
The Double 

\ study of the Double or Doppelganger 
in l i t e r a t u r e w r i t t e n by women would 
properly begin with Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstei n, and proceed through Emily 
Bronte's poetry, Wuthering Heights,Gob-
1 in Market and on into, the twentieth 
century, However, I have chosen to 
l i m i t t h i s essay to the Double as i t 
appears in twentieth century poetry 
w r i t t e n in English by women and to 
speculate about the p o s s i b l e reasons 
why, f o r the woman as woman and more 
p a r t i c u l a r l y f o r the woman as w r i t e r , 
the f i g u r e of the Double should occur 
with obsessive frequency. 

The Double or Doppelganger has i t s 
o r i g i n s in f o l k l o r e as shadow, twin, 
tempter and became prominent i n l i t e r a r y 
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modes with the Romantic movement. I 
s h a l l take i t as axiomatic, because i t 
cannot be proved, only demonstrated, 
that the Double in l i t e r a t u r e stands 
f o r u n l i v e d l i f e , f o r the unmanifest 
s i d e of one's nature: the l a t e n t or 
unexpressed embodied as Other. The re
l a t i o n w ith the Double can be one of 
c o n f l i c t , f a s c i n a t i o n , p i t y , r e p u l s i o n , 
f e a r , sometimes, though r a r e l y , co
opera t i o n . The Double i s always a 
numinous f i g u r e , a focus of power. My 
th e s i s i s that even now in the l a t e 
twentieth century the complex woman-as-
woman, s o c i a l l y defined, i s in c o n f l i c t 
— in idea and of t e n in a c t u a l i t y — w i t h 
the notion of a r t i s t , poet, w r i t e r , and 
that the prevalence of t h i s c o n f l i c t 
leads to the appearance of the Double 



in the poems of an astonishingly diverse 
number of poets. The fact that the 
Double is consciously manifest, is a 
sign that the awareness of her presence 
is growing. The poems considered here 
embody the possible creative a r t i s t i c 
use of a dilemma and, by making it 
manifest, suggests its possible resolu
tion. 

There are a number of familiar psycho
analytical terms for the other in the 
self: in Freudian parlance, the Id or 
alter ego, or idealized self-fmage; in 
Jungian, the shadow or anIma—In the 
case of a woman, the animus. No rigorous 
use of either of these systems is em
ployed here, but a dream sequence recorded 
by Eleanor Bertine, a disciple of Jung, 
illustrates in a graphic, albeit somewhat 
simplistic, manner the conflict which is 
the subject of this paper: 

The dreamer, a beautiful woman, both 
intelligent and emotionally intense, 
was a physician who had given up 
practice in order to - f111 the o b l i 
gations of wife and mother. She 
tried to f i t a l l of herself into the 
limits of a conventional home and 
family but soon became restless and 
neurotic. She dreamed: 

'A woman dressed in cerulean blue, 
followed by two beautiful children, 
went into the portal of a sort of 
feudal manor house and up the wide 
stairway to a large sun-room. 
Presently I saw a woman in black, 
with a deeply tragic face, enter the 
house and go up to another room. As 

I watched she went over to a window, 
hesitated a moment before i t , and 
then deliberately threw herself out 
into the stone courtyard below.' 

Here we have a picture of idealized 
motherhood. The cerulean blue in 
which the f i r s t figure was robed 
suggests the sky, making her the 
Mater Celestis, the Heavenly Mother. 
The children were beautiful, the 
room large and sunny, and it would 
seem that a l l was well. However, 
we must note that the house was a 
feudal manor house. It does not 
belong to the l i f e of the present 
but of a past era. The dreamer as
sociated i t with a conventional form 
of marriage, in line with her being-
ing up; that is, in limiting herself 
to the four walls of the house, she 
had not allowed scope for her very 
active intelligence. An essential 
part of one's nature cannot be 
denied without serious consequences. 
This repressed side is shown in the 
tragic woman who commits suicide. A 
second dream occurred a few years 
later after the dreamer had gone 
back to a modified form of marriage, 
combined with some medical practice, 
which she found compatible with the 
just claims of her family. It ran 
as follows: 

'I was in my own house. A woman in 
a blue jerkin came in, then another 
friend in a red jerkin. I like both 
of them immensely and was happy to 
have them in my house.1 



In t h i s l a t e r dream she was in her 
own house, her i n d i v i d u a l adaptation, 
rather than in a feudal manor house. 
To her, blue represented s p i r i t u a l 
i t y , thought, and the f r i e n d who 
wore the j e r k i n of that colour was 
another woman physician of whom she 
was very fond. Red, she s a i d , i s 
the colour of f i r e and blood. It i s 
warm, a l i v e , emotional, sensuous. 
The f r i e n d in the red j e r k i n was 
happily married and had several 
c h i l d r e n . Again two women, as i n 
the previous dream, represent the 
two aspects of h e r s e l f ; but now they 
are together with her in an atmos
phere of c o n g e n i a l i t y and f r i e n d s h i p . 
The c o n f l i c t between them has en
t i r e l y disappeared. Now they are 
both complementary parts of her own 
i n d i v i d u a l i t y , and she adjusts the 
claims of each in accordance with 
her unique and e s s e n t i a l s e l f h o o d . ( l ) 

Successful case h i s t o r i e s are l i k e f a i r y 
s t o r i e s with happy endings; they are per
haps the romances of the middle c l a s s . 
The one above turns out rather pat and 
begs c e r t a i n questions such as what the 
" j u s t c l a i m s " of a family may be sa i d to 
be. But i t documents in another context 
a pattern which appears fre q u e n t l y in 
poetry. 

