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Abstract

This thesis is about representations of witches in texts by women writers, and how
~ they develop over time. It begins with texts produced in the second half of the
nineteenth century, when witchcraft was re-defined as hysteria, to the present,
demonstrating the continuing and shifting significance of the witch in women’s
writing. Women writers of every era and political stance, in texts of almost every
genre, replicate, revise and repeat images of the witch, suggesting a unique bond
between the two. The issues that witches interpellate and this thesis interrogate -
maternity, marriage, lesbianism, matriarchy and madness - belong primarily to female
experience, as does the threat of sexual subversion implicit in the witch’s crimes and

the punishments imposed on her historically.

This thesis begins by investigating witches as marginal figures in the texts of Mary
Coleridge, Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Gaskell, produced at a time when women
were similarly subjugated. The witch’s connection to political emancipation forms the
basis of discussion of interwar writing; Margaret Murray, Edna St. Vincent Millay and
Sylvia Townsend Warner focus on the witch as socially and sexually deviant. This is
continued in my analysis of Dorothy B. Hughes, Enid Blyton and Sylvia Plath, all of
whom appropriate motifs of witch-trials and associated violence against women.
Second wave feminism sought to overturn such images, but they remain central,
however, in the work of poets such as Plath, Olga Broumas and Anne Sexton, and
popular novelists such as Marion Zimmer Bradley, who re-figure fairy-tale witches to
form part of a feminist dialectic. My final chapter discusses popular cultural images of
the witch; Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Sabrina the Teenage Witch limit the
multiplicitious potential of the witch to conventional stereotypes of femininity.
However, when women write the witch, something subversive always leaks out. J. K.
Rowling’s Harry Potter novels and the character of Professor Umbridge initiate a
grotesque fantasy that, whilst only utopian, provides radical potential for female

rebellion and release.
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Those whom the powers wish to destroy, they first make mad

- Euripides



Introduction

In the Beginning, there was Magic: Women, Witches and Female Writers

Macbeth: How now, you secret, black, and midnight hags?
What is’t you do?
Witches: A deed without a name.

- William Shakespeare, Macbeth'

Things would have been a lot better for everyone if Macbeth hadn’t
listened to those witches.

- Leslie Ellen Jones, From Witch to Wicca®

What is a Witch?

The answer seems self-evident. Everyone knows that witches wear pointed hats, black
dresses and cloaks; they fly around on broomsticks; their favourite snack is a nice
juicy baby; they are purveyors of potions, curses and general malevolence: the
archetypal fairy tale villains. Above all, they practise magic. A more expansive answer
would include the witches of folklore, in addition to those of fairy tales. These are
women - very rarely men - who live on the margins of society and who are responsible
for the failure of crops, the milklessness of cows and the impotence of men: the fairy
tale witch minus the costume. There are also the accused witches, who may or may

not have had any knowledge of magic or witchcraft, but who were hauled before

! William Shakespeare, Macbeth (London: Arden, 1998), IV. 1. 63 - 65

2 Leslie Ellen Jones, From Witch to Wicca (New York: Cold Spring, 2004), p. 15



various civil and ecclesiastical courts in previous centuries. They were tortured until
they confessed to outrageous acts of depravity, and then burned at the stake, hanged or
stoned to death. Already, representing the witch becomes problematic: are they the

violators or the violated? The monsters or the victims?

The notion of the victimised witch is balanced by another representation: that of the
nubile, beautiful and lascivious witch, whose charms are purely physical. These are
the witches fantasised by the witch hunters, who conceived their own attraction to the
‘witch’ as necessarily coming from the outside - the result of a spell intended to incite
sexual evil. It is this representation of the witch that is endorsed by critics who see the
witch hunts solely in the context of cultural and institutional misogyny, and the
Freudian projection of frightening sexual urges. She is either the alluring, seductive
witch who uses her beauty as a trap for the unwary man and then keeps him through
magic, or the repulsive, aged witch who uses magic to obtain sex that no man who
was not bewitched would ever offer her. Sex is always the witch’s focus, but in
relation to the texts studied in this thesis, it is also the key to her liberation. References
to her sexuality further notions of witchcraft as a pre-Christian religion, a pagan
fertility cult practised in secret for millennia. In this sense, the persecution of witches
can be seen not just as the consequence of social and cultural misogyny, but also as a
crusade against a religion opposed to Christianity. Witches were tried as heretics,

rather than magicians.

So representations of the witch are, historically, complex and multiple, even before
literary texts complicate them further. When I began this thesis, I had specific ideas

about the literary witches I would discover in texts authored by women; early research
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suggested a clear shift from the construction of the witch as an embodiment of social
and sexual subversion in the second half of the nineteenth century, to the
marginalisation of the witch as a comic or unreal figure, with little resonance or
relevance for female writers, for whom emancipation, literary visibility and social
equality were the rule, rather than the exception. I believed that the significance of the
witch for the women who wrote about her, and for the society that read about her,
would run counter to and in contrast with the gains of the first-wave, second-wave and

post-feminism.

But halfway through this study, a story appeared in every British newspaper (and some
American ones), which disrupted my previous thinking. It demanded consideration
because it was located without exception - in tabloids, broadsheets, left wing and right
wing publications - on the front page. The Independent’s headline was ‘Witchcraft and
Nail Clippings: The Weird World of Cherie Blair?’; The Daily Star claimed ‘Blair
Witch Project is so Scary’; echoing the titles of the Harry Potter novels, The Sun
described, ‘Cherie Blair and the Chamber of Lawyers’; The Daily Express emphasised
the crux of the issue: ‘Witch Cherie Casts Spell on Blair’.? Each article focused on
rumours that Cherie Blair, the wife of British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, sent their
toenails and hair clippings to a New Age Guru for guidance during important events,
such as the decision to send British troops to war in Iraq. Central to each article is
Cherie Blair’s control of her husband - the patriarch of British society - and the

consequential labelling of her as a witch. Dominik Diamond expressed it:

* Edward James, ‘Witchcraft and Nail Clippings: The Weird World of Cherie Blair?’ The Independent,
p- 1; Dominik Diamond, ‘Blair Witch Project is so Scary’ The Daily Star, p. 1; Jane Marshall, ‘Cherie
Blair and the Chamber of Lawyers’, The Sun, p.1; Daniel Sandler, ‘Witch Cherie Casts Spell on Blair®,
The Daily Express, p. 1. All October 12%, 2005.



Now there’s nothing wrong with being fascinated by white witches ...

