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SOLITUDE, SPINSTERHOOD, AND SINGLE BLESSEDNESS:
CHARLOTTE BRONTE AND REDUNDANT WOMEN IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY PROTESTANT ENGLAND

MARIEL CAPUTO (CLA 2014)

The work of Charlotte Bronté is the most iconic depiction of
female solitude found in the British literary canon. Her heroines
embody a paradoxical notion of solitude that is both a powerful
source of anguish and an essential component of a radical
freedom. Through the creation of her solitary heroines, Bronté
grapples with the condition of the growing population of unmarried
women dubbed “redundant” by nineteenth-century English society.
Although the redundancy problem was of personal relevance to
her, her novels do not propose a solution to the difficulties faced
by their unmarried female protagonists. Even in her personal
writing Bronté does not pretend to know the answer for redundant
women. She wrote in May 1848, during the composition of Shirley,
‘I often wish to say something about the ‘condition of women’
question—but it is one respecting which so much ‘cant’ has been
talked, that one feels a sort of repugnance to approach it [...]
When a woman has a little family to rear and educate and a
household to conduct, her hands are full, her vocation is evident—
when her destiny isolates her—I suppose she must do what she
can—Ilive as she can—complain as little—bear as much—work as
well as possible” (Bronté 2000, 66). Bronté’s female protagonists
exemplify this type of “isolated destiny.” Their tendency to cling to
isolation, rather than transform their solitary lives, is what makes
their stories so memorable. In her novels Shirley (1849) and
Villette (1853), Bronté explores and evaluates the possible
solutions to the redundant women problem offered by the various
political, social, and especially, religious ideologies of her time;
and despite the struggles that solitary unmarried women face, she
ultimately favors female independence to dependence, and
solitude to companionship.

Bronté wrote her major novels when anxieties about the
number of unmarried women in England were rapidly escalating.
The 1851 national census, which assigned statistics to previously
vague fears about the surplus of women to men, was issued just
two years after the publication of Shirley and two years before
Villette. The census was Great Britain’s first to include marital
status, and revealed that in a total population of 20 million, women
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exceeded men by half a million, and 2.5 million women were
unmarried (Levitan 2008, 363). These unmarried women, referred
to as “redundant” and “superfluous,” were seen as a threat to all
that distinguished England as a great nation. In “Redundancy, the
‘Surplus Woman’ Problem, and the British Census, 1851-1861,”
Historian Kathrin Levitan writes that “the census sparked concern
about the decline of the family as the [nation’s] moral and
reproductive basis [...]. At a moment when a large population had
come to be seen as crucial for maintaining Britain’s imperial and
military strength, women’s duties as wives and mothers were
increasingly exalted, and women who did not fulfill these roles
were viewed as especially problematic” (Levitan 2008, 363). Most
agreed that the redundant population was a problem. Mary Taylor,
early feminist and friend of Charlotte Bronté, sums up the urgency
of the situation: “the phrase redundant women really means
starving women” (Murray 1982, 58). This was especially true of
middle-class women, who were discouraged from labor and
whose only hope of survival outside of marriage was to be taken
in by charitable relatives.

The solution to the problem was where nineteenth-century
thinkers diverged. Some argued that the answer was to provide
the means through which women could financially support
themselves. Others suggested that they emigrate from England to
where they could more feasibly find husbands and fulfill the
traditional role of wife and mother. The latter solution was made
popular by political writer Sir William Rathbone Greg in his 1862
essay “Why Are Women Redundant?” Greg proposed that ten
thousand voyages be arranged to transport the half a million
“excess” women to Britain’s colonies and the United States. Greg
believed that since male emigration to America and the colonies
was largely responsible for the imbalance, it was only natural to
relocate the women “from where they are redundant to where they
are wanted” (Greg 15)However, as Jessie Boucherett argues in
her 1869 essay “How to Provide for Superfluous Women,” Greg’s
emigration plan was not a realistic solution. Sending women to the
United States, for example, would merely exacerbate an already
existing surplus of women on the east coast, due to the westward
migration of men (Murray 1982, 55). Boucherett concludes that
since “nobody wants them, either in the Old World or the New”
(Murray 1982, 56), their only hope is to find employment in



England. By “converting them into useful members of society,”
they will cease to be redundant (56).

Greg’s essay was followed by numerous other responses
by female social activists who campaigned for increased
education and occupational opportunities for women. The census
was, in Kathrin Levitan’s words, “a catalyst for British feminism,”
and this discussion “a vital moment in the history of women’s
changing roles” (Levitan 2008, 360). Feminist reformers such as
Bessie Rayner Parkes worked against the thinking that labor was
indecorous for middle-class women. In her 1860 essay, “What
Can Educated Women Do?”, she questions why domestic labor,
“‘which is deemed to make a woman eligible as a wife to a working
man, should, when exercised on higher subjects, unfit and
discredit her to be the wife of a working barrister or medical man”
(Bodichon and Lacey 1986, 169). According to Parkes, “the idea
that a young lady cannot engage in business without losing caste
must be conquered if any real way is to be made” (Bodichon and
Lacey 1986, 164). For Frances Power Cobbe, in her 1862 essay
“What Shall We Do with Our Old Maids?”, the most insulting
aspect of Greg’s “enormous schemes for the deportation of
440,000 females” was that it constituted essentially forced
marriage (Bodichon and Lacey 1986, 355). Cobbe denounces all
marriages “for wealth, for position, for rank, [or] for support” as
“the sources of misery and sin, not of happiness and virtue”
(Bodichon and Lacey 1986, 356). This assertion challenged the
traditional idea that marriage was the highest moral achievement
a woman could attain. Yet, for middle-class women discouraged
from labor, marriage was the only feasible means of survival.
Jessie Boucherett sums up the limited options for such women:
“‘marry or starve, sink or swim” (Murray 1982, 57). Nevertheless,
Cobbe insists that an unmarried woman is, contrary to Greg’s
opinion, better off struggling to support herself than in a loveless
marriage.

At the heart of the discussion of redundancy were the
larger philosophical questions of woman’s purpose and the
possibility of her autonomy and selfhood. According to Greg, “the
essentials of a woman’s being” are that “they are supported by,
and they minister to men” (26). Cobbe, on the other hand, argues
that women be in control of their own lives, and look to nobody
else to determine their identity. She writes, “It is desirable that
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women should have other aims, pursuits, and interests in life
beside matrimony, and that by possessing them they are
guaranteed against being driven into unloving marriages, and
rendered more fitted for loving ones; while their single life, whether
in maidenhood or widowhood, is made useful and happy”
(Bodichon and Lacey, 361). According to Cobbe, the discussion of
women should not revolve around their relation to others: of equal
or greater importance to their “usefulness” is that they be “happy.”
In suggesting that the single woman can be a happy, complete
self, Cobbe denies Greg’s definition of woman’s purpose.