As suggested e a r l i e r , the woman as Double 
i s an o l d presence in European l i t e r a t u r e 
— in f o l k t a l e s , romance and, l a t e r 
Romantic f i c t i o n . T y p i c a l l y she appears 
as the maiden: beldame or temptress: 
v i r g i n , o c c a s i o n a l l y embodied in one 

form, as in Chaucer's Wife of Bath's 
Ta l e , but nore often as a d y a d — 
Odette-Odile, Christabel-Gera1dine. But 
a l l these instances are p r o j e c t i o n s of 
female q u a l i t i e s from a male point of 
view. What i s i n t e r e s t i n g in l i t e r a t u r e 
w r i t t e n by women i s that the Double i s 
experienced as a presence or presences 
w i t h i n one psyche. The Double i s some
times a temporary f i g u r e , recurrent or 
t r a n s i e n t , but more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y 
i t i s always present, e i t h e r manifest or 
l a t e n t . The prototype of the Double in 
mythology i s Persephone, who combines 
the b r i g h t and the shady lady, queen 
of the day and night by turns; Kore, 
maiden, in the l i g h t of day, and Dis , 
queen of the night. 

There is one example of l a t e nineteenth-
century f i c t i o n , C h a r l o t t e Perkins 
Gilman's The Yellow Wallpaper, which em
bodies in an exemplary manner the dilem
ma of the woman and her Double. One 
cannot speak of " i n v e n t i o n " in the t r a 
d i t i o n a l l i t e r a r y sense with regard to 
t h i s s t o r y , because i t has the authen
t i c i t y of spontaneous experience. But 
in the l i g h t of the f e m i n i s t c r i t i q u e 
of psychotherapy, I would l i k e to view 
the s t o r y not as an example of pathology, 
but as a d e l i n e a t i o n of coping or sur
v i v a l techniques, through fantasy and 
p r o j e c t i o n , by a woman whose attempts to 
become whole were viewed as p a t h o l o g i c a l 
by a s o c i e t y whose d e f i n i t i o n of woman
hood had grown cramped and sm a l l . 

The p r o j e c t i o n , in t h i s s t o r y , of the 



"other" onto a pattern in the wallpaper 
is p a r t i c u l a r l y poignant because even 
now i n t e r i o r design, "decor," is one o f 
the areas of minor—because d o m e s t i c — 
c r e a t i v e e x p e r t i s e in which women are 
both permitted and enjoined to become 
adept. There are many women, I suspect, 
who f i r s t p r o j e c t themselves i n t o , and 
ev e n t u a l l y f e e l imprisoned by, t h e i r 
wallpaper, t h e i r rugs, t h e i r patterned 
sofas. The Yellow Wallpaper i s t e r s e l y 
narrated in the f i r s t person by a woman 
s u f f e r i n g from what would now be c a l l e d 
a post-partum depression, c a l l e d i n the 
f i c t i o n a "temporary nervous d e p r e s s i o n — 
a s l i g h t h y s t e r i c a l tendency."(2) She 
s u f f e r s from extreme f a t i g u e , caused, in 
her view, by her r e s i s t a n c e to the s t r i c t 
regimen imposed by her husband, a p h y s i c 
ian, and by the subterfuge she must re s o r t 
to, to w r i t e without her husband's know
ledge, and by her e f f o r t s t o c o n t r o l her
s e l f in hi s presence. He i n s t a l l s her 
against her w i l l in a room which she de
te s t s and she becomes f a s c i n a t e d by the 
images in the delapidated w a l l paper, 
which i s patterned in "lame uncerta i n 
curves" which "suddenly commit s u i c i d e - -
plunge o f f at outrageous angles, destroy 
themselves in unheard of c o n t r a d i c t i o n s . " 
(3) "There i s a recurrent spot where the 
pattern l o l l s I i k e a broken neck and two 
bulbous eyes s t a r e at you upside down." 

But in the places where i t i s n ' t 
faded. . . I can see a strange, 
provoking, formless s o r t of f i g u r e , 
that seems to skulk about behind 
that s i l l y and conspicuous f r o n t 
des i gn. (5) 

Gradually she begins to perceive the 
amorphous shape as "a woman stooping 
down and creeping about behind that 
pattern."(6) The surface pattern i s 
p a r t l y a s t r a n g l i n g fungoid growth and 
p a r t l y bars, which the imprisoned woman 
behind shakes in her e f f o r t s to free 
h e r s e l f . The woman t e l l i n g the s t o r y 
begins an e x c i t i n g , s e c r e t i v e p r o j e c t : 
to s t r i p the paper in order to set the 
woman f r e e : 

As soon as i t was moonlight and that 
poor thing began to crawl and shake 
the p a t t e r n , I got up and ran to 
help her. 
I p u l l e d and she shook, I shook and 
she p u l l e d , and before morning we 
had peeled o f f yards of that paper. 
(7) 

F i n a l l y she locks h e r s e l f in the room and 
f i n i s h e s her task, in e f f e c t becoming the 
woman, deformed by her imprisonment, now 
freed from the s t r a n g u l a t i n g patterns on 
the wal1: 

t suppose I s h a l l have to get back 
behind the pattern when i t comes 
nig h t , and that i s hard! 
It i s so pleasant to be out in t h i s 
great room and creep around as I 
please!(8) 