But if Cherie is coming home at night telling Tony to reform the NHS

because of something she divined while splatting owl entrails against a

crooked tree then we’re in trouble.*
The claims levelled against Mrs Blair included that she casts a circle, a deeply
symbolic act in magic, to create a sacred space for herself; that she submitted to
Wiccan sexual techniques in order to become pregnant with her son, Leo; that she was
washed by a female guru who regularly took ‘power-naps’ in the Blairs’ bed. Such
practices apparently indicated that she was able to wield enormous influence over her

husband, and, therefore, over government, thereby feeding her own political ambition.

Articles obsessed with political and celebrity scandal, particularly when they concern
powerful women, are neither new nor surprising. But what was significant for me was
the way in which all of the articles, regardless of political bias, replicated exactly the
misogynist language and ideologies that had been levelled against witches and women
for centuries. The very attitudes that I had believed to be irrelevant, if not wholly
extinct, were the focus of every national newspaper. Their references to the potential
of the witch’s sexuality to disorder society, to a female authority that challenges
Christianity, to sexual deviance and lesbianism, seem to make the prejudices of the
nineteenth century current. The witch still signifies some sort of threat from the
outside, a challenge to the dominant discourses and authorities of society. The
subversion that I had found in the earlier texts studied in this thesis, but which had

seemed either less significant or wholly absent later on, continues, as do the anxieties

* Diamond, ‘Blair Witch Project is So Scary’



implicit in the condescension of ‘splatting ow! entrails against a crooked tree.” Indeed,
the male writer’s insinuation that female minds are unable to resolve important
decisions is one that was often levelled against the suffragettes, nearly a century
before, to justify imprisoning female hysterics, deviants and witches in the nineteenth
century. I will argue throughout that witches always resist this imprisonment and
categorisation. Despite the attempts of patriarchy to control witches and women -
whether by silencing, incarceration, raping, stoning or burning on pyres - witches
written by women always initiate some sort of subversion. And it is this threat to the
regulated, male-ordered world that caused the Cherie Blair story to occupy so much

space on the front pages of newspapers, not just in Britain, but across the world.

Literary Representations

This thesis is about representations of witches in texts by women writers, and how
they develop over time. It begins with texts produced in the second half of the
nineteenth century, when witchcraft began to be re-defined as hysteria, informing
modern understandings and representations of witches. The chapters move forward
through the twentieth century to the present, demonstrating the continuing and shifting
significance of the witch in women’s writing. Although, in some cases, I refer to male
writers’ constructions of the witch, for example, P. B. Shelley’s.‘The Witch of Atlas’,
Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and L. Frank Baum’s The Wizard of Oz, in order to
establish a cultural norm, it is the witches appropriated by women writers that interest
me. This is because the frequency with which women writers of every era and political
stance replicate, revise and repeat images of the witch suggests, in texts of almost
every genre, a unique bond between the witch and the woman writer, which seems to

exclude male experience. Indeed, the issues that witches interpellate - maternity,



marriage, lesbianism, matriarchy and madness - belong primarily to female
experience, as does the threat of sexual subversion implicit in the witch’s crimes and
the punishments imposed on her historically. A legacy of injustice and violation seems
to be inherent in a matriarchal authority that witches conjure and women writers
access. Yet it is the male texts on the subject - those mentioned above, and of course,
Shakespeare’s Macbeth and the Grimms’ Fairy Tales - that have come to define the
witch for wider society and to attract critical attention thus far. Furthermore, as Anne
Barstow elucidates, the study of witchcraft and witchcraft persecution is part of the
study of women's history, especially the history of social and sexual violence against

women;’ literary witches continue to inform and re-write that history.

Representations of the witch and her craft extend over several centuries, becoming
inflected with historical and cultural meanings from which it is now impossible to
separate them. In the twenty-first century, witchcraft sits uneasily on the boundary
between magic and religion; to practitioners, it is, without question, a religion, entirely
separate from Christianity, yet no more or less magical than the rites of Catholic Mass,
and no less nurturing of the human spirit. To others, witch is a label for a person who
worships Satan, sacrifices babies and is an active force of evil - a definition entirely
derived from and complicit with Christian teachings. Neither archaeologists nor
theologians can be sure where magic or religion began, but both were firmly in

existence by the time that humans invented writing, because magic pervades early

> Anne Barstow, Witch Craze (Boston: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 13



narrative writing.® The idea that witchcraft, as a female religion, pre-dates and
undermines male religion and writing is one that many of the women writers who

feature in this study rely upon to challenge conventional literary forms.

Shamanism is probably the earliest surviving form of witchcraft; anthropologists have
come to apply the word ‘shaman’ to those who enter into a trance and send their souls
to an Otherworld to interact with spirits and deities. Their other chief function is to
heal the sick, who are conceived as ailing because they are missing all or part of their
souls, lost or held captive in the Otherworld. There has always been a suspicion in
European minds that the role of Shaman is simply the tribal way of dealing with
people whom Western civilisation would call schizophrenic, or possibly epileptic, or
even homosexual; in some cultures, particularly Native American, male shamans
dress or act as women, including taking husbands. This definition of the witch or
shaman as mad and/or sexually deviant becomes even more significant in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when a drive towards psychology and explanation
saw witches not as magicians, but as mentally ill. As will be discussed later, the
madness label is not always limiting; in the hands of female writers, madness provides
a means of escape from the dominant forces of society that seek to enclose women

within the domestic sphere.

The relationship between shamanism and witchcraft is more complex, however.

‘Shamans’ have traditionally been located in Asia and the Americas, and witches in

¢ Owen Davies, Witchcrafi, Magic and Culture (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997);
Melueth Eliade, Encyclopaedia of Religion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996)



Europe and Africa. Shamanism is a society’s religion, whereas witchcraft has, since
the medieval period, been conceived as existing alongside or in opposition to the
dominant religion. Witches, in pre-modern texts and cultures, are evil and the enemies
of humans, believed to threaten all aspects of fertility: they cause hail which destroys
crops; they cause disease; they make men impotent; they steal animals’ milk so that
they cannot feed their young; they threaten babies and children in every imaginable
way. In contrast, Eliade notes that ‘[Shamans] are pre-eminently the antidemonic
champions; they combat not only demons and disease, but also ‘black’ magicians’.” In
general, it can be said that shamanism - or male magic - defends life, health, fertility
and the world of ‘light’ against death, disease, sterility, disasters and the world of
‘darkness’ - female magic.® Carlo Ginzburg’s Ecstasies: Deciphering the Witches
Sabbath (1991) outlines many of the analogies between witches in Europe and
shamans in the Americas, also noting the different moral and cultural weight given to

shamanic rather than witch activities.’