The purpose question continued into the second half of the
century, and was often intermingled with theological ideology. In
nineteenth-century Protestant England, female identity was
defined by a woman'’s relation to both man and God. Therefore,
discourse on the redundant woman problem was intertwined with
religious thought. The tension between Protestantism and
Catholicism during Bronté’s time was critical to her own
interpretation of the purpose question, as each assigned different
roles to women, held them to different standards, and had its own
distinctive solution to the redundant women problem. As the
daughter of a clergyman, Bronté was particularly well versed in
religious discourse, and her work comprises continual comparison
and contrast between Protestant and Catholic roles for women. In
Shirley, the question of a woman’s purpose is particularly troubling
for single women living in a time when economic depression made
it virtually impossible for a man to support a wife. The question
became not just “what is woman’s purpose?”, but “what is the
perpetually single woman’s purpose?” The Protestant answer to
the purpose question is nicely framed by Shirley’s protagonist
Caroline Helstone, when she realizes that since Robert Moore, the
object of her affection, cannot afford to marry her, she is destined
to join the population of redundant women:

What am | to do to fill the interval of time which spreads

between me and the grave? [...] Till lately | had reckoned

securely on the duties and affections of wife and mother to
occupy my existence. | considered, somehow, as a matter
of course, that | was growing up to the ordinary destiny,
and never troubled myself to seek any other; but now, |
perceive plainly, | may have been mistaken. Probably |
shall be an old maid [...] | shall never marry. What was |



created for, | wonder? Where is my place in the world?

(Bronté 2008, 149)
What begins as Caroline’s speculation about her own value
becomes musing on the broader issue of redundancy. That she
will be an old maid, she realizes, means that she will become part
of a population with no functional value in society. She identifies
her own purpose question as “the question which most old maids
are puzzled to solve,” and reflects that “other people solve it for
them by saying, ‘Your place is to do good to others, to be helpful
whenever help is wanted” (Bronté 2008, 149). As the niece and
dependent of an Anglican clergyman, Caroline is well aware of
this moral obligation of women who fail to fulfill their “natural” role:
those who cannot marry must validate their existence by
ministering to others.

This Protestant answer to redundancy—*to do good to
others, to be helpful whenever help is wanted”—accounts for the
popularity of the charitable spinster archetype among 18"- and
19™-century writers, and in the works of authors such as Jane
Austen and Elizabeth Gaskell. This archetype is nearly always
mocked, pitied, or villainized, and its narrative function is often
little more than a comic diversion from the central plot. Bronté,
however, refrains from such use of the spinster. In Shirley we are
told that the spinster Miss Ainley is mocked by “gentlemen [...]
who declared her hideous”, and that Robert Moore “amused
himself with comparing fair youth” to “the vinegar discourse of a
cankered old maid” (Bronté 2008, 156; 152). Although the
characters may find spinsterhood to be amusing, the narrative
voice itself treats Miss Ainley with only the utmost respect:

Sincerity is never ludicrous; it is always respectable.

Whether truth—be it religious or moral truth—speak

eloquently and in well-chosen language or not, its voice

should be heard with reverence. Let those who cannot
nicely, and with certainty, discern the difference between
the tones of hypocrisy and those of sincerity, never
presume to laugh in the wrong place, and commit impiety

when they think they are achieving wit. (Bronté 2008, 156)
The character of Miss Ainley functions not as a comic element in
the novel, but as a standard of genuine piety and philanthropy.

Bronté’s attraction to sincerity is inseparable from her
dislike of hypocrisy, especially religious hypocrisy. In contrast with
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Miss Ainley’s sincerity, we find women whose charity work is done
out of obligation imposed upon them by male religious leaders.
Such busywork was often assigned to women, particularly
unmarried women, who might otherwise feel useless. In Shirley,
we are told that the “Jew-basket,” purposed for “the conversion of
the Jews,” comprised contributions made by “the willing or
reluctant hands of the Christian ladies of a parish” (Bronté 2008,
96). The Protestant answer for unmarried women is, as Caroline
says, “a very convenient doctrine for the people who hold it”, as
well as a means of placating women who wish to be useful
(Bronté 2008, 149). Although the emphasis on ritual and good
works was traditionally one of the greatest criticisms of
Catholicism, in Shirley, Charlotte utilizes the charitable works
solution to depict hypocrisy among Protestants. What Bronté
satirizes is not the idea of charity itself, nor is it the charitable
spinster archetype: it is the role of obligation and insincere
motives in charity work.

In Villette and Shirley, as well as Jane Eyre, Bronté is
continually juxtaposing the Protestant charitable works idea with
the Catholic solution for redundancy. In her article “Emigrant
Spinsters and the Construction of Englishness in Charlotte
Bronté’s Villette,” Anne Longmuir argues that “this religious
difference has crucial implications for the spinster, because while
Protestant England had no obvious role for single women,
Catholicism did: convent life. Furthermore, the convent and the
figure of the nun haunt mid-nineteenth-century discussions of the
spinster” (Longmuir 2008, par. 14). The Catholic solution to
redundancy is particularly palpable in Villette, in which the
heroine, Lucy Snowe, is haunted by a spectral nun. Lucy lives her
life with the constant reminder of this alternative lifestyle,
reflecting, “I might just now, instead of writing this heretic
narrative, be counting my beads in the cell of a certain Carmelite
convent on the Boulevard of Crécy in Villette” (Bronté 1985, 235).
Lucy’s continual contrasting of England’s Protestantism with the
Catholicism of Villette allows her to track the implications of each
for unmarried women; and their differences are integral to her
fluctuating attitude toward her own celibacy.

Bronté’s use of the nun figure in Shirley functions less as a
formidable reminder of the Catholic answer, than as a way to
explore similarities between Catholic and Protestant roles for
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unmarried women. The Catholic solution appears more subtly in
Shirley, where Shirley and Caroline picnic at Nunwood, Caroline’s
“‘muslin dress was fashioned modestly as a nun’s robe”, and
Shirley nearly becomes Mrs. Philip Nunnely (Bronté 2008, 258).
Caroline is unsettled by the prospect of living entirely for others,
as suggested by the Protestant solution, and likens it to the
Catholic virtue of self-denial:
Is this enough? Is it to live? Is there not a terrible
hollowness, mockery, want, craving, in that existence
which is given away to others, for want of something of
your own to bestow it on? | suspect there is. Does virtue lie
in abnegation of self? | do not believe it. Undue humility
makes tyranny; weak concession creates selfishness. The
Romish religion especially teaches renunciation of the self,
submission to others, and nowhere are found so many
grasping tyrants as in the ranks of the Romish priesthood.
(Bronté 2008, 149)
In this moment Caroline both desires moderation of religious
expression and comes to terms with the similarities between the
Protestant and Catholic roles for women. Meanwhile, the
Protestant reader must face the startling realization that
Protestantism and the Catholic Church treat women similarly:
both, whether formally or informally, require servitude to others
and denial of personal interests.

