c o n s c i o u s l y m o l d e d her l i fe o n A l b e r t a ' s , 
C h a r l o t t e seems u n a w a r e that she herself has 



b e c o m e A l b e r t a . N o t o n l y does she have a house
f u l of A l b e r t a ' s sons , b u t she seems to have 
a c q u i r e d A l b e r t a ' s h a p p y n o n c h a l a n c e , her a b i l 
i t y to take t h i n g s i n str ide. W i t h o u t r e a l i z i n g , she 
has a l s o b e c o m e the d a r k refugee w o m a n w h o 
k i d n a p p e d her l o n g a g o . T h i s w o m a n , w h o h a d 
been " p r e t t y i n a stark, h i g h - c h e e k b o n e d k i n d of 
w a y " (p . 30) n o w faces her i n the m i r r o r as 
" s o m e o n e stark a n d h i g h - c h e e k b o n e d , f a m i l i a r 
i n a n u n e x p e c t e d w a y . " (p . 189) 

I n the process of b e c o m i n g the m o t h e r f i g u r e 
she has p r e v i o u s l y i d e a l i z e d , C h a r l o t t e prepares 
to accept m o r e c o m p l e t e l y her real m o t h e r . 
W h e n her m o t h e r d e v e l o p s cancer , C h a r l o t t e 
w a i t s o n her, t h i n k s a b o u t her , a t tempts to d i s 
cover some e l u s i v e secret. 

T h e n I h a d m y m o t h e r to myse l f . F o r I 
c o u l d n ' t let loose of her yet. She was l i k e 
s o m e u n s o l v a b l e m a t h p r o b l e m y o u keep 
s t r a i n i n g at, w o r r y i n g the edges of, c h a f i n g 
a n d c u r s i n g . S h e h a d used m e u p , w o r n m e 
o u t , a n d n o w was d y i n g w i t h o u t answer
i n g a n y r e a l l y i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s o r t e l l 
i n g m e a s ing le t r u t h that mattered, ( p p . 179-
180) 

T h e secret she f i n a l l y learns concerns her u n d e r 
l y i n g c o n n e c t i o n to this m o t h e r she h a d l o n g 
a g o rejected. 

W h e n the b e d r i d d e n M r s . E m o r y asks C h a r 
lotte to b u r n a p h o t o of a s m i l i n g b l o n d g i r l she 
has never seen before, C h a r l o t t e i m a g i n e s that at 
last she sees a p i c t u r e of her m o t h e r ' s true d a u g h 
ter. S h e feels v a g u e l y c o n n e c t e d to this l i t t l e g i r l , 
a n d speculates that th is l i t t l e g i r l is l i v i n g the 
foot loose l i f e that s h o u l d have been hers w h i l e 
she, C h a r l o t t e , is " m a r r i e d to her true h u s b a n d , 
c a r i n g for her true c h i l d r e n , b u r d e n e d by her true 
m o t h e r " (p. 173). S h e begins to sleep w i t h this 
l i t t l e g i r l ' s p h o t o , to d r e a m of e n t e r i n g " h e r 
sleazy, j o y f u l w o r l d " (p. 173). S o m e h o w this f a n 
tasy a l l o w s her to l o o k at her m o t h e r m o r e objec
t ive ly , to " s tep back to a reasonable distance a n d 
f i n a l l y take a n u n h a m p e r e d v i e w of m y m o t h e r " 

( p p . 173-4). C h a r l o t t e ' s eventua l d iscovery that 
the l i t t l e g i r l i n the p h o t o is a c t u a l l y her m o t h e r 
s tuns her, b u t frees a b u r i e d l o v e . 2 1 She realizes 
that she herself is her mother ' s true d a u g h t e r . 

T h e m o t h e r ' s dea th does not , h o w e v e r , m a g i 
c a l l y solve her a m b i v a l e n c e . W h i l e the r e c o g n i 
t i o n of her k i n s h i p w i t h her m o t h e r a l l o w s her to 
see m o r e easi ly her c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h other peo
p l e , she f i n a l l y decides that she w i l l clear p e o p l e 
a n d f u r n i t u r e o u t of her l i fe , p e o p l e w h o seem to 
be " u s i n g u p s u c h c h u n k s of m y l i fe w i t h their 
q u e s t i o n s , c o m m e n t s , goss ip , i n q u i r i e s after m y 
h e a l t h " (p . 186). S t i l l , she hesitates u n t i l a t i n 
message f r o m a cereal b o x — " K e e p o n t r u c k i n " — 
p r o v i d e s the necessary p u s h . 

B e i n g taken hostage a l l o w s her to satisfy t w o 
c o n f l i c t i n g i m p u l s e s : to leave a n d to stay. S h e 
has escaped, b u t not t h r o u g h her o w n w i l l . She 
has m a d e a gesture t o w a r d s e p a r a t i o n , but c a n 
s t i l l c o u n t o n l o v e a n d a p p r o v a l at h o m e . F o r 
o n c e , a d a u g h t e r c a n leave h o m e w i t h i m p u n i t y . 
W h e n J o a n Foster a n d C l a r a M a u g h a m r e t u r n 
to the i r m o t h e r s ' h o m e s , they are p u n i s h e d by 
g u i l t . T h e y have left; the m o t h e r has d i e d or been 
s t r i cken i l l ; cause a n d effect seem clear. 