Negative representations of the witch predate the witch hunts and trials of the early
modern period by a long way; many of the stereotypes that persist today exist also in
the classical era. For instance, classical witches are invariably female. Males who
practise magic may be charlatans, ‘con men’, or possibly even genuine holy men, but
they are depicted as rational and deliberate, normal, if antisocial, humans. Witches are

irrational, uncontrollable, connected to a force of nature that is outside of society and

7 Eliade, Encyclopaedia of Religion, p. 112

® Ibidp. 113

®  Carlo Ginzburg, Ecstasies: Deciphering the Witches Sabbath (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991), p. 71



which threatens it.'® Medea is one of the first classical witches, and over the centuries,
representations of her have become ever darker and more threatening. Medea spent
many years fleeing from one kingdom to another around the Mediterranean, in each
place gradually winning over a ruler until her penchant for murder forced her to move
on — often in a dragon-drawn chariot. Yet despite her antisocial tendencies, she
became an immortal in the Elysian fields and reigned as Achilles’ wife. Many scholars
have suggested that Medea herself was a goddess who was debased into a witch in the
transition from myth to legend. Whether goddess, priestess, or witch, however, she is
always presented as a dangerous alien, seductive, powerful and unpredictable,
untrustworthy and at the mercy of her passions. Jason and the Argonauts are more
than happy to take advantage of her aid — and she saves their lives on several
occasions - yet ultimately, she is always Other, and always dispensable. In classical
myth, witches such as Medea, Erichtho and Pampbhile use their magic for sexual
gratification, to overthrow the gods, or make the gods bend to their will. Most
importantly, while male magicians were petty criminals, a blight on society, female
witches threatened to destroy social order and to return the cosmos to primal chaos.'!
The same impulses and fears inspired by classical witches are hinted at (although
perhaps less forcibly) by twenty-first century journalists in their condemnation of

Cherie Blair.

Literary witches are also predominantly derived from their classical sisters.
Shakespeare’s Macbeth has come to represent canonical literature’s view of the witch.

The meanings imbued in his writing have been felt far beyond the boundaries of

' Eliade, Encyclopaedia, p. 109
" Tbid



English Literature, and his revision of topics, from British history to tragedy, have
formed Western cultural norms: Richard III was an evil hunchback, Romeo and Juliet
are the archetypes of romantic love, and, as the epigraph above indicates, things would
‘have been a lot better for everyone if Macbeth hadn’t listened to those witches’.”
Shakespeare’s depiction of the supernatural, and of magic and its practitioners, draws
on all levels of contemporary belief. There are ugly old witches, beautiful fairy queens
and kings, ceremonial magicians who renounce their magic in order to claim their
political status, wizardly warriors, changelings, spells and chants from books and oral
traditions."> Good magic is practised by attractive people; bad magic by ugly ones.
Male magic derives from books; female magic from demons. This dichotomy between
male ceremonial magic and female practical magic became increasingly important in
the subsequent centuries, when, under the influence of the Enlightenment and the
Industrial Revolution, the first acquired prestige and the second came to be regarded
either as quaint but ultimately harmless folklore, or, more often, as symptomatic of a

dangerously overactive female imagination.

The presence of the witch as a topic of academic study remains relatively new in
comparison with her presence in literary texts, yet up until now, it has largely been
social historians, rather than literary critics, who have concerned themselves with her.
Accusations of, and trials for, witchcraft have permitted the exploration and
discussion of a host of contingent issues such as family, community, elite and popular

divisions, gender relations, textual studies, confessional and political debate, and

2 Jones, From Witch to Wicca, p. 15
B Kier Elam, Shakespeare’s Tragedies (London: Macmillan, 1992), pp 22- 26 and Maud Ellman,
Shakespeare’s Women (London: Blackwell, 1996), p. 105
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changing concepts of demonology and iconography. Historians such as Diane Purkiss,
Judith Plaskow, Bengt Ungalow and Garthine Walker have made significant
contributions to the field of study, because their work not only recognises the vast
numbers of women murdered across continents and centuries, but also acknowledges
the problematic and challenging position of the witch, even today. Since the 1970s,
feminists have reclaimed the witch as their own, using her legacy to highlight
historical injustices against women and also to defy expectations of conventional
femininity by providing a more radical alternative. The writings of Catherine Clément,
Julia Kristeva, Héléne Cixous, Luce Irigaray, Mary Daly and Andrea Dworkin have
often provided a theoretical complement to the literary works discussed in this thesis,
but literary witches themselves provide a unique perspective on the versions of
feminism discussed by writers from different periods. Often, women writers go
beyond historical representations, interpreting and refiguring witch trials and
paganism for their own ends; writers such as Dickinson, Gaskell, Hughes and Plath all
engage with witch trials and contemporary theories of femininity, but their work is
equally informed by fairy tales, myths and fantasies that seem to stand in opposition to

the dominant voices of society.

Running in parallel with the apparently objective academic study. of witchcraft was the
| development, throughout the twentieth century, of witchcraft as a recognised religion:
Wicca. Wicca is considered to be a Neopagan religious movement, found most
commonly in English-speaking cultures. It was first publicised in 1954 by a British
civil servant named Gerald Gardner, after the British Witchcraft Act was repealed in
1951. He claimed that the religion, of which he was an initiate, was a modern survival

of an old witch cult, which had existed in secret for hundreds of years, originating in
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the pre-Christian Paganism of Europe. Wicca is thus sometimes referred to as the Old
Religion. The veracity of Gardner's claims cannot be independently proven, and it is

thought that Wiccan theology began to be compiled no earlier than the 1920s.

Wiccans worship a Goddess; they observe the festivals of the eight Sabbats of the year
and the full-moon Esbats; and they have a code of ethics that most live by. Wicca is
thus generally considered to be a specific form of witchcraft, with particular ritual
forms, involving the casting of spells, herbalism, divination and other forms of magic.
Wiccan ethics require that magical activities are limited to good purposes only.
According to Gerald Gardner, the religion derives from a secret but widespread witch-
cult of early modern Europe, which incorporated all of the key religious beliefs and
ideals and the distinctive ritual structures found in modern Wicca. While this
historical interpretation is now much criticised, it makes it difficult to say conclusively

whether Wicca is a religious form of witchcraft or a religion incorporating witchcraft.