When her husband discovers her she keeps 
on creeping and def i e s him: 

"I've got out at l a s t , " s a i d I, 
" i n s p i t e of you and Jane. And 
I've p u l l e d o f f most of the paper, 
so you can't put me back!"(9) 

The denouement i s poignantly i r o n i c : 
the t e l l e r of the sto r y thinks h e r s e l f 
to be free at l a s t , but she i s in f a c t , 



w i t h i n the f i c t i o n , reduced to a s t a t e 
of apparent i n s a n i t y which makes her 
even more completely a v i c t i m . In t h i s 
t a l e , the Other, the woman imprisoned 
in the wallpaper, represents not the 
u n l i v e d l i f e of the persona, but a pro
j e c t i o n of her desperate predicament, 
her enslavement and subservience. She 
has s t r i p p e d away the surface pattern 
of pretence, of pleasing and conforming, 
and has v i s i b l y become what she i n 
wardly knows h e r s e l f to be. But s i n c e 
t h i s i s p r i v a t e knowledge, not know
ledge sustained by the a u t h o r i t y of 
s o c i a l consensus, her a c t i n g out of 
what she f e e l s to be her real c o n d i t i o n 
i s viewed not as an authentic statement 
but as a symptom of madness.(10) 

In most of the poems considered here, 
the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with the Other is 
not so d e v a s t a t i n g l y complete as i t i s 
in The Yellow Wallpaper, but many of the 
elements in the s t o r y — f e e l i n g s of im
prisonment or immobility, the d i s c r e p 
ancy between appearance and r e a l i t y , 
the sense of s e c r e t , unshared knowledge, 
ambivalence about i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with 
the Other, the death or d e s t r u c t i o n of 
the unmanifest s e l f occur in many of the 
poems. The narrator in The Ye 1 low Wal1-
paper i s a f r u s t r a t e d w r i t e r and many 
of the poems I have chosen r e f l e c t the 
c o n f l i c t in the woman as a r t i s t . But 
t h i s i s i m p l i c i t l y a prototype of the 
p o t e n t i a l c o n f l i c t in any woman, oc
casioned by the a r b i t r a r i n e s s of the so
c i a l imperatives which define f o r her 
both her nature and what she must and may 

not do. The f a c t that these imperatives 
have been by and large i n t e r i o r i z e d by 
her forms the basis f o r her experience 
of the c o n f l i c t as inner rather than as 
an o p p o s i t i o n to a f o r c e set over or 
against h e r s e l f . As E r i c a Jong says in 
" A l c e s t i s on the Poetry C i r c u i t : " 

The best s l a v e 
does not need to be beaten. 
She beats h e r s e l f . 

Not with a l e a t h e r whip, 
or w i t h s t i c k s or twigs, 
not with a b l a c k j a c k 
or a b i 1 l y c l u b , 
but w i t h the f i n e whip 
of her own tongue 
S the s u b t l e beating 
of her mind 
against her mind. 

For who can hate her h a l f so w e l l 
as she hates h e r s e l f ? 
S who can match the f i n e s s e 
of her self-abuse? 

Years of t r a i n i n g 
are required f o r t h i s . 
Twenty years 
of s u b t l e s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e , 
s e l f - d e n i a 1; 
unt i1 the subject 
thinks h e r s e l f a queen 
S yet a b e g g a i — 
both at the same time. 

Though she i s quick to learn 
S admittedly c l e v e r , 
her natural doubt of h e r s e l f 
should make her so weak 
that she dabbles b r i l l i a n t l y 



in h a l f a dozen t a l e n t s 
& thus embel1i shes 
but does not change 
our 1i f e . 

If she's an a r t i s t 
£ comes c l o s e to genius, 
the very f a c t of her g i f t 
should cause her such pain 
that she w i l l take her own l i f e 
r ather than best us. 

& a f t e r she d i e s , we w i l l cry 
& make her a s a i n t . (11) 

V i r g i n i a Woolf, in A Room of One's Own, 
points to t h i s dichotomy as an h i s t o r i 
c a l d i s j u n c t i o n between f a c t and f i c t i o n : 

Indeed, i f woman had no e x i s t e n c e 
save in the f i c t i o n w r i t t e n by men, 
one would imagine her a person of 
the utmost importance; very v a r i 
ous; heroic and mean: splendid 
and s o r d i d ; i n f i n i t e l y b e a u t i f u l 
and hideous in the extreme; . . . . 
But t h i s i s woman in f i c t i o n . In 
f a c t , as Professor Trevelyan points 
out, she was locked up, beaten, 
and f l u n g about the room. 
A very queer, composite being thus 
emerges. Imaginatively she i s of 
the highest importance; p r a c t i c a l l y 
she i s completely i n s i g n i f i c a n t . 
She pervades poetry from cover to 
cover; she i s a l l but absent from 
h i s t o r y . She dominates the l i v e s 
of kings and conquerors in f i c 
t i o n ; in f a c t she was the s l a v e of 
any boy whose parents forced a 
r i n g upon her finger. ( 1 2 ) 

In e x p l o r i n g these dimensions of the 
Double as they are expressed in con
temporary poetry by women I wish a l s o 
to draw a t t e n t i o n to some women poets, 
and they are l e g i o n , whose work might 
be b e t t e r known. One of these poets 
is D i l y s Laing, a poet born in Canada 
in 1906, a precocious w r i t e r who 
spent her adult l i f e in the United 
States. Three of her poems explore the 
Double in various guises. In "Venus 
P e t r i f i e d " the poet i s both h e r s e l f and 
the immobilized, crumbling statue of 
Venus in the garden: 

Swept by the fury to go through that 
door 

I t r y to move, but stand from foot 
to brow 

r i g i d . My blood has run and l e f t no 
s t a i n. 