In Villette, Bronté’s preference for moderation of religious
expression is evident from the striking contrast between the
painfully devoted Polly Home and the fleshly coquette Ginevra
Fanshawe. Both become objects of Bronté’s satire because each
represents an extreme which neither she nor Lucy Snowe can
fully embrace. Lucy witnesses Polly “kneeling upright in bed, and
praying like some Catholic or Methodist enthusiast—some
precocious fanatic or untimely saint” (Bronté 1985, 69). Just as
Caroline associates the Protestant charitable works answer with
“the Romish religion,” so does Lucy find Polly’s fanatical
Protestantism to be equivalent to Catholicism (Bronté 1985, 149).
Polly takes female subservience to such an extreme that her
ritualistic servitude of men resembles Catholic self-denial. Little
Polly’s doting on her father, as well as her eventual obsession with
John Graham Bretton, borders on idolatry and is uncomfortable to
witness. Her “saintly” nature is enhanced once her father arrives
at Bretton, and she is able to worship him in the flesh. This
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obsession manifests in her handkerchief project, in which self-
inflicted physical pain is essential to her display of devotion:
Opposite where he had placed himself was seated Mr.
Home, and at his elbow, the child. When | say child | use
an inappropriate and undescriptive term—a term
suggesting any picture rather than that of the demure little
person in a mourning frock and white chemisette, that
might have just fitted a good-sized doll—perched now on a
high chair beside a stand, whereon was her toy work-box
of white varnished wood, and holding in her hands a shred
of handkerchief, which she was professing to hem, and at
which she bored perseveringly with a needle, that in her
fingers seemed almost a skewer, pricking herself ever and
anon, marking the cambric with a track of minute red dots;
occasionally starting when the perverse weapon—
swerving from her control—inflicted a deeper stab than
usual; but still silent, diligent, absorbed, womanly (Bronté
1985, 73).
That Polly’s toleration of pain is “womanly” implies that stoicism
itself is inherent in womanhood. Bronté later juxtaposes Polly’s
‘womanhood” with that of Ginevra Fanshawe, in whom Lucy
observes a “fragile style of beauty, an entire incapacity to endure”
(Bronté 1985, 118). In both cases, the ability to endure pain finds
a reciprocal relationship with religious devotion. In Lucy’s first
interview on the boat with Ginevra, the schoolgirl expresses total
apathy toward religious discourse: “they call me a Protestant, you
know, but really | am not sure whether | am one or not: | don’t well
know the difference between Romanism and Protestantism.
However, | don’t in the least care for that” (Bronté 1985, 115). It is
later that same night that the two become seasick, and Lucy
witnesses Ginevra’s “entire incapacity to endure.” In Bronté’s
characterization of Ginevra, it is difficult to separate her religious
apathy from her inability to tolerate discomfort. In this aspect of
her character, she is the perfect foil to Polly.

Throughout Villette, Bronté employs language of self-
denial, sacrifice, and martyrdom in depicting gender relations and
woman'’s role. Polly finds her pain necessary in order for her to
fulfill her duty to her father—completing his handkerchief. Because
female identity was defined as subordination to and servitude of
others, even at six years old, Polly has already learned that her
father's comfort comes before her own. Mr. Home calls her “my
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comfort,” and it is only natural—‘womanly’— that women should
minister to men at the cost of their own comfort (Bronté 1985, 72).
This gender relationship is so “natural” that it is not until this
moment that Graham finally notices Polly as “a young lady”
(Bronté 1985, 73). The prevalence of religious diction and biblical
allusions in Bronté’s work is more than the result of her
upbringing. In working with the purpose question, she rightfully
finds Christian motifs essential to portraying a society in which the
role of woman is deeply imbricated in religious thought and
practice.

Considering that Bronté wrote in a moment of acute
tension between Protestantism and Catholicism, it is remarkable
that her use of Catholicism in Villette does not follow suit with the
anti-Papist fears that spawned gothic novels such as Matthew
Gregory Lewis's The Monk and Anne Radcliffe’s The [talian. In
fact, as we can see from her representation of the clergy in
Shirley, Protestantism is perhaps the greatest target of her satire.
Even Lucy Snowe admits flaws in the Protestant faith. When
comparing the three Protestant chapels of Villette—Presbyterian,
Lutheran, and Episcopalian—she reflects, “I respected them all,
though | thought that in each there were faults to form;
encumbrances, and ftrivialities” (Bronté 1985, 513). Lucy’s explicit
anti-Catholicism has led both Bronté’s contemporaries and
modern scholars to the assumption that Bronté herself, like most
of Protestant nineteenth-century England, held a harsh, dogmatic
view of Catholicism. However, as Michael M. Clarke argues in
“Charlotte Bronté’s Villette, Mid-Victorian Anti-Catholicism, and the
Turn to Secularism,” Bronté’s view of Catholicism “was
complicated by several factors, including her experience in
Brussels during the years 1842-43, where she fell in love with the
Catholic Constantine Heger, and where, during a period of
extreme loneliness, she went to Confession in the Cathedral of
Sainte-Gudule” (Clarke 2011, 972). Lucy Snowe’s similar
encounter with the priest Pére Silas occurs during an illness which
ensues from a desperate loneliness, and Silas, a Catholic, is the
only earthly source of comfort available to her. Clarke insists that
“‘evidence of Bronté’s freedom from prejudice is that the love
between Lucy and Paul Emanuel,” who is widely believed to be
inspired by Heger, “is the only instance of a happy relationship
between Catholic and Protestant in the literature of the period”
(Clarke 2011, 968). Lucy and Paul’'s progression from truce to
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friendship, and to romantic love, is certainly worth considering as
“‘evidence” that Bronté finds it possible for Protestantism and
Catholicism to peacefully coexist. Paul eventually ceases his
attempts to convert Lucy, saying, ‘I see we worship the same
God, in the same spirit, through by different rites” (Bronté 1985,
474). Despite their doctrinal differences, Lucy is attracted to Paul’s
“pure honor and his artless piety” (Bronté 1985, 474), concluding
that “whatever Romanism may be, there are good Romanists”
(Bronté 1985, 488). The peace between Protestant and Catholic in
Villette is made possible only through the willingness to overlook
their differences in light of pure sincerity of heart. Both
denominations have flaws, and both can be practiced either with
sincerity or hypocrisy. Therefore, Bronté’s juxtaposition of
Protestantism and Catholicism is purposed not to elevate one over
the other, but rather to compare, contrast, and dissect the
implications of each with regard to their designated roles for
women.

While it is tempting to read the novel's themes of
confinement and suppression of female desire as a critique of
Catholicism, the most formidable source of restriction for Lucy
Snowe is not the surveillance of Catholics Madame Beck and M.
Paul, nor is it the formidable nun specter that haunts her: it is
herself. Nicholas Armitage argues in his article "Melting Miss
Snowe: Charlotte's Message to the English Church," that “Lucy’s
identification of Catholicism with Sentimentalism appears to be
mirrored by her own identification of Protestantism with Reason”
(Armitage 2009, 209). Lucy’s fantasies and imagination are
continually stifled by her “Reason,” who is “vindictive as a devil”
and “envenomed as a step-mother” (Bronté 1985, 308). Her
chilling apostrophes to her own reason are Lucy’s most
distressing moments: “According to her [Reason], | was born only
to work for a piece of bread, to await the pains of death, and
steadily through all life to despond” (Bronté 1985, 307-308).
Michel M. Clarke asserts that Lucy, as the novel’s “representative
Protestant,” differs from a Catholic only in that she has “built
renunciation into ordinary life” (Clarke 2011, 975; 997). Therefore,
in Villette, “Protestantism and Catholicism resemble each other
not only in that each is a form of social power, but also in that
each places similar restrictions on female behavior” (Clarke
2011,997).
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The idea that religion imposes limitations upon women is
not uncommon, and is undeniable in the context of 19“‘-century
Protestant England, where the culture adhered to the biblical
doctrine of female subordination. However, religion in many
respects enhanced the independence of unmarried women. A
prime example of this is the leadership roles that women fulfilled in
Protestant sisterhoods, which simultaneously helped to alleviate
the redundant women problem and other “problem” populations
such as the poor, the sick, and criminals. In Independent Women:
Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920, Martha
Vicinus affirms that sisterhoods and deaconesses’ houses proved
“that women could lead women” and “offered important training in
leadership and opportunities to exercise responsibility” (Vicinus
1985, 83). Vicinus insists that “a religious community empowered
women, validating women’s work and values in a world that
seemed materialistic, godless, and male” (Vicinus 1985, 83). The
independence enjoyed by these single women was secured by
their work in all-female organizations, where they obtained
provision of their physical needs through a dominant, rather than
subordinate social role.