Women Writing Witches

The project, then. In charting the literary journey of the witch from the second half of
the nineteenth century into the new millennium, I have considered female writers as
diverse as Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Coleridge, Emily Dickinson, Margaret Murray,
Edna St Vincent Millay, Sylvia Townsend Warner, Enid Blyton, Sylvia Plath, Anne
Sexton, Olga Broumas, Marion Zimmer Bradley and J. K. Rowling. Current criticism
focuses almost solely on literary representations of witches by men: William
Shakespeare, Reginald Scot and Arthur Miller. My selection of women writers is

deliberately varied, but all are connected by their appropriation of the witch, whether
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present in literal or metaphorical manifestations. And the justifications for each are as
varied as the texts themselves. Some writers demand consideration precisely because
they have been almost entirely excluded from literary criticism; Dorothy Hughes and
Mary Coleridge are virtually unknown; Elizabeth Gaskell is one of the most
prominent British Victorian women writers, yet her one text on witchcraft has also
been excluded; Margaret Murray has similarly been banished. Other writers,
particularly Blyton and Rowling, become significant because they are so widely
known, and, at the time of writing, are the most published British writers of all time. It
is impossible to underestimate the effect that their witches have on public

consciousness.

Sexton, Plath and Broumas represent a diverse set of feminist poets of the 1960s and
1970s, and through their representations of the witch, present particularly radical
ideologies of female sexuality and feminism. Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Sabrina
the Teenage Witch exemplify American television’s current obsession with the
supernatural. Analysis could equally have included series such as Charmed, The X-
Files, films such as Bewitched and even the Buffy spin-off, Angel, but in Buffy and
Sabrina, the dominance of the protagonists as witches permits a fuller interrogation of
the post-feminist contradictions and complexities implicit in late twentieth and early

twenty-first century representations of the witch.

As the historical representations of the witch discussed above have revealed, the witch
is always figured as ‘Other’. She is female when the cultural norm is male; pagan
when it is Christian; foreign when it is homogenous; lesbian when it is heterosexual;

magic when it is science and explanation. All of the female writers considered in this
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study appropriate this subversion of societal mores in their representations of the
witch. Their texts are chosen from a deliberately wide range of sources, which are
never normally considered in unison in literary study, but in which strong threads of
continuity can be found. Conventional categories of genre, form, nation, high and
popular culture offer no barriers to my reading of witches in the work of women
writers. No previous criticism has set up such a radical premise, but it is one that
extends far beyond the limits of this thesis, applying equally to the representations of
witches in the work of other women writers; Jane Barlow’s A Witch’s Will (1837),
Margaret Walker’s Molly Means (1945), Joyce Carol Oates’ Do With Me What You
Will (1976), Fay Weldon’s The Life and Loves of a She-Devil (1988), Margaret
Atwood’s Morning in the Burned House (1995) and Margaret Drabble’s The Witch of
Exmoor (1995), in addition to the more well-known witchcraft present in Angela
Carter, Emily Bronté and Christina Rossetti, all complicate the inherent relationship

between witchcraft, women and writing.

At the heart of this triangular relationship is what Shakespeare acknowledges in the
epigraph to this introduction: witchcraft as ‘a deed without a name’, as
unrepresentable and incommunicable. The witch seems to operate beyond the borders
of language and signification, in the realm of the unknown and in a world that is
exclusively feminine. It is perhaps appropriate, then, that my own reading of literary
witches works beyond conventional, patriarchal categories. Whereas critics such as
Marina Warner, Marilyn Farwell and Maria Tatar have limited themselves by genre,
for example, in focusing on fairy tales, on children’s literature or on lesbian poetry, I
find links and parallels in the presentation of witches in poetry, novels, novellas and

popular cultural and academic texts; children’s literature, fantasy and romance novels
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are equally as significant in constructing witches as radical feminist poetry and
Victorian novels; novels spawned by films and television series, secondary texts and
fan fiction subvert with as much force as the linguistic revolution of Emily Dickinson,
and shared legacies of witch trials and female subjugation lead to transatlantic cultural
interchange. Similarly, evolving cultural discourses surrounding female sexuality,
marriage, maternity, religion and female liberation inform and complicate the work of
all of these women. Representations of the witch are always multiple and conflicted,
both within the text itself and in relations to the dominant, contemporary ideologies of
its production. Literary criticism that is exclusive, rather than inclusive, surely misses
this point. Erecting barriers around nation, genre and popular culture can only
reinforce the patriarchal structures that the witch’s presence undermines, instating
artificial separations. Indeed, by considering both canonical and neglected writers in
unison, I hope to offer a new perspective not just on readings of the witch’s cultural
history, but also on the study of women’s literature as a whole, by re-inscribing little-

known texts and authors.

One of the most significant of these barriers in much social history and literary
criticism is the American/ British divide. Although Diane Purkiss and David Thurlow
find the two nations to be divided by their history of witchcraft (a heritage discussed
earlier in relation to shamanism), I discover that while women writers from both
countries draw on different historical resources - Salem Witch Trials and European
Witch Hunts - there are more lines of continuity than difference. Elizabeth Gaskell
exemplifies this dual position; locating her witchcraft in the United States serves to
both exoticise it and to distance its dangers from British society, but Lois the Witch is

actually born in England, connecting the two countries as persecutors of women.
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Witchcraft creates a community of women and writers that transcends location,
promoting a female sisterhood as vigorously in Dickinson as in Coleridge, and as

defiantly in Blyton as in Plath.

Fittingly, then, the most straightforward purpose of the present study is to draw
attention to fascinating and significant female writers who have been previously
excluded from literary history, to interrogate their relationships with each other, with
their particular societies and with feminism as a whole, and to engage in detail with
their writing. Beyond this, the thesis will address a number of central questions, all
with specific reference to the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Firstly, to what
extent does the witch alter or decline in significance for women writers as the period
of study progresses, and to what extent does she become a locus for feminist
subversion of the forces of patriarchy? Is the witch an acknowledged part of Christian
belief, part of a framework of God, Jesus and the Devil? Does she exist for
Christianity or does she form part of a (fantasy) rejection of it? Similarly, how do
ideologies of gender, sexuality and race inform representations? How do conventional
ideas of the witch inflect women’s writing? And how does this qualify the relationship

between witchcraft and the women writer?