B u t because C h a r l o t t e ' s depar ture is forced, 
she c a n feel free of g u i l t w h i l e she w o r k s t h r o u g h 
her separat ion/at tachment conf l i c t s at a san i 
t ized d is tance . H a v i n g seen her o w n restlessness 
m i r r o r e d i n Jake , she begins to l e a r n the i m p o s 
s i b i l i t y of ever e s c a p i n g f r o m one's self. T h r o u g h 
the process of r e c o u n t i n g the story of her past, 
she has g a i n e d a m o r e object ive v i e w of her rela
t ions to her m o t h e r a n d f a m i l y . W h e n she 
re turns h o m e , she c a n better accept h u m a n 
l i m i t a t i o n — h e r o w n a n d other people ' s . She 
f i n a l l y recognizes that t r a v e l i n g is not jus t a 
p h y s i c a l t h i n g , s e l f h o o d not a matter of geo
g r a p h y . W h e n her h u s b a n d asks her if she w o u l d 
l i k e to take a t r i p , she repl ies " I d o n ' t see the 
need. . . . W e have been t r a v e l i n g for years, traveled 
a l l o u r l ives , we are t r a v e l i n g s t i l l . W e c o u l d n ' t 
stay i n o n e p lace i f we t r i e d " (p. 200). D e s p i t e the 



p e o p l e a n d possessions s t i l l c r o w d i n g the edges 
of her l i fe , she c a n e x p e r i e n c e herself as a separ
ate p e r s o n . She has rea l ized b o t h her connec ted
ness w i t h others a n d her separateness. N o l o n g e r 
is she the p e r p e t u a l l y r e b e l l i o u s daughter , c a u g h t 
be tween desires to flee a n d to stay. H a v i n g 
m o t h e r e d others , she c a n f i n a l l y m o t h e r herself. 

F r o m the a n a l y s i s of these three w o m e n ' s n o v 
els, we c a n see di f ferent w a y s that w o m e n c a n 
a t t e m p t to o v e r c o m e a dependence deeply en
g r a i n e d . T h e m o r e c h i l d l i k e a n d u n s u r e of 
themselves they feel, the m o r e they deny their 
m a t e r n a l ties. Yet , i n the j o u r n e y away f r o m the 
m o t h e r , the d a u g h t e r f i n d s that the search for 
i d e n t i t y c a n n o t bypass the m o t h e r , for i t leads 
d i r e c t l y back to her. She m a y u n d e r s t a n d this 
d i scovery o n l y o n a n i n t e l l e c t u a l level , as C l a r a 
M a u g h a m does to some extent; she m a y c o n f r o n t 
it o n l y i n her u n c o n s c i o u s , as J o a n Foster does; 
or she m a y b e g i n to integrate it i n t o her l i fe , as 
C h a r l o t t e E m o r y does. P e r h a p s C h a r l o t t e is bet
ter ab le to accept her tie w i t h the m o t h e r because 
she does n o t have the same b u r d e n of g u i l t as the 
o ther t w o hero ines . U n l i k e t h e m , C h a r l o t t e does 
not need to fear that her l e a v i n g has " k i l l e d " the 
m o t h e r . She has not left h o m e p h y s i c a l l y , a n d 
because she is present w h e n the m o t h e r dies, she 
c a n m o r e easi ly c o m e to terms w i t h a death she 
does not feel r e s p o n s i b l e for . W h e n she f i n a l l y 
does j o u r n e y a w a y f r o m h o m e , she has a l ready 
b e g u n to w o r k t h r o u g h her o w n deep a m b i v a l 
ence. I n a d d i t i o n , the a p p a r e n t l y forced na ture of 
her j o u r n e y c o n v e n i e n t l y assuages any p o t e n t i a l 
g u i l t . She need not feel g u i l t y for l e a v i n g h o m e , 
t h o u g h it seems c lear to the reader that she 
a c c o m p a n i e s J a k e as a w i l l i n g hostage. W h e n 
she returns to her h u s b a n d , she is i n a very real 
sense r e t u r n i n g to her m o t h e r ' s h o m e ; she has 
a l m o s t l i t e r a l l y replaced her m o t h e r (and father 
too , s ince she is o p e r a t i n g h i s p h o t o g r a p h y stu
d i o ) . W h i l e Jerusalem the Golden a n d Lady 
Oracle e n d o n rather i r reso lute notes, Earthly 
Possessions ends w i t h the daughter ' s m o r e c o m 
plete i n t e g r a t i o n of her c o n f l i c t i n g desires to 
merge a n d to separate; she a l o n e stops t r a v e l i n g 

w h i l e s e e i n g that " W e h a v e been t r a v e l i n g for 
years . . .we are t r a v e l i n g s t i l l . " T h o u g h n o n e of 
these a u t h o r s gives p r e s c r i p t i v e answers for the 
t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y d a u g h t e r ' s c o n f l i c t s , they o u t 
l i n e the p r o b l e m very w e l l . T o escape, the 
d a u g h t e r needs w i l l ( C l a r a M a u g h a m ) , e n c o u r 
agement ( J o a n Foster) , i m a g i n a t i o n ( C h a r l o t t e 
E m o r y ) , b u t to r e t u r n h o m e " a n d k n o w the p lace 
for the f irst t i m e , " she needs love . 
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