Bronté would certainly not accept the idea that religion
denies female autonomy, for it is in religious arenas that her
heroines become most strong-minded, and that she herself
engages as a novelist. As an heiress, Shirley is able to make a
significant financial contribution to charity, far surpassing the
busywork traditionally assigned to women. The nature of her
contribution puts her in a fundamentally male role. She tells one of
the curates, “you must regard me as Captain Keeldar to-day. This
is quite a gentleman’s affair—yours and mine entirely” (Bronté
2008, 229). Although unable to make a charitable contribution of
this nature, Caroline can join Shirley in engaging the dogmatic Joe
Scott in religious discourse, a traditionally male forte. When asked
her opinion of Paul's commands regarding women, Caroline’s
reply is surprisingly radical. She not only asserts that Paul
intended it “for a particular congregation of Christians, under
peculiar circumstances,” but also considers mistranslation from
the Greek, suggesting that it could have originally said: “It is
permitted to a woman to teach and exercise authority as much as
may be. Man, meantime, cannot do better than hold his peace”
(Bronté 2008, 278). This passage illustrates how religious
discourse could allow women to demonstrate and lay claim to their
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intellectual ability. Furthermore, it hints at the possibility of radical
thought on the part of the female author, who wrote under a male
pseudonym.

Like her heroines, Bronté herself engages in the male-
dominated arena of religious discourse. Through her novels, she
comments on the influence of religious hierarchy on women.
Michael M. Clarke notes that “like many women whose fathers,
husbands, or brothers were ministers [...], Charlotte Bronté used
the novel to explore religious and theological concepts that would
have been forbidden to them in the pulpit, lectern, or
Parliamentary seat” (Clarke 2011, 968). The nature of Shirley and
Caroline’s debate with Joe Scott reveals the author’s sensitivity to
the connection between religion and women’s issues. To Scott’s
claim that “women are [sic] to take their husbands’ opinion, both in
politics and religion,” Shirley retorts, “you might as well say men
are to take the opinions of their priests without examination. Of
what value would a religion so adopted be? It would be mere
blind, besotted superstition” (Bronté2008, 278). Here, Shirley
applies the fundamentals of Protestantism to gender relations. In
divesting women of their own distinct relation to God, Protestant
men undermine the very tenets of Protestantism, and the core of
what distinguishes it from Catholicism. This moment frames the
significance of the Protestantism-Catholicism discussion by the
question of woman'’s role. Throughout her work, Bronté habitually
commends individual interpretation and critiques blind trust in
hierarchy—not just with regard to religion, but also to gender
relations.

In addition to the solutions for redundancy offered by
religious practice, Bronté explores the options offered by various
political and social agendas. Often, she presents marriage and
emigration as binary fates for single women. The “Winding-up”
chapter of Shirley, which marries off the protagonists, has
traditionally been criticized as idealizing marriage for women, and
as a compromise of Bronté’s feminist values. However, it is worth
noting that the novel's concluding marriages are based on love,
and not convenience or survival on the part of the woman. Also,
Bronté does not assign an “ordinary destiny” to every unmarried
female in Shirley. The prophecy regarding future spinsters Rose
and Jessy Yorke makes Bronté’s detailed characterization of the
Yorke family more than a just a charming digression. According to
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the prophecy, the sisters will travel together to a “foreign country,”
where Jessy will die an early death and Rose will remain to enjoy
its “wild, luxuriant aspect” (Bronté 2008, 128). The narrator
describes Rose’s fate: “This is some virgin solitude: unknown
birds flutter round the skirts of that forest; no European river this,
on whose banks Rose sits thinking. The little, quiet Yorkshire girl
is a lonely emigrant in some region of the southern hemisphere”
(Bronté 2008, 128). This “virgin solitude” is both “lonely” and
radically freeing—*“wild” and “luxuriant.” As Anna Lepine argues in
“Virgin Solitude’: Envisioning a Textual Space for Spinsters in
Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley,” “Rose Yorke’s scene of virgin
independence, if read as an alternate ending to Shirley, not only
provides a hopeful answer to the novel’s questions about female
independence and spinsterhood, but also highlights how women
writers may subvert narrative form by writing outside the lines of
the Victorian marriage plot” (Lepine 2007, 121). Bronté similarly
forgoes traditional narrative structure with the open-ended
conclusion of Villette, which implies the death of Lucy’s fiancé
while still allowing “sunny imaginations [to] hope” (Bronté 2008,
596). The difference is that while Shirley and Caroline, living under
the care of their uncles, were already dependents, marriage for
Lucy Snowe would mean a tremendous loss of autonomy. In
Villette, an ambiguous conclusion is necessary in order to allow
the possibility of Lucy’s continued female independence. In
“‘Empty Letters and the Ghost of Desire in Charlotte Bronté’s
Villette,” Rachel Jackson suggests that the novel's ambiguous
conclusion is not so much the tragic loss of Lucy’s lover as it is the
reclamation of her independence. She notes “the emancipating
potential” of the novel's open ending, and the significance that
Lucy, as the narrator, chooses to conclude in such a way (Bronté
2008, 98). Whether or not M. Paul dies, Lucy can immortalize her
own independence by withholding closure from her readers.

By including Rose Yorke’s future in a “foreign country,”
Bronté allows her readers a glance at another possible option for
unmarried women: emigration. The emigration solution is most
palpable in Villette and Jane Eyre, in which the heroines embody
female mobility. The impetus for their migration is the desire (and
in some ways necessity) to travel from where they are considered
a burden, to where they can be useful, and even needed. For
Lucy Snowe, as with half a million women in Bronté’s time, this
means leaving England. As Anne Longmuir argues, “Lucy
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Snowe’s decision to travel abroad should therefore be read within
the broader context of calls for female emigration; Lucy is not only
unwelcome in England, she is literally considered a ‘social
problem’ there” (Longmuir 2007, par.7). Emigration for work
opportunities, and not with the intent of finding husbands, as in
Greg’s emigration plan, offered women the opportunity to create a
new identity through labor in an environment that enables
independence and a sense of self-worth.