Structure of Thesis

This study takes as its point of departure the moment when society goes beyond
definitions of witchcraft as female magic or even as folklore, explaining away the
power of the witch. During the second half of the nineteenth century, over one

hundred and fifty years after the last Witch Trial in Europe, the efforts of scientists,
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psychologists, politicians and theologians combined to prove that the witch did not
exist. Rather, the signs and symptoms of both her and her victims could be confidently
diagnosed as hysteria. The relegation of once-potent magic to the ‘silliness’ of a weak
and excitable female mind is limiting; whereas the witch was once able to threaten
society from within, the characterisation of her as a figment or fantasy locks her firmly
behind the bars of the mental asylum. In her ground-breaking study of hysteria, 7he
Female Malady, Elaine Showalter argues that such incarceration was, in the 1850s
and beyond, typical ‘treatment’ for women who ‘challenged the status quo...[who]
threatened social stability.’** But literary representations of the witch persisted.
Feminist critics have discussed in great detail the oppression of women in nineteenth-
century society; similarly literary representations often find the witch imprisoned,
oppressed and silenced. But the word ‘witch’, in the period of study, does not just
signify ‘evil’ women; she evokes both the plight of Everywoman and the rejection of
that plight. It is the premise of this thesis that when women write the witch, something

more subversive always leaks out.

Chapter One begins at the moment in 1850 when psychology redefined witchcraft as
hysteria, legitimising the practice of locking witches and other deviant women behind
the bars of the mental asylums from which this thesis takes its title. Yet ideologies of
witchcraft seem to persist in popular consciousness, long after scientific rhetoric
explains them away. The less conspicuous works of Victorian social novelist
Elizabeth Gaskell (1810 - 1865), American poet Emily Dickinson (1830 - 1886) and

British novelist and essayist Mary Coleridge (1861 - 1907) merit especial

" Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980 (New
York: Virago, 1987), p. 204
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consideration. Coleridge and Gaskell, in particular, contribute more significantly to
the debate than, for example, Christina Rossetti, because they are always, elsewhere,
referred to in terms of their social conservatism. What I have discovered challenges
this directly. All three women writers always employ representations of the witch to
subvert and to challenge, and their witches defy simplistic categorisations and

conclusions.

Mary Coleridge’s ‘The Witch’ (1897) highlights the relationship between the marginal
status of the witch and her challenge to the dominant social order; the consequences of
this challenge are revealed in the writing of Gaskell and Dickinson, but also, to
varying extents, in all of the writers considered in this thesis. Similarly, Elizabeth
Gaskell’s Lois the Witch (1859) may be viewed as one of the most significant
‘witchcraft’ texts precisely because of its marginal status. Although Gaskell is one of
the most widely studied British novelists of the nineteenth century, her novella about
the Salem witch trials is almost always excluded from literary criticism and from
many bibliographies of her work. This omission must be significant: the only one of
her major texts to be so excluded from such analysis, it is also her only text with a
witch as a protagonist. Gaskell’s location of witchcraft at a safe distance, in America,
also introduces ideologies of race, colony, religion and slavery to the debate, in
addition to complicating already fraught concepts of gender and sexuality. As a poet,
Emily Dickinson has widely been associated with disruption of form and linguistic
subversion, but the presence of the witch in Poem 593 (1887) (‘I think I was
Enchanted’) intensifies the sense of revolution implicit in her work. Her re-writing of
hysteria and the witchcraft it implies as ‘divine insanity’, to be willingly embraced by

all women, is particularly radical in light of contemporary medical debate. Indeed, the
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symbolic bond developed between women writers and witches in Dickinson’s writing
offers up a destruction of the most fundamental of Christian - and therefore patriarchal

- authorities.

This ‘absolute’ subversion that Dickinson initiates becomes less certain as the decades
progress into centuries, but literary representations of witches ensure that it persists.
The addition of female political emancipation to cultural debate forms the basis of
discussion in Chapter Two. As I have already argued, the witch’s liminal, subversive
status depends almost entirely on her location outside of society; the achievement of
the vote served to bring women ‘in’ from the margins, initiating a division in the
identities of women and witches that increases throughout the period of study. The
witch, however, cannot access political and social visibility. Although it is at this time
that Wicca develops as the official ‘religion’ of pagan witchcraft, witches themselves
remain excluded from social acceptability. The women writers who represent witches
during the first thirty years of the twentieth century occupy a new location, using the
witch to embody this division between social acceptance and cultural abhorrence.
Their appropriation of the witch marks their writing as subversive, suggesting that

women as writers necessarily incorporate both her witchcraft and its rebellious power.

It is perhaps fitting, then, that all of the women writers considered in Chapter Two are
forced to occupy the marginal status of the witch; indeed, at the beginning of the
twentieth century, it seems that images of witches persist only in the work of marginal
female writers. Linguist and Egyptologist Margaret Murray’s (1863 - 1963)
categorisation of witchcraft as a subversive fertility cult for medieval serfs was

denigrated by academics as ‘vapid balderdash’, but her books were devoured by a
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titillated population;'* American poet, Edna St Vincent Millay (1892 - 1950) was the
darling of popular society, but her poetry was widely dismissed by the literary
establishment as the work of a mere ‘woman as poet’, while British Modernist writer,
Sylvia Townsend Warner (1893 - 1978) is always rendered as the poor relation of
Virginia Woolf.'* And yet their feminist subversion is often more radical than their
more celebrated counterparts, and, once again, it is their appropriation of the witch
that is responsible. Virginia Woolf’s best-known non-fiction works, 4 Room of One's
Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938), examine the difficulties women writers and
intellectuals faced in an era when men held disproportionate legal and economic
power, but the lesbian subtexts that witches portend in the works of Millay and

Warner extend this examination to offer up an overt challenge to dominant hegemony.

Female same-sex desire was rarely presented in the mainstream or feminist press as a
conceivable alfernative to heterosexuality, nor is it ever referred to without
circumspection or the taint of pathology. Both Murray and Millay use the motif of the
witch to code the female sexual deviance that many considered to be the consequence
of feminism and political emancipation. The lesbian subtext of the witchcraft
described in Warner’s Lolly Willowes (1927) undermines, then, the foundations of
patriarchy as shockingly as Woolf’s linguistic subversion in 4 Room of One’s Own,
precisely because it excludes the need for and dependence on masculinity. At the same
time, it is worth bearing in mind that Lolly’s sexual and social subversion can only

exist at a distance from London, in the fictional ‘Great Mop’. Like the crones and hags

' C. L. Ewan, cited in Daniel Epstein, What Lips my Lips Have Kissed: The Loves and Love Poems of
Edna St. Vincent Millay (New York: Henry Holt, 2001), p. 90

' John Crowe Ransome, cited in Jan Montefiore, Feminism and Poetry (New York: Pandora, 1987), p.
34
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who lurk in the woods and towers of fairy tales, this rebellion is located away from the
patriarchal society whose existence it threatens. Sexual subversion is somewhat muted

by this location, but it remains powerful, nevertheless.