I am that statue at the garden's end 
which, crazed, and scarred with l i c 

hen, keeps the form 
of Venus s t a r t l e d , hands poised to 

defend 
what nothing threatens. I s t r u g g l e 

to unbend 
arms that the noonday sun can never 

warm.(13) 
She has become f o r a nightmare moment not 
l i t h e and quick but l i t h i c and r i g i d , 
a n a c h r o n i s t i c , a r c h a i c , yet unable to 
change. In D i l y s Laing's poems the 
Double is always s i n i s t e r , a threatening 
presence which can entrap, but which can 
only be glimpsed, not faced, as in the 
numinous poem "Ego": 

Vague, submarine, my giant twin 



swims under me, a g i r l of shade 
who mimics me. She's caught w i t h i n 
a chickenwire of l i g h t that's l a i d 
by netted waves on f l o o r of sand. 
I dare not look. I squeeze my l i d s 
against that a p p a r i t i o n and 
her nightmare of surrounding squids, 
her company of nounless f r i g h t . 
She i s the unknown thing I am 
and do not wish to see. In f l i g h t 
I swim the way my comrades swam 
and hide among them. Let me keep 
t h e i r s a f e t y ' s c i r c l e f o r a charm 
against that s i s t e r in the deep 
who, huge and mocking, plans me 

harm.(14) 
The Other in t h i s poem i s the shady twin, 
unspeakable, who cannot be faced or 
named, who l i v e s in the deeps. Pro
t e c t i o n from her can be sought by con
forming, by swimming "the way my comrades 
swam." In "The Double Goer" a woman 
takes "a train/away from h e r s e l f ; " she 
"futures on/away from her own presence." 
She dreams of moving into adventure, 
strength and g l o r y , but when she a r r i v e s 
at "her s t a t i o n " her family i s there to 
meet ber. 

She faced the crowd and c r i e d : 
I love you a l l but one: 
the one who wears my face. 
She Is the one 1 f l e d from. 

They s a i d : you took her with you 
and brought her back again. 
You look s i c k . Welcome home.(15) 

The Double as mask, persona, "the one 
who wears my f a c e , " cannot be escaped, 
cannot be loved. The woman i s im
prisoned in her, she is what others 

recognize and welcome, the outward and 
v i s i b l e form, the woman who, in Laing's 
poem, "Lot's Daughters" has hardened 
i nto s a l t . 

As in "Ego," the Double i s most ofte n 
embodied as s i s t e r , twin, complementary 
or c o n t r a s t i n g , or r e l a t e d by symbiosis. 
Denise Levertov's poem "In Mind" begins: 

There's in my mind a woman 
of innocence, unadorned but 

f a i r - f e a t u r e d , and s m e l l i n g of 
apples or grass. . . . 

. . . and she 

is kind and very clean without 
o s t e n t a t i o n - -

but she has 
no imagination. 

In c o n t r a s t to her is the: 
turbulen t moon-ridden g i r l 

or o l d woman, or both, 
dressed in opals and rags, feathers 

and torn t a f f e t a , 
who knows strange songs--
but she i s not kind.(16) 

The two women dress d i f f e r e n t l y : one i s 
a "utopian s h i f t , " the other in o p a l s , 
rags, f e a t h e r s , torn t a f f e t a . One has 
no imagination, the other "knows strange 
songs." But the c r u c i a l d i f f e r e n c e i s 
that one i s kind and the other i s not 
kind. She i s not unkind, she has no 
malevolence, she simply i s not at the 
dis p o s a l of other s . She w i l l not be 
accommodating or n o u r i s h i n g , she w i l l 
not play the r o l e of the Dame Kindness 
of S y l v i a P lath's poem(l7)or of The 



Angel i n the House of V i r g i n i a Woolf's 
essay. (18) A s i m i l a r dichotomy i s des
c r i b e d in Levertov's poem "The Woman:" 

It i s the one in homespun 
you hunger f o r 
when you are lonesome; 

the one in crazy feathers 
dragging opal chains in dust 
wearies you 

. . . A l a s , 
they are not two but one, 

p i e r c e the f l e s h of one, the other 
halfway across the world, w i l l 

s h r i e k , 
her blood w i l l run. Can you endure 
l i f e w i t h two b r i d e s , bridegroom? 

(19) 
The b r i d e as Double turns up in Adrienne 
Rich's poem "A Primary Ground:" 

And t h i s i s how you l i v e : a woman, 
ch i 1dren 

protect you from the abyss 
you move near, t u r n i n g on the news 

It a l l seems innocent enough, t h i s 
s i n . 

of wedlock: you, your w i f e , your 
c h i l d r e n 

P r o t e c t i o n i s the genius of your 
house 

the pressure of the steam iron 
f l a t t e n s the l i n e n c l o t h again 

Empt i ness 
t h r u s t l i k e a batch of l e t t e r s to 

the f u r t h e s t 
dark of a drawer 
But there is something e l s e : 
your wife's twin s i s t e r , speechless 
is dying in the house 
You and your w i f e take turns 
c a r r y i n g up the t r a y s , 
understanding her case, t r y i n g to 

make her understand.(20) 

Carol Rumens' "Houses by Day" explores 
the theme of "A Primary Ground:" the 
manifest w i f e who conforms and the rea l 
woman, the buried s e l f , who i s confined 
to an a t t i c : 

I have l i v e d here an impenetrable 
year 

with only a m i r r o r to smile at and 
a hot water system 

f o r an echo. . . . 

when I woke in our junk-shop double 
bed 

from a broken dream to an i n d i s s o 
l u b l e law. 