Unmarried women remaining in England under the care of
a male protective figure, on the other hand, neither fulfill the
“ordinary destiny” of marriage nor labor abroad for financial
independence. Such women suffer the stigma of dependence.
Although we are never given direct speech from them, we are told
that Shirley's Miss Ainley and Miss Hall, two of the novel’s
spinsters, “sincerely desired to be useful” (Bronté 2008, 230).
Solitude, particularly that found outside of England, allowed
redundant women an escape from being a problem or a burden.
Shirley’s greatest aversion to marriage is that of being a
dependent: “Nothing irks me like the idea of being a burden and a
bore,—an inevitable burden,—a ceaseless bore! Now, when | feel
my company superfluous, | can comfortably fold my independence
round me like a mantle, and drop my pride like a veil, and
withdraw to solitude. If married, that could not be” (Bronté 2008,
181). Not only is there irony in the use of the word “superfluous”
here, but the mantle and veil image yields yet another subtle
reference to convent life, confirming the necessity of celibacy for
the type of solitude desired. Such images of seclusion and self-
confinement appear throughout both Shirley and Villette, yielding
a peculiar fusion of restriction and independence. For Shirley, as
for every Bronté heroine, solitude is preferable to being a burden
to others.

In Villette, solitude can mean oppression, independence,
protection from rejection, or a combination of these. Although Lucy
actively seeks and chooses her own type of solitude, she resents
solitude when it is imposed upon her by outside influence or
circumstances beyond her control. Near the beginning of Madame
Beck’s féte, Lucy retreats “to the school-rooms, now empty, quiet,
cool, and clean; their walls fresh stained, their planked floors fresh
scoured and scare dry; flowers fresh gathered adorning the
recesses in pots, and draperies, fresh hung, beautifying the great
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windows” (Bronté 2008, 201). The solitude found in this room is
one of aesthetic virginity—“clean” and “fresh”—in contrast with the
solitude Lucy experiences shortly after, when M. Paul locks her in
the attic to learn her role for the play. The sterile classroom offers
a “virgin solitude”—to borrow from Rose Yorke’s in Shirley—that is
a sort of safe haven for Lucy. M. Paul’s “solitary and lofty attic,” on
the other hand, is “no pleasant place” (Bronté 2008, 203). Unlike
the “fresh” and “clean” classroom Lucy chooses as her place of
solitude, the attic is characterized by filth: “old dresses draped its
unstained wall—cobwebs its unswept ceiling. Well was it known to
be tenanted by rats, by black beetles, and by cockroaches—nay,
rumor affirmed that the ghostly Nun of the garden had once been
seen here” (Bronté 2008, 204). Lucy resents the attic not merely
because of its aesthetics, but because Paul has momentarily
infringed upon her autonomy. Lucy is so put off by the “dust,
lumber, and stifling heat of the place,” that she decides to “open
and prop up the sky-light, thus admitting some freshness” (Bronté
2008, 204). She desires a different, distant site of solitude—one
that she creates for herself, and one that secures her
independence.

The mention of the spectral nun in the description of the
attic serves as more than a gothic element of narration intended to
paint Lucy’s experience as fearful. In this attic, M. Paul’s place of
confinement, Lucy finds herself much like a nun, “fasting and in
prison” (Bronté 2008, 205). The mention of the nun associates the
attic, and the oppressive brand of solitude that it represents, with
Catholicism. For Lucy, the difference between her desired solitude
and oppressive solitude speaks to the difference between
Protestant and Catholic answers to the redundant women
question: the former is about self-restriction; the latter about the
oppression and surveillance of a hierarchy. Lucy notes the central
cultural and religious differences with regard to surveillance:

Foreigners say that it is only English girls who can thus be

trusted to travel alone, and deep is their wonder at the

daring confidence of English parents and guardians. As for
the “jeunes Miss,” by some their intrepidity is pronounced
masculine and “inconvenant,” others regard them as the
passive victims of an educational and theological system
which wantonly dispenses with proper “surveillance”
(Bronté 2008, 114).
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The solitude of the attic is repulsive to Lucy because it is imposed
upon her by the Catholic notion of surveillance. To travel on her
own and be her own chaperone would be a welcome and more
freeing type of solitude. This radical self-surveillance, according to
Catholic foreigners, makes the mobility of English women a
challenge to gender roles. Such judgments on female mobility
perpetuate a vicious cycle: a mobile, financially independent
woman is considered “masculine” and therefore unmarriageabile;
but she is forced to be mobile and financially independent
because she is unmarriageable. This cycle accounts for a
paradoxical notion of solitude. Solitude can mean freedom for
redundant women, but it is a freedom which results from the
isolation of being unwanted. Lucy notes the dual implications of
her independence: “| know not that | was of a self-reliant or active
nature; but self-reliance and exertion were forced upon me by
circumstances, as they are on thousands besides” (Bronté 2008,
95). The mention of foreign locales in Lucy’s description of the
attic not only serves a reminder of the emigration option, but also
betrays her travel-smarts and “masculine” knowledge of the world.
She says: “In the summer weather, it [the attic] was hot as Africa;
as in winter, it was always cold as Greenland” (Bronté 2008, 203-
204). The use of geographical references resonates with Lucy’s
desire to travel away from an unpleasant climate, whether it be
physical, political or cultural.

Lucy’s solitude is oppressive not just when it is imposed
upon her, as in M. Paul's attic, but also when it becomes
synonymous with loneliness. These are the moments most replete
with inner torment and suppressed desire. During the long
vacation Lucy spends alone at Rue Fossette, loneliness takes a
physical toll on her: “a want of companionship maintained in my
soul the cravings of a most deadly famine [...] At last a day and
night of peculiarly agonizing depression were succeeded by
physical illness” (Bronté 2008, 230-231). Lucy does not see
companionship as the antidote for her ailments, however. She
thinks she would feel better if she “got out from under this house-
roof, which was crushing as the slab of a tomb, and went outside
the city to a certain quiet hill, a long way distant in the fields”
(Bronté 2008, 232). Her answer to the misery of her current
solitude is, strangely, to adopt a new, fresh, and “distant” place of
solitude. This is because Lucy’s desire to travel is often fueled by
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the need to remove herself from people, places, and situations
that invite rejection.

Lucy’s tendency to create distance, both emotional and
physical, is something of a defense mechanism she has
developed in the course of her life as a friendless orphan. Mark
Lilly notes that she sustains distance both as an individual and as
a narrator: “Lucy’s reticence (not merely towards the other
characters but towards us, the readers) is tantamount to
deception” and “an extension of that habit of solitude” (Bronté
1985, 607). For heroines such as Lucy Snowe, Jane Eyre, and
Caroline Helstone, solitude allows emotional distance and
protection from being hurt or rejected. In spite of her reserved
demeanor, Lucy admits dreading “that insufferable thought of
being no more loved” (Bronté 2008, 232). While she desires love,
she chooses not to indulge herself in entertaining hopes and
making herself vulnerable. Throughout the novel, Lucy voices this
inner struggle in her mediation between Reason and Feeling. The
miserable moments of solitude experienced by both Lucy and
Shirley’'s Caroline Helstone are nearly always related to their
unrequited romantic love towards John Graham Bretton and
Robert Moore respectively, or to the absence of familial love. For
these heroines, familial love is just as valuable, if not more
valuable, than romantic love. After all, it is the discovery of her
long lost mother, Mrs. Pryor, that revives Caroline from the fatal
illness that resulted from rejection by Robert. A particularly piquant
image of the solitary orphan plight is the opening scene of Jane
Eyre in which Jane retreats behind the drapes of the window,
separating herself from the rejection of the Reed family. The
friendless orphan type we encounter across Bronté novels speaks
to the half a million English women who were unwanted by their
mother country.