The insurrectionary presence of the witch initiates perhaps one of the most unlikely
but also most pertinent literary comparisons in Chapter Three: the literary witchcraft
of Enid Blyton and Sylvia Plath. Feminist reappraisals of the European and American
witch hunts of the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries have concluded that women
labelled ‘witches’ became the targets of the inquisitors and demonologists because
they were both outside of and threatening to patriarchal control, particularly in respect
of the exclusively male domains of medicine and the Church. The injustices
perpetrated against women during the witch trials have been returned to again and
again by feminist theorists, historians and female writers; the representation of the
persecuted witch becomes significant because it combines both aspects of her legacy:
a violated body and a potential insurrection associated with crimes against patriarchy.
The female writers considered in this chapter, American pulp fiction and mystery
writer, Dorothy B. Hughes (1904 - 1993), best-selling British children’s author, Enid
Blyton (1897 - 1968), and iconic American poet, Sylvia Plath (1932 - 1963), are
perhaps unusual and incongruous in terms of the writing of the 1930s, 1940s and
1950s, in so far as they choose to concentrate on the fantastical figure of the witch. By
drawing on the destruction of the female body and the imagery of witch burning, both
Plath and Hughes recognise historical injustices against women and the annihilation of

the female self, symbolised in Plath’s ‘Witch Burning’ (1959) by the ambivalent

21



“lost...lost.”!” Whilst previous representations of the witch seemed to acknowledge an
inherent power, recognising crimes against the woman and the witch seems to render

both impotent, as helpless victims in need of rescue.

It perhaps surprising, then, that the writer who offers the most striking image of
feminist subversion in the texts considered in this chapter is Enid Blyton, who has
been widely denigrated because of the retrogressive, sexist and racist politics offered
in her texts for children. As one of the most widely-read children’s writers of all time,
the effect of her work upon national consciousness should not be underestimated. Her
representation of Witch Snippit, in The Adventures of the Wishing Chair (1937),
offers a fragmentary female body that is able to evade patriarchal expectation,
objectification and submission. It is worth pointing out, however, that the fantasy
elements of the text can never be overlooked; the consequence is that the text offers

only a fleeting, utopian glimpse of subversion.

The movement towards Second Wave Feminism in the Sixties and Seventies can be
characterised by a widespread attempt to overturn the ideological and cultural, rather
than political and legal, structures that enforced female submission. Fairy tales, with
their emphasis on marriage, domesticity and the objective of ‘happily ever after’ were
primary targets of feminists attention. Feminist appropriations and revisions of the
tales were common in women’s poetry; the works of American feminist poets, Sylvia
Plath, Anne Sexton (1928 - 1974) and Olga Broumas (1949-), considered in detail in

Chapter Four, are typical of their age in terms of their appropriation of the witch as a

"7 Sylvia Plath, ‘Witch Buming’, The Complete Poems of Sylvia Plath (New York: Virago, 1997), p. 34
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feminist icon, but also present the most shocking examples of her subversion.'®

Central to each revision, however, is not the heroine of the tale; rather it is the Wicked
Queen, the Bad Fairy and the Witch in the Wood who dominate, accessing a
revolutionary and pagan past that challenges prevailing ideologies and authorities.
These images are particularly relevant to the study of witchcraft and feminism,
because, due to films such as The Wizard of Oz (1939) and Walt Disney’s Snow White
and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), these are the images that have come to represent the
witch for a wider society. Sexton’s and Broumas’s re-writing of Rapunzel and Hansel
and Gretel challenge many social taboos by breaking them through speech:
lesbianism, cannibalism, incest, paedophilia, infanticide and matricide are all made
explicit. The figure of the witch in their writing is always shocking, somewhat
appallingly so. Every system and sign of patriarchy is acknowledged and castrated by
the ‘magic’ of the witch, leaving a chaos of non-signification that disorients and
undermines. The images of female repression that many critics say dominate fairy

tales are, in any case, re-written entirely.

The works of American fantasy writer Marion Zimmer Bradley (1930 - 1999) demand
extensive consideration in this thesis because they embody within themselves the
contradictions and complexities inherent in twentieth-century representations of the
witch. Chapter Five considers multiple and conflicting conceptions of the witch,
which draw equally on the legacy of violation associated with the witch trials, the
revolution of a pagan matriarchy and the sexual liberation of the late 1970s and 1980s.

The feminism that emerged in an era of increased political visibility for women

1* My analysis of Sylvia Plath is divided between two chapters; Chapter Three deals with aspects of her
poetry that invoke the witch trial legacies, while Chapter Four focuses on fairy tale witches.
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expounded insurrectionary witches. And perhaps more than in any other era, the witch
invades every arena of writing by women; Angela Carter, Patricia Beer, Fay Weldon,
Margaret Atwood and Ursula Le Guin all produced feminist representations of her.
But Bradley’s representations are particularly ambivalent. In her renowned feminist
Arthurian text, The Mists of Avalon (1979), and in the lesser known Witch Hill (1988),
Marion Zimmer Bradley draws not on the historical discriminations of the witch trial
era, but instead on a pagan pre-history that places a Great Priestess at the centre of a
matriarchal society. In The Mists of Avalon, Bradley evokes the power of the pagan
goddess at the heart of contemporaneous feminist theoretical texts, perpetuating a
notion of female authority and autonomy that would, in coming decades permeate and
revolutionise all aspects of women’s lives. Yet, surprisingly, by the time of Witch Hill,
the witch’s power is muted and once more, she has to die. Mary Daly attributes the
power of the witch to the definition of her as eccentric, on the margins of a society
that she never fully inhabits."” Bringing the female self inside the social circle and
giving her equal political and legal rights dilutes the power of the witch as female
other. Although the feminist utopian subversion of the World Mother is hinted at here,

it seems that it can never again be fully realised.