The t i g h t r i n g dragged on my t h i c k 
ening f i n g e r . 

The trauma of marriage swallowed me. 
I became 

a ghost whose buried rage h o i s t s 
f u r n i t u r e , 

whose s t u l t i f i e d s e l f r a t t l e s in 
the a t t i c . 

Adjusted now, I have learned my 
ro 1 e i s to wai t 

f o r the key in the lock, to serve 
the f i r s t clean k i s s 

and l i g h t up at a f l i c k of my 
c l i t o r i s . ( 2 1 ) 



"Ad," a n o t h e r s i n i s t e r l i t t l e poem by 
C a r o l Rumens, uses the id i o m o f p o p u l a r 
a d v e r t i s i n g t o d e s c r i b e the i m i t a t i o n o r 
e r s a t z woman, the magazine image who 
stan d s i n f o r the r e a l woman: 

Depressed, d i s p i r i t e d , 
t i red o f t r y i n g ? 

Don 1 1 despa i rJ 
Now you can make 
your own amazing 
Krazy Kathy; 
a 11 you need 
i s i n t h i s ch i c 
z i p - f a s h i o n e d , j e t - p r o p e l l e d , 
super d e l u x e , 
persona k i t . 
Look i n t o i t , t h e r e ' s 
r i c h e s f o r you. 
A genu i ne g i r l 
from a p e e l - p a c k , s h e ' l l 
r i s e and s h i n e . (22) 

T h i s dream g i r l a l s o c a r r i e s the d e s t r u c -
t i v e n e s s o f b u r i e d rage: 

Rad i a n t , sm i 1 i ng, 
she w i l l r i s e up, 
reach out her arms 
and c l a s p you t i g h t , 
rad i a n t , s m i 1 i ng, 
and you wi11 f r e e z e 
as she s t a r t s t o devour you 
l i k e p e r f e c t peas. (23) 

In Denise L e v e r t o v ' s "An E m b r o i d e r y , " as 
i n her two e a r l i e r poems, the dichotomy 
i s not between the a u t h e n t i c and the 
s p u r i o u s , but between two s i d e s o f one 
n a t u r e , both o f which make a genuine 
c l a i m , though the poet seems f a i r l y 

c l e a r l y t o i d e n t i f y more w i t h one s i d e 
than the o t h e r . The two a s p e c t s a r e em
bo d i e d i n the f o l k t a l e images o f Rose 
Red and Snow W h i t e : Rose Red, p r e p a r i n g 
s uppers o f "honey and a p p l e s , c u r d s and 
whey," has an " a r d e n t , j o y f u l , compas
s i o n a t e h e a r t ; " she banks the f i r e s and 
dreams o f b a b i e s . Snow White has grey 
eyes and l o o k s deep i n t o t h e d a r k f o r e s t . 
Rose Red m a r r i e s t he p r i n c e who w i l l 
s t e p from the be a r ' s h i d e ; Snow White 
w a i t s f o r " t h a t o t h e r , her b r i d e g r o o m , " 
an ambiguous p r e s e n c e whom her l o n g i n g 
w i l l c a l l f o r t h i n re s p o n s e t o i t s e l f . 
(24) 

Sometimes the Double appears i n p o e t r y 
i n the g u i s e o f a f i g u r e from m y t h o l o g y , 
as i n Gwen MacEwen's " L i l l i t h : " 

Have no doubt t h a t oneday she w i l l 
be r e b o r n 

h o r r e n d o u s , w i t h c o i l i n g h o r n s , 
p u b i s a b l a z e o f b l a c k s t a r s 
and a r m p i t s a swampy n e s t f o r 

d i n o s a u r s . 
But meanwh i 1e 
she l u r k s i n her most i m p e n e t r a b l e 

d i sgu i s e 
as me— 
t r y i n g t o make h o l e s i n my b r a i n 
o r come f o r t h from my eyes. 
And I have f e l t 
her m i n d l e s s mind w i t h i n my mind 
u r g i n g me t o c a l l down heaven w i t h 
a word, 
avenge some a n c i e n t wrong a g a i n s t 

her k i n d 
o r be t h e c r a z e d Salome who danced 

f o r blood. ( 2 5 ) 



L M H t h , in t h i s poem, i s the Double as 
possessor, i n - d w e l l e r , using the l i v i n g 
woman as v e h i c l e . In S y l v i a Plath's 
" L o r e l e i , " the s i r e n s are s i s t e r s , muse 
f i g u r e s , promising death and wholeness: 

They sing 
Of a world more f u l l and c l e a r 

Than can be. s i s t e r s , your song 
Bears a burden too weighty 
For the whorled ear's l i s t e n i n g 
Beyond the mundane order 
Your voices lay seige. You lodge 
On the pitched reefs of nightmare, 

Promising sure harbourage; 

0 r i v e r , I see d r i f t i n g 

Deep in your f l u x of s i l v e r 
Those great goddesses of peace. 
Stone, stone, f e r r y me down there. 