Part of the need for emotional distance for women such as
Lucy Snowe and Jane Eyre is the vulnerability that ensues from
their ambiguous social status. Lucy’s invisibility often comes hand
in hand with her being an unmarried, yet unmarriageable woman.
At Madame Beck’s féte Lucy wears “a clear white muslin dress, a
blue sash (the Virgin’s colours), [and] a pair of white, or straw-
colour kid gloves” (Bronté 2008, 199). In observing her reflection
she says: “| well remember feeling myself to be a mere shadowy
spot on a field of light” (Bronté 2008, 200). This apparel, suited for
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unmarried girls, is also a “gown of shadow” (Bronté 2008, 200).
Society does not “see” unmarried women such as Lucy, whose
plain appearance and “masculinity” cause them to fade into the
background behind attractive girls such as Ginevra Fanshawe.
Graham perceives Lucy’s wisdom and independence as
masculine qualities, telling her, “if you had been a boy, [...] we
should have been good friends” (Bronté 2008, 401). Ironically,
these qualities make Lucy less of a woman than the immature
Ginevra and childlike Polly. While the young girls are objects of his
desire, Lucy is merely an “inoffensive shadow” in his eyes (Bronté
2008, 403). Moments of Lucy’s invisibility are often connected with
her pursuit of solitude. Even M. Paul comments that when “people
in this house see you pass [...]. [they] think that a colourless
shadow has gone by” (Bronté 2008, 226). Many are puzzled as to
what to make of her, as we can see from Ginevra’s intrigue: “Who
are you, Miss Snowe?” (Bronté 2008, 392). Bronté’s use of the
governesses or teacher type reveals her concern with the
psychological state of such women whom society struggles to
categorize. Anne Longmuir notes that the governesses
“‘undermined class and gender boundaries” because “her duties
resembled those of the middle-class mother, while her wages
resembled those of a working class man” (Longmuir 2008, par. 6).
As we can see from Bronté’s work, such women were often
treated with suspicion, when it was not indecorous ambition, but
poor financial circumstances that forced them to take their
position.

If in nothing else, Bronté succeeds in showing that “men
and women never struggle so hard as when they struggle alone,
without witness, counsellor, or confidant; unencouraged,
unadvised, and unpitied” (Bronté 2008, 158). Despite this, she
saw no alternative to solitude that did not compromise female
independence and autonomy. In her introduction to Shirley, Janet
Gezari argues: “Bronté is less interested in solving the problems
she addresses in Shirley than in giving voice to the pain,
frustration, misery, distress, degradation, and dependence that is
the lot of so many middle-class women in England” (Bronté 2008,
xvi). That, despite the misery of loneliness, Lucy Snowe clings to
solitude shows how much a woman must sacrifice for
independence. Bronté takes the religious, social and cultural
dialogues surrounding redundant women, and puts them in
conversation with one another. She does this not to elevate one
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solution over the others, but to expose a peculiar plight to which
there is no simple answer—one in which solitary independence is
both crippling and freeing. In grappling with this paradoxical
condition, she frames for subsequent eras a critical moment in
women’s history.
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QUEER(ING) PUBLIC SPACES IN THE CITY AND THE PILLAR
(1948)

EVE SANoussI (CLA 2014)

“They feared nothing, at least behind the high stucco walls of Shaw’s
estate.”
— Gore Vidal, The City and the Pillar

In “The Cities of Night: John Rechy’s ‘City of Night’ and the
American Literature of Homosexuality,” Stanton Hoffman
reconceives what he terms the “gay world” as one of two poles in
recent queer American literature, the other pole being the image
of the individual homosexual (Hoffman 1964, 195). To distinguish
Hoffman’s dated perception of queer worlds from the modern-
understanding of queer worlds and world-making illustrated by
Berlant and Warner, | will frame the term “gay world,” when it
pertains to Hoffman’s argument, in quotations. According to
Hoffman, the “gay world,” which is epitomized by physical spaces
which have been designated “queer,” is a metaphor for American
reality, an America in which men are “emasculated, and robbed of
the possibility of ‘healthy love™ (Hoffman 1964, 197). Hoffman
expresses the concern that, unlike similar influential novels about
the homosexual experience, such as James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s
Room (1956) and John Rechy’s City of Night (1963), Gore Vidal’s
The City and the Pillar does not fully explore the metaphorical
potential of its “gay world” (Hoffman 1964, 198). Hoffman explains
more specifically that [Vidal's “gay world”] is “somewhat
undiscovered, and too much contained in statements, and not
apparent enough as important in the novel’s plot” (Hoffman 1964,
198). However, to say that The City and the Pillar does not fully
expand the potential of its “gay world” is to overlook, or fail to
understand, the necessary secrecy and mobility of queer culture.

By drawing upon “Sex in Public,” Lauren Berlant and
Michael Warner’'s analysis of the necessity and nature of queer
worlds and world-making, | will argue that Gore Vidal's The City
and the Pillar offers a critical counterpoint to Hoffman’s dated
notion of the “gay world” as an emerging metaphor for American
reality. The “gay world” is not a threat to individual gays in [search
of] love; nor is it a metaphor for American reality. American reality
is heterosexual culture, and it is in this heteronormative structure
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that the queer characters in American literature struggle or fail to
find love. The “gay world,” then, is not an “underworld.” It is a
refuge within the dominant, heterosexual culture.

Vidal’'s construction of a queer world is not without flaws,
nor would be any author's, but to say that too much is
“‘undiscovered” or that there is “too much contained in statements”
rather than in the novel’s plot is to completely misunderstand the
nature of queer world-making (Vidal 2003, 198). If Vidal fails to
fully explore the metaphorical potential of his queer world, it is
because he recognizes that the potential of queer world-making is
restricted by the confines of heterosexual culture. True to life,
Vidal's queer world exists in several spaces, and perhaps “more
spaces than can be mapped beyond a few reference points” or
plot points (Berlant and Warner 1998, 558). It exists not only at a
“gay’ party,” but “behind the high stucco walls of Shaw’s estate”
((Hoffman 1964, 196; Vidal 2003, 72), which serves as a
metaphor for the larger, external queer world or queer culture as a
whole. Vidal's queer world-making is not restricted to gay parties
either. Instead, it becomes evident, as | will demonstrate through a
close-reading of The City and the Pillar, that, like the queer world
of our American reality, Vidal's queer world is necessarily mobile
and covert.