Cultural images of the witch and women become even more relevant in the latter part
of the twentieth century, as film, television and other media gain greater significance
in constructing roles and identities. Cultural texts such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer
(1997 - 2003) and Sabrina the Teenage Witch (1996 - 2003) re-affirm the dominant

images of witchcraft presented by the 1939 film The Wizard of Oz and Walt Disney’s

' Mary Daly, Gyn/ecology: The Meta-Ethics of Radical Feminism (London: Women’s Press, 1979),
p-46
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Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937). Chapter Six considers the series of female-
authored juvenile and science fiction novels spawned by both television series.
Although Buffy the Vampire Slayer borrows both from the Eastern European Vampire
tradition and Western conceptions of the witch, it is important that Buffy, the
protagonist, is never referred to as a witch. Similarly, Sabrina the Teenage Witch’s
version of witchcraft and magic is limited to the resolution of teenage dramas and
wardrobe crises. Although, in a few cases, witchcraft does offer subtle subversive
potential (by providing, in the case of Buffy, a sense of female sexual equality), that
potential is again limited by secondary texts - newspaper and magazine articles,
interviews with the television stars and so on - that reproduce ideas of the witch as
conventionally beautiful and conforming to socially acceptable roles. Furthermore, the
Buffy texts, in particular, also produce worrying ideologies about the witch as ‘Other’.
The only self-declared witch, the character of Willow, is also the texts’ only
representative of Judaism and lesbianism, and possesses little power or narrative
significance. It seems that at this point, at the dawn of a new millennium, the former
ideological power of the witch as sexual, racial and religious ‘Other’ turns on itself,

serving only to silence, rather than subvert, to limit, rather than liberate.

However, once more, such analysis of the witch would be insufficient. The post-script
to this thesis considers the global phenomenon of witchcraft and wizardry that is the
Harry Potter franchise. Like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Sabrina the Teenage
Witch, the Harry Potter novels have been accompanied by numerous secondary texts
and many critics have recognised similarly regressive gender politics and submissive
versions of witchcraft within the Hogwarts series of novels. Writer Joanne Rowling

(1965 -) was even encouraged by publishers to hide the gender of her first name and to
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publish as ‘J.K.”. But this thesis concludes, perhaps surprisingly, even to me, where it
began, with an image of radical feminist subversion located in the body of the witch.
Professor Umbridge, the sadistic witch/bitch of Harry Potter and the Order of the
Phoenix (2002), resurrects a matriarchal authority that once more challenges systems
of patriarchy and its dependent, signification. The witch’s body refutes categorisation
and objectification, unleashing a dramatic and horrific attack which interpellates a
grotesque feminist utopia. That utopia might be fantastical, but its subversive potential
is nevertheless hinted at for an entirely new - because largely youthful - readership.
Although it is impossible to guess at the enduring legacy of the Harry Potter texts, the
massive number of books sold world-wide must stand as a testament to the way in
which Rowling’s representation of the witch redefines and re-locates the witch and her

craft in a post-feminist era.
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Chapter 1:

Writing the Language of Subversion: Witches from the Margins

Of Adam's first wife, Lilith, it is told

(The witch he loved before the gift of Eve,)

That, ere the snake's, her sweet tongue could deceive,
And her enchanted hair was the first gold.

And still she sits, young while the earth is old,

And, subtly of herself contemplative,

Draws men to watch the bright web she can weave,
Till heart and body and life are in its hold.'

- Christina Rossetti, Sonnet LXXVIII

With the help of the ineffable Name, which she pronounced, Lilith flew away
from Adam and vanished in the air ... And God and Adam were expectant and
afraid of the day Eve and Lilith returned to the garden.’

- Judith Plaskow, The Coming of Lilith

! Christina Rossetti, Sonnet LXXVIII, The Complete Poems (London: Penguin, 2001), p.161
? Judith Plaskow, The Coming of Lilith: Essays on Feminism, Judaism and Sexual Ethics 1973 - 2003
(New York: Beacon Press, 2005), p.10
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Notable enough, too, here as elsewhere, wilt thou find the potency of
Names ... Witchcraft, and all manner of Specterwork, and Demonology, we
have now renamed Madness and Diseases of the Nerves. Seldom reflecting
that still the question comes upon us: What is Madness, What are Nerves?’

- Carlyle

This chapter begins at the moment when the witch loses her power. From the 1850s
onwards, scientists, psychologists, sexologists and anthropologists turned their
attention to proving that witches did not exist, redefining both the witch and her
victims as hysterics, and locking both behind the bars of the mental asylum. But such
a lack of social visibility did not deter writers. Literary representations of the witch
persisted, particularly in fantasy fiction and children’s literature, and perhaps most
significantly, in the texts of late nineteenth-century women writers, who seem to
recognise the parallel between the subjugation of the witch and the suppression of the
woman at the hands of Victorian patriarchs. This chapter will consider such
representations of the witch in detail; writers such as Mary Coleridge, Elizabeth
Gaskell and Emily Dickinson employ representations of the witch, unknown and
unknowable, to challenge the patriarchal foundations and heritage of their texts, just
as the witch’s omnipresence in the text and in society undermines misogynist histories

and hierarchies.

? Carlyle, cited in Ronald Hutton, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: The Twentieth Century (London:
Athlone, 1999), p. 72
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Witchcraft and Hysteria

The renaming of witchcraft as hysteria began, however, not in the laboratories and
institutions of psychologists, psychiatrists and sexologists, but in the wider society of
the Western world. The scientific advances of the Enlightenment, had, by the second
quarter of the nineteenth century, begun slowly to filter through into public
consciousness, initiating the gradual demise of a pre-scientific theory of existence, if
only, to begin with, among the elite and intellectual classes. The rhetoric absorbed by
those classes associated the divine and sacrosanct with the primitive impulses of the
uneducated, un-enlightened savage; belief in religion was beginning to wane. Ready to
take its place was what David Newsome describes as ‘obsessive classification’, a
fanatical desire to name, to know, to own and explain the world;* this was
characterised in part by a widespread attempt to replace the polemic and
condemnation of an earlier, supposedly less sophisticated, age with grand panoramas
of social and cultural change. An age of revolution looked not to God or to Satan for

the meanings of things, but to the great theories of man.