(26) 
Plath's poem "Two S i s t e r s of Persephone" 
presents a v a r i a t i o n of the Rose Red-
Snow Wh i te pa i r: 

Two g i r l s there are: w i t h i n the 
house 

one s i t s ; the other, without. 
Daylong a duet of shade and l i g h t 
Plays between these. 

One has a roo t - p a l e , meagre frame, the 
other i s "bronzed as e a r t h . " " L u l l e d 
near a bed of poppies," she "F r e e l y 
becomes sun's b r i d e " and "bears a 
k i n g . " The other, "Turned b i t t e r / And 
sall o w as any lemon," "goes graveward 
with f l e s h l a i d waste, /Worm-husbanded, 
yet no woman."(27) 

The c o n f l i c t between the maiden and 
the whore embodied in one woman i s 
described in Plath's "Strumpet Song:" 

With white f r o s t gone 
And a l l green dreams not worth 

much, 
A f t e r a lean day's work 
Time comes round f o r that foul 

s l u t : 
Mere b r u i t of her takes our s t r e e t 
Unti1 every man, 
red, pale or dark 
veers to her slouch. 
Mark, I cr y , that mouth 
made to do vi o l e n c e on, 
that seamed face 
Askew with b l o t c h , d i n t , scar 
Struck by each dour year. 
Walks there not some such one man 
As can spare breath 
To patch with brand of love t h i s rank 

g r imace 
Which out from black t a r n , d i t c h and 

cup 
Into my own most chaste eyes 
Looks up.(28) 

The Double can appear as the in-dweller 
who speaks through the poet's mouth, as 
the wife u p s t a i r s or the maiden in the 
tower, as the Other who stares back from 
r e f l e c t i n g surfaces, as the s i s t e r who i s 
born with us, as the muse-temptress, o r, 
as in E r i c a Jong's "Why I Died" as the 
e l u s i v e , f u g i t i v e , f i g u r e who disappears 
from rooms j u s t as we enter, whose voice 
i s overheard j u s t as we open the door: 

She i s the woman I f o l l o w . 



Whenever f enter a room 
She has been t h e r e — 

She i s no v i r g i n S no madonna 
Her e y e l i d s are purple. 
She sleeps around. 

Wherever 1 go I meet her lovers 
Wherever I go I hear t h e i r stories. 
Wherever I go they t e l 1 me 
d i f f e r e n t versions of her s u i c i d e . 

She i s the woman I f o l l o w . 
I wear her c a s t - o f f c l o t h e s . 
She i s my mother, my daughter. 
She i s w r i t i n g t h i s s u i c i d e note.(29) 

In some poems about the Double there i s a 
sense of balance, a c t u a l or p o t e n t i a l , or 
of escape, through i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w ith 
the f r e e one, but o f t e n , e s p e c i a l l y in 
the poems of Anne Sexton and S y l v i a P l a t h , 
there i s a f e e l i n g of impasse, a struggle 
to the death. In Sexton's poem, 
Other," the Double i s not s i s t e r , 
masculine or neuter, i t i s malevolent and 
consumi ng: 

bowels, yellow with smoke, 

"The 
i t i s 

Under my 
i t waits, 
Under my 
i t wai t s , 

eyes, those milk bunnies, 

Mr. Doppelganger. My brother. My 
spouse. 

Mr. Doppelganger. My enemy. My 
love r . 

When t r u t h comes s p i l l i n g out l i k e 
peas 

i t hangs up the phone. 

When the c h i l d Is soothed and rest
ing on my breast 

i t i s my other who swallows l y s o l . 
(30) 

My other beats a t i n drum in my 
heart. 

My other c r i e s and c r i e s and c r i e s 
when I put on a c o c k t a i l dress. 

It i s a thumbscrew. 

I t ' s hatred makes i t c l a i r v o y a n t . 
I can only sign over e v e r y t h i n g , 
the house, the dog, the ladders, 

the j e w e l s , 
the s o u l , the f a m i l y t r e e , the 

ma i1 box. 

Then I can sl e e p . 

Maybe. ( 3 D 
S y l v i a P lath's "In P l a s t e r " begins in 
impasse: 

I s h a l l never get out of t h i s ! 
There are two of me now: 

This new a b s o l u t e l y white person 
and the old yellow one, 

And the white person i s c e r t a i n l y 
the s u p e r i o r one. 

She doesn't need food, she i s one 
of the real s a i n t s . 

The two-in-one e x i s t , in a macabre sym
b i o s i s , the one adding v i t a l i t y to the 
other's t i d i n e s s and calmness and 
patience, u n t i l the "good" one gets 
uppity and decides she can make i t on 
her own. They are mutually dependent 
in a d e s t r u c t i v e way: 



i t was a kind of marriage, 
being so c l o s e . 

Now I see i t must be one or the other 
of us. 

She may be a s a i n t , and I may be ugly 
and h a i r y , 

But s h e ' l l soon f i n d out that that 
doesn't matter a b i t . 

I'm c o l l e c t i n g my strength; one day 
I s h a l l manage without her, 

And s h e ' l l p e r i s h with emptiness then, 
and begin to miss me.(32) 

P.K. Page's "Nightmare" describes a s i m i l a r 
dark symbiosis, mutual dependence, mutual 
d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s : 

In the wh i te bed 
t h i s too-dark creature nests, 
l i t t e r s her y e l p i n g young 
upon my breasts. 

Dreams are her t h i c k e t 
in them wearing masks 
of my f a m i l i a r faces 
she dissembles. 