Examining how Vidal's queer world is constructed,
contained, and confined by heterosexual culture is useful,
because it provides a framework within which we can better
understand or critique the impossibility of [finding] love in The City
and the Pillar, as well as the tragic endings to which gay
characters in American literature are condemned. For instance,
contrary to Hoffman’s claim, Jim’s “obsession with a single
moment and a fall from grace,” is not contained within the
American reality Vidal constructs in the novel (Vidal 2003, 197).
Rather, the “single moment’—that is, Jim’s experience with Bob in
the woods—is exemplary of the often necessarily clandestine
nature of queer culture. Unlike heterosexual culture, a community
that relies upon face-to-face relations, queer culture “has found it
necessary to develop [shared] knowledge in mobile sites [...]
whose mobility makes them possible but also renders them hard
to recognize as world making because they are so fragile and
ephemeral” (Vidal 2003, 561). Heterosexual culture is allowed to
manifest explicitly, through “love plots” and sentimentality. Queer
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culture, on the other hand, must work with what it is given, be that
a literal space or a single moment in a novel.

In a speech about ambient citizenship during the
International Communication Association’s (ICA) 2009 mini-
plenary, Lauren Berlant said: “Public spheres are always affect
worlds, worlds to which people are bound, when they are, by
affective projections of a constantly negotiated common
interestedness” (Berlant 2009). Although, here, Berlant is referring
to public spheres as they relate to ambient citizenship, this
interchangeability of “public sphere” and “world” also applies to
queer culture. As Berlant and Warner propose in “Sex in Public,”
like “public,” the term “world” necessarily involves “more people
than can be identified, more spaces than can be mapped beyond
a few reference points, modes of feeling that can be learned
rather than experienced as a birthright” (Berlant and Warner 1998,
558). Just as queer scholarship has warned against grounding or
limiting the field to questions of sex and sexuality, Berlant and
Warner warn against restricting queer culture to matters of sex
(Somerville 2007, 190). Queer culture necessarily provides safe
spaces for sexual encounters, but it should also provide a safe
zone for the “changed possibilities of identity, intelligibility, publics,
culture, and sex that appear when the heterosexual couple is no
longer the referent or the privileged example of sexual culture”
(Berlant and Warner 1998, 548). For this reason, to trivialize queer
culture as a ‘“lifestyle” would be to misrecognize “the
fundamentally unequal material conditions whereby the institutions
of social reproduction are coupled to the forms of hetero culture”
(Berlant and Warner 1998, 561).

In The City and the Pillar, there are several scenes where
the disparity between the necessary secrecy and mobility of queer
culture and the ‘“institutional matrix” of heterosexual culture
manifest (Vidal 2003, 562). One particularly noteworthy instance
occurs in Chapter 10, when Jim returns home for the holidays.
This is a pivotal chapter in the novel for a few reasons: first, it is
Jim’s first homecoming since he left during his late adolescence;
second, perhaps for the first time, Jim fully acknowledges that he
cannot be like his family and, therefore, cannot be “normal”; and,
third but most importantly, Jim expects to be reunited with Bob. As
he is sitting with his family at the dinner table, Jim observes that
everyone is talking about marriage; “secure people whose lives
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followed a familiar pattern, the experience of one very much like
that of the other. But when they tried to advise [him], none
suspected that their collective wisdom was of no use to him, that
the pattern of his life was different from theirs” (Vidal 2003, 189).

The “pattern” of Jim’s life in this passage has a double
meaning. On the one hand, it refers to “the usual pattern” of what
the novel suggests is the development of the gay male—a pattern
described by one of Jim’s lovers, Sullivan:

It starts in school. You're just a little different from the

others. Sometimes you’re shy and a bit frail; or maybe too

precious, too handsome, an athlete, in love with yourself.

Then you start to have erotic dreams about another boy—

like yourself—and you get to know him and you try to be

his friend and if he’s sufficiently ambivalent and you're
sufficiently aggressive you’ll have a wonderful time
experimenting with each other. And so it begins (Vidal

2003, 84).

On the other hand, the word “pattern” can be understood as a
synonym for the “ephemeral elaborations” of queer culture. In
other words, Jim’s inability to relate to the “familiar pattern”
experienced by his family is demonstrative of the fact that queer
culture “has almost no institutional matrix for its counterintimacies”
(Berlant and Warner 1998, 562). But the project of queer world-
making must do more than simply invent “queer versions” of—
and, thereby, conform to—heteronormative forms of intimacy.
Rather, it must create and support forms of intimacy that are
public in terms of accessibility, availability, and sustainability
through collective activity.

Unfortunately, Vidal's queer world is situated in 1940s
America, where the idea of public forms of intimacy had yet to be
fully accepted. Thus, Vidal's queer characters are restricted from
ever fully experiencing the vast and varied possibilities that
emerge when the heterosexual couple no longer epitomizes all of
sexual culture. In this respect, we can conclude that contrary to
Hoffman’s critique, Vidal's queer world is inclusive of more than
safe zones for sex, like gay bars and parties; it operates within the
same boundaries that limit the expansion of real-life queer culture.

Another critical moment in The City and the Pillar illustrates
the disparity between the institutional matrix of heterosexual
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culture and the ephemeral elaborations of queer culture. Chapter
9 introduces a discussion between two attendees at a party held
by Nicholas J. Rolloson. One of the guests, whom Vidal names
“the bifocals,” says/declares: “I adore body men [...] Teutonic and
primitive, not like those of us who are simply frustrated and
inhibited by a society grown too complicated to understand. This
young man is the true archetype, the original pattern of which we
are neurotic distortions” (Vidal 2003, 159). Hoffman quotes a
similar passage—likely the original version of the passage that
was revised for the 1965 edition of the novel—in which
[presumably the same attendee] proposes that homosexuality in
America is “less the result of Teutonic primitiveness than it is the
result of negation: not so much a healthy love for other men than
hatred of women, a repugnance, a revolt against their authority”
(Hoffman 1964, 197). Hoffman views this passage as an
opportunity to degrade the “gay world” as a metaphor for an
America in which men are emasculated. However, | would argue
that the bifocals’ recognition of gay men as neurotic distortions of
masculine (heterosexual) men is actually a perfect example of the
inclination to conceptualize queer culture within, or in terms of,
heterosexual culture. As in real life, Vidal’'s queer world lacks the
institutional matrix privileged to heterosexual culture. Thus, just as
gay men were perceived as neurotic distortions of heterosexual
men, queer culture was nothing more than a distortion of
heterosexual culture—even to members of the queer community.

One of Hoffman’s gripes with The City and the Pillar—
which Hoffman believes exemplifies the “partial discovery” of the
metaphorical potential of Vidal's “gay world"—is that the pivotal
moment that occurs between Jim and Bob in the exposition “is not
contained in the ‘gay world,” which is made to represent another
part of that same reality” (Vidal 2003, 198). However, Hoffman’s
notion that if a scene or moment does not occur within a physical
queer space it is not contained within queer culture is exemplary
of the problem faced by queer counterpublics. More often than
not, queer culture does not, because it cannot, occupy physical or
domestic spaces. Rather, queer spaces rely on mobility and
secrecy. This is especially true of the slave cabin that Jim and Bob
occupy at the beginning of the novel. Although it would appear
that the slave cabin is merely a safe zone in which Jim and Bob
can have sex, the cabin also provides a space that is unrestricted
by heterosexual culture. Even when Bob warns Jim that the sex
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was “awful kid stuff,” Jim can still cherish that single moment as a
“conscious dream” (Vidal 2003, 30; 31).