Trembles in every image 
ca 11 s my fa 1 con 
which f a l l s , a feathered stone 
to her white w r i s t bone. 

The Double in t h i s poem, the s i n i s t e r h a l f 
of the dyad, is an anxious alchemist, a 
night walker f i l l e d w i th b i t t e r wishes: 

Sometimes she smiles at me 
as i f I were 
her own face 
smi1ing in a mi r r o r 

Yet should I sleep forever 

she would eat 
my beating heart 
as i f i t were a pi urn 

d i d she not know 
with t e r r i b l e wisdom 
by doing so 
she would devour her own.(33) 

The s p l i t between the two personae who 
c o i n h a b i t the one presence has to do w i t h 
formal p e r f e c t i o n versus v i t a l i t y , the 
s o c i a l l y acceptable against the out
rageous, the sham against the r e a l . The 
s i t u a t i o n i s always pre c a r i o u s , o f t e n 
threatening and p o t e n t i a l l y d i s r u p t i v e , 
but i t sometimes suggests the upsurge 
of c r e a t i v e energy, and p o s s i b l e e q u i l 
ibrium. The Other or Double can be the 
bearer of meaning, the necessary other 
h a l f of a promised wholeness. In 
Adrienne Rich's "Women" the f a m i l i a r 
t r i a d of s i s t e r s are now embodiments 
of healing and hope: 

My three s i s t e r s are s i t t i n g 
on rocks of black o b s i d i a n . 
For the f i r s t time, in t h i s l i g h t , 

I can see who they are. 

My f i r s t s i s t e r is sewing her cos
tume f o r the procession. 

She is going as the Transparent 
Lady 

And a l l her nerves w i l l be 
v i s i b l e . 

My second s i s t e r i s a l s o sewing, 
at the seam over her heart which 

has never healed e n t i r e l y , 
At l a s t , she hopes, t h i s tightness 

in her chest w i l l ease. 



My t h i r d s i s t e r is gazing 
at a dark-red c r u s t spreading 

westward f a r out on the sea. 
Her stockings are torn but she i s 

beauti f u l . ( 3 4 ) 

Sometimes the Double in i t s more p o s i 
t i v e aspect appears in the guise of an 
angel. In Anne Sexton's "The F a l l e n 
Angels," the angels are "both saved and 
l o s t . " They "keep me company."/ They 
wiggle up l i f e . / They pass out t h e i r 
magic/ l i k e Assorted L i f e s a v e r s . " The 
poem ends with an appeal: 

0 f a l l e n angel, 
the companion w i t h i n me, 
whisper something holy 
before you pinch me 
1 nto the grave.(35) 

Pat Lowther's remarkable "Angel" i n 
vokes the Double as i n d w e l l i n g muse, at 
once incubus and i n s p i r a t i o n : 

That frowning angel toys with me, 
hides In the eddies of my mind, 

lurks beneath the babble of bub
b l e s y l l a b l e s , 

waits behind protozoan-chain of 
thought. 

If I, r i d i n g a dolphin-joyous meta
phor or c l i n g i n g to s w i f t shape 

of memory, shaft i n t o darkness 
that monstrous angel r i s e s 
sudden as a shark 
and spreads h i s arms before me. 

He i s beyond my governing and my 
evasions, he i s a creature 

ne i t h e r born nor spawned 
but grown l i k e a c o r a l , 

s e c r e t i o n of i n f i n i t e l i v e s and 
deaths 

i n t o t h i s sudden dumb i n t e g r i t y , 
t h i s s t a r k a n g e l i c incubus. 

I have worked r i t e s of exorcism 
against him, have made magic 

l a t t i c e s , r i n g s , pentagrams, 
have wished f o r a bubble of 
sa f e t y 

to carry me through food and bed 
and poetry. 

I have performed the most potent 
exorcism, I have a s s i m i l a t e d 

s p r i n g , f r e c k l e d my s k i n with 
c h l o r o p h y l 1 , 

opened my t h i g h s to gold, 

And have not banished him, he . . . 
mocks me in m i r r o r s , 

His eyes are holes beyond which there 
no horizons; 

they have not pigment, muscles, 
1 i d s ; 

they are organs "of pure percep
t i o n , 

ravenous, e n g u l f i n g . 

And those eyes tear the f l o a t i n g web 
of words 

I have created; 
they break the d e l i c a t e s h e l l s I 

have secreted, 
s l o w l y , p a i n f u l l y , 
to house my loves. 

And always, l i k e Eden's f i e r y -
sworded guard, 

he damns me f o r my s i n 
of growing 1 Ids 



and muscled i r i s i n my eyes.(36) 
This angel Is the ground of her being, 
judge, speaker of imperatives: c l a i r 
voyant, uncompromising, i n s a t i a b l e , 
s t a r k incubus, he i s that against which 
a l l things are measured, the one who 
possesses her who i s possessed. 

In Adrienne Rich's "Diving Into the 
Wreck" the poet i s both d i v e r , looking 
f o r "the wreck and not the sto r y of the 
wreck/ the thin g i t s e l f and not the 
myth," and "the drowned face always 
s t a r i n g / toward the sun;" she is "the 
mermaid-whose dark h a i r / streams 
bl a c k " and "the merman in h i s armored 
body:" 

We c i r c l e s i l e n t l y 
about the wreck 
we dive i n t o the hold. 
I am she: I am he 

whose drowned face sleeps with 
open eyes 

whose breasts s t i l l bear the 
s t r e s s 

whose s i l v e r , copper, vermeil 
cargo l i e s 

obscurely i n s i d e b a r r e l s 
h a l f wedged and l e f t to rot." ( 3 7 ) 

She i s both the seeker, d i v i n g into an 
a l i e n element, and the sle e p i n g guardian 
of the neglected t r e a s u r e . 