If there is any bone to be picked with Vidal it is, perhaps,
his inability to recognize the full extent to which queer culture is
restricted by heterosexual culture, even in his own novel. In the
first chapter of his book, The Essential Gore Vidal, Vidal says that
the function of Jim’s character is to “demonstrate the romantic
fallacy” (Vidal 1965, 157). He goes on and explains: “From too
much looking back, he was destroyed, an unsophisticated
Humbert Humbert trying to re-create an idyll that never truly
existed except in his own imagination” (Vidal 1965, 157) Similarly,
in an interview conducted by Gerald Clarke for The Paris Review,
Vidal stated that the objective of The City and the Pillar was to
illustrate the romantic temperament: “Jim Willard is so
overwhelmed by a first love affair that he finds all other lovers
wanting. He can only live in the past, as he imagined the past, or
in the future as he hopes it will be when he finds Bob again. He
has no present. So whether the first love object is a boy or girl is
not really all that important” (Vidal 1974). However, the fact that
Jim’s first love interest was male makes all the difference. Jim’s
inability to move forward, except in an endeavor to fulfill the
commencement of his love affair with Bob, is more than an
example of romantic fallacy. It is also an example of the necessity
of queer world-making. Although the queer world in which Jim
immerses himself provides opportunities to forge sexual relations,
it does not provide the forms of “affective, erotic, and personal
living that are public in the sense of accessible, available to
memory, and sustained through collective activity” and which are
available to heterosexuals (Berlant and Warner 1998, 562).

While Vidal's explanation of Jim’s romantic fallacy may be
disappointing, it also invites further avenues of thought. If Jim has
no present, what are we to make of his presumed suicide at the
end of the novel? Is it still a tragedy? Or can we read Jim’s suicide
as a necessary course of action? Perhaps, more important than
the meaning of Jim’s suicide is what it suggests about the culture.
| would go as far as to state that Jim’s suicide exemplifies the
necessity of queer world-making. As Berlant and Warner argue, it
is not enough for queer worlds to merely reconceive the traditional
institutions of heterosexual culture. Queer world-making requires
“the development of kinds of intimacy that bear no necessary
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relation to domestic space, to kinship, to the couple form, to
property, or to the nation” (Berlant and Warner 1998, 558). Jim
and the other queer characters in Vidal's novel do not have,
because they cannot imagine, such a world. For Jim, especially,
queer culture is little more than a distortion of heterosexual
culture—in which gay men strive for their own versions of the
institutions that exist in heterosexual culture. Lacking such a queer
world, and unable to construct one for himself, Jim could not help
but commit suicide, for he could not truly live as a gay male within
the dominant heterosexual framework.

In a 2003 review for The Nation, Adam Haslett reminds us
that The City and the Pillar is not another text about “the pejorative
wisdom that homosexuals were desperate and perverse people
who dressed hair by day and lurked in alleyways by night. This
book was about the love of a shy, handsome, all-American high
school athlete for his equally athletic, all-American classmate”
(Haslett 2003, 26). The fact that The City and the Pillar is not a
monstrous stereotype of the lives of gay men in America does not
absolve the novel from criticism. However, we must not
underestimate how Vidal succeeds—perhaps as much as was
possible during the time that the novel was published—at
constructing queer spaces that are just as necessarily mobile and
as restricted as the queer spaces that exist in reality.
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THE KING OF “ERLKONIG”:
HOW SCHUBERT’S LIED RENDITION SET A NEW
STANDARD FOR GOETHE’S POEM AND THE LIED GENRE

KATARINA MCKEEVER (CLA 2014)

In 1782, the beloved German writer and poet Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe graced his friends and fans with yet another
masterpiece ballad: “Der Erlkdnig.” Inspired by Nordic mythology
surrounding a dark elven king, Goethe penned the exhilarating,
mystical, and ultimately tragic tale of a father’s desperate ride to
save his ailing son, as the delirious child succumbs to the
seduction of the “Erlkdnig,” or the EIf King (Swales 2002, 29). The
poem was an immediate success within both the artistic and the
general community, and quickly served to inspire other artists in
turn. Musicians, many of whom were a part of Goethe’s own social
circle, began setting the words to song, resulting in a variety of
German Lieder that shared the exciting text. Goethe, a trained
pianist and cellist and a general lover of music, was known to
have appreciated these musical workings, and was even likely to
have encouraged them (Moore 2012, 23-24). And yet, as
Goethe’s text was quickly becoming one of the most widely
musically set poems, he had no way of knowing that the setting
which would become the most famous and iconic had not yet even
been drafted. In fact, its composer had not yet even been born.

Franz Schubert was born in 1797 to a lower-middle class
Viennese family. His father was a schoolmaster, and he received
a solid education, both in general studies and in music. Shy,
homely, and not especially privileged, Schubert amazed his peers
and teachers with his impressive work ethic, his sheer intelligence,
and his immense talent. These traits won him prestigious
educational opportunities along with a supportive circle of friends,
most of whom were older, and many of whom were wealthier
(Kerman 2012, 242). With their encouragement, and with that of
his very musical family, a thirteen-year-old Schubert first took to
composition. Building up an impressive and diverse musical
catalogue, yet lacking the prospects of a promising career, he
reluctantly followed his father’s footsteps, taking a position as a
schoolteacher. Still, despite his busy schedule, an 18-year-old
Schubert certainly found time to compose. In fact, he was more
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productive than ever, averaging 65 new bars of music per day.
Entirely unable to secure large halls, he presented his music at
intimate gatherings of friends and family, later dubbed
Shubertiades (Winter). Interestingly enough, his weaknesses
turned into strengths. A demand for chamber music rather than
large-scale orchestral works, combined with his job-induced study
of literary greats, directed a young Schubert to what would
become his signature genre, and the genre in which he would set
his famous rendition of Goethe’s “Erlkénig”: the Lied.

Schubert had inherited a relatively large but still-evolving
Lied tradition. Lieder had emerged as a distinctive German art
form in the mid 18" century, paralleling the literary development of
lyric poetry. Compared to its neighboring countries, Germany
lacked large-scale unity on many levels, and due to a variety of
factors such as church politics and cultural insulation, it was
relatively sheltered from Enlightenment ideas. Thus, the Lied of
the people became a simple song, strophic settings of texts for
voice and accompaniment, often with folk roots and mythological
subjects (Moore 2012, 9-15). It was a humble but popular genre,
one born in the Classical Era and waiting to be raised to its
Romantic potential — a challenge that Schubert seemed to have
accepted eagerly. In fact, many musicologists have argued the
true birth date of the Lied to be October 19", 1814, a year of great
experimentation and growth for Schubert, the year before he
would compose his famous “Erlkénig” setting (Winter).

How did this all happen? How did a young, and virtually
unknown musician, almost singlehandedly surpass a whole
generation of Lieder composers and a whole Lieder tradition?
Through an analysis of Schubert’s “Erlkdnig,” | shall demonstrate
how Schubert’s brilliance and boldness in the composition of this
piece not only secured his work as the most iconic setting of
Goethe’s text, but also contributed to the development of the
Romantic Lied genre.

Schubert’'s masterpiece “Erlkbnig” embodies many
characteristics that are arguably contemporarily quite unique.
Perhaps the most basic of these traits is his approach towards the
actual composition of the piece itself. He took the process ver