Kay Johnson's "In the Kitchen of My 
S p i r i t " d e s c r i b e s , through a domestic 
metaphor, an androgynous wholeness i n 
which animus and anlma, the male and 
the female, l i v e together in harmony in 
one being: 

I'm a woman and a man 
and I l i v e alone together 
i n wedded b l i ss 
a f t e r a h e c t i c c o u r t s h i p . 

when someone comes over 
to where I am working or meditating, 
which i s the man in me, 
I get r i g h t up to put the f i r e 
under the coffee pot, 
which i s the woman in me. 

Now in my household 
where once no f i r e was l i t , 
the woman cooks the food, 
the man eats i t . 

But when the Holy Ghost s h a l l come 
to grace h i s household, 
we are one.(38) 

It i s i d l e , I think, to object to the 
sex - r o l e typing in t h i s poem: the poet 
has simply used t r a d i t i o n a l images of the 
fun c t i o n of man and woman to express the 
healed dichotomy in her own s p i r i t . 

" N o v e l l a , " by Anne Szumigalski, presents 
a j o c u l a r image of androgny, of a comple
mentary two-in-one: 

the t h i n man with the stooping young 
shoulders and 

s t i c k shanks and bony w r i s t s un
folded himself 

he stepped out of the f a t lady 
kop kop on hi s neat feet 
he went down the s t a i r s to the 

s t r e e t . 
The f a t lady collapses into an empty mass 
of f l e s h without her animating s p i r i t , 
who is walking b r i s k l y about the c i t y , 
" s e l l i n g things door to door," "eating at 



a crumbly counter:" 
seeking a f a i r and easy woman 
pinching a t h i n rump and making a 

date 
and breaking the date 
to come running back to the f a t lady 

the t h i n man and the f a t lady swing 
h i s / h e r / t h e i r strong 

legs s i d e to side in the bed k i c k i n g 
o f f the covers laughing 
under the tumbled qui It.(39) 

Vera B. W i l l i a m s ' recent s t o r y , "An 
Account of a Skirmish,"(40) i s a 
s p r i g h t l y , tender, d e c i s i v e account of 
a woman's str u g g l e to the death with 
her temperamental, i n d e c i s i v e , s e l f -
indulgent, g u i l t y Other S e l f who i s 
preventing her from l i v i n g out her vo
c a t i o n as w r i t e r , a r t i s t and independent, 
resourceful woman. The n a r r a t i v e , which 
takes the form of a l e t t e r , i s prefaced 
by t h i s comment: 

. . .The f o l l o w i n g is an account of 
one of the m i l l i o n s of very minor 
skirmishes now being fought w i t h i n 
the middle c l a s s on the North 
American continent. . . . From a 
h i s t o r i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e , i t might, 
with many, many others, be massed 
under the heading: SOCIAL HISTORY, 
LAST QUARTER OF THE TWENTIETH 
CENTURY . . . a chapter that might 
end with the words (or something 
l i k e them) ". . . We have given 
these depressing matters t h e i r due 
as, h o p e f u l l y , the l a s t gasps of a 
dying order. . . ."(41) 

There i s some irony in these remarks, 
but they a l s o serve the serious purpose 
of p l a c i n g a very personal account in a 
contemporary s o c i a l context which makes 
i t , i f not t y p i c a l l y exemplary, a 
cautionary t a l e . A poem by Vera W i l 
liams, "Love L e t t e r to Myself," pub
l i s h e d not long a f t e r "An Account of a 
Skirmish," i s a l y r i c a l c e l e b r a t i o n of 
the hard won and long l a s t coming t o 
gether of the S e l f and the Other in 
mutual nourishment, acceptance and 
knowledge: 

I am a bet t e r w i f e to myself 
than to anyone. 

I am a house that s h e l t e r s me . . . . 

and I crave the repose of i t , 
the sweet t h i r s t - q u e n c h i n g milk of 
the teat of s e l f ; 
the deep-sucking peace 
of one's own queer s t r a i g h t n e s s ; 
the l a t e t w i l i g h t of one's own per

ceptions 
that sum the day of one's longest 

acqua i ntance; 
the enduring companionab1eness 
of inner wee and giant personages; 
the longed for r e c o g n i t i o n of my 

double/twin/ & confidant 
Dear Hazel-Eyed Friend. . . 
Forgive my u n f a i t h f u l n e s s 
Accept my long detours; 
my sojourns with strange men 
in strange lands 
and welcome me home to my own heart/ 

hearth and kingdom. 
Open the gate 
and l e t me in.(42) 



To conclude, the Double in various 
guises both haunts and enriches the 
poetry of t h i s century w r i t t e n by women. 
The Double as u n l i v e d l i f e , as the spec
t r e who r i s e s to f i l l the gap between the 
ac t u a l and the p o t e n t i a l , as a focus o f 
both c o n f l i c t and power, in an image of 
a s i g n i f i c a n t part of the t r u t h about 
women's l i v e s , as persons and as a r t i s t s , 
that t r u t h of which Muriel Rukeyser s a i d : 

What would happen i f one woman t o l d 
the t r u t h about her l i f e ? 

The world would s p l i t open.(43) 
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