Theses such as Darwin’s The Origin of Species initiated a narrative of progressive
civilisation, from the old Biblical eschatology of the Four Kingdoms to rationality and
evolutionary theory, which became more widely accepted by the general population in
the next century. Owen Chadwick reflects on this secularisation:

Sometimes it meant a freeing of the sciences, of learning, of the arts, from

their theological origins or theological bias. Sometimes it meant the declining

* David Newsome, The Victorian World Picture (London: Fontana, 1998), p. 39
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influence of the churches, or of religion, in modern society... [It] therefore
made the world unemotional; a word used to describe a process, whatever a
process was, in the changing relationship between religion and modern
society, a process arising in part out of the industrial revolution and the new
conditions of urban and mechanical life, in part out of the vast growth in new
knowledge of various kinds. °
Rather than placing faith and hope for the future in a supposedly greater, unknowable,
invisible being, nineteenth-century culture began to prioritise the ‘certainties’ of the
rise of reason and the anthropology of the ascent of man through progressive stages of
mental development, whilst still acknowledging the place of religion as a means of
enforcing social authority. ‘The truth is,” commented Thomas Carlyle, ‘men have lost
their belief in the Invisible and believe and hope and work only in the Visible.®
Belonging firmly to the realm of the ‘Invisible’, the witch could be decoded equally as
representing a more primitive stage of thinking. Despite the fear that her presence had
once inspired, it became increasingly difficult to accept that she could occupy the
central, malevolent role ascribed to her, when God and Satan had been so obviously
downgraded. It is perhaps unsurprising that literary representations of the witch
moved her from the dominator of action and narrative in Shelley’s ‘The Witch of
Atlas’ to the comic horror of the Grimms’ fairy tales; as social commentator Mrs
Trimmer described her, a piece of ‘perfectly useless trumpery ... fit only for the heads

of children.”’

* Owen Chadwyck, ‘The Religion of Samuel Johnson’, Yale University Library Gazette, 60 (1986),
119-36

S Carlyle, cited in Hutton, Witchcraft in Europe, p. 19

7 Mrs Trimmer, referred to in Lance Salway, 4 Peculiar Gifi (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1990),
p- 88
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Paralleling the dilution of the witchcraft myth was the Victorian desire to name, know
and explain an even greater primitive problem: the ‘mystery of all mysteries ...
women.’® In an era that organised gender roles in separate spheres, men were believed
to be controlled, ordered and sophisticated, whereas women harked back to the world
of the irrational and savage that scientific advance had attempted to eradicate. British
psychologist Havelock Ellis’s project was simple: in Pscyhopathia Sexualis (1887), he
claimed to uncover the hidden truths and recesses of female sexuality and expose
them to public view, thus rendering the ‘dark drains’ of womanhood knowable and
bringing female bodies under male control. The male/ female dichotomy formed the
crux of his argument; in particular, what was male about men and female about
women. Havelock Ellis recognised the sexual drive to be ‘the mighty impulse’, since

humans must copulate or die out.’

Yet in women, Ellis explained, that ‘impulse’ must be curbed, creating the ideal of
womanhood as guardian of morality, free of sexual desire, and therefore opposed in
every respect to savagery . The desire that guarantees the survival of both sexes
paradoxically threatens its existence; the ‘natural psychology of love’ is based upon
‘natural’ characteristics of the sexes. Male desire is active, female desire is passive;
men want sex, women want love; sexual desire is strong in males, it is absent in
females; males are aggressive, females are modest. Such assumptions about female

sexuality were not new. What is significant, however, is how Pscyhopathia Sexualis

® Showalter, The Female Malady, p. 235
® Havelock Ellis, Psychopathia Sexualis (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1949), p. 5
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clearly presents a ‘natural’ female body and constructs female sexuality as passive and
clean. This distinction, which emerges tentatively into society with Ellis’s publication,
stands in contrast to much contemporary medical rhetoric that labelled women’s
bodies as ‘corrupt and corrupting,” with the potential to wreak havoc and spread
disease in an ordered society.'” Naming women in such confident terms seems to
return them to the male authority of both Ellis and the ‘new’, confident science he

comes to represent.

Snow White, from the Grimms’ Little Snow White effectively summarised
contemporary concepts of ‘natural’ female sexuality: pure as her namesake, ‘Snow’,
and lying docile on a bed ready to be ‘taken’ and owned by the hero. This patriarchal
representation of acceptable femininity sets the witch in direct contrast to Snow White
and her ‘natural’ female body; this opposition is most overtly demonstrated in the
Grimms’ presentation of the Wicked Queen. The threatening excess of the witch, as a
demonic temptress, sets her apart from conventional womanhood; this is made evident
when the Wicked Queen devours what she believes to be the blood-soaked liver and
lungs of her step-daughter. Eating meat was linked contemporaneously to
lasciviousness, which is again stressed by the witch’s desire to be ‘the fairest of them
all’ in order to attract men and fulfil what are supposedly ‘unnatural’ sexual
cravings.'' The association of witches, food and sex is equally present in the Grimms’
Hansel and Gretel. Unfeminine desires are suggested by the Wicked Stepmother, who

encourages the children’s father to abandon them, so that there will be enough food

** Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar (eds), The Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1984), pp 27-8

"! Joan Brumberg, Fasting Girls: A Social and Cultural History of Anorexia Nervosa (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), p.41
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for the adults - an inversion of the traditional female role of caring for the family
before herself.!? The threatening excesses of the deviant female body must be curbed;
in the majority of tales that emerge during this period, the witch must die. So whilst
the movement toward secularisation reduces the powerful legacy of the witch as
conjurer, she comes instead to represent all that is opposed to conventional,
respectable and knowable femininity, the unrepresentable lurking potentially within

all women.

Despite the advances and explanations of science and secularisation, the spectre of
witchcraft still persisted. The linkage of witchcraft to savagery did nothing to limit its
popularity among those whom society’s restrictions had failed to contain. Routine
clinical experience revealed to doctors, in the latter decades of the nineteenth century,
no shortage of patients who still believed that they were in the clutches of diabolical
powers, or experiencing angelic revelations. Patients, almost exclusively female,
would shriek, be struck down, or speak in tongues; would suffer seizures, fall into
stupors, or become paralysed or anaesthetized - all like former demoniacs."
Especially under the controlled stimulus of hypnosis, first revealed by Franz Anton
Mesmer and refined by later clinicians, notably Jean-Martin Charcot at the Salpétriére,
Paris’s huge women’s madhouse, patients would disassociate, presenting themselves
in dissonant personalities and guises, precisely like those in earlier centuries who had
been thought to be ventriloquised by demons.'* The apparent persistence of witchcraft

despite decades of explanation and progress seemed to suggest that the attempts of

2 Jacob and Wilhlem Grimm, ‘Hansel and Gretel’, Grimms’ Fairy Tales (London: Emest Nister, 1986),
p. 109

"> F.C. Skey, Hysteria (London: Longmans, Green, Reader and Dyer, 1867), p.46
' Showalter, The Female Malady, p. 98
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science to suppress belief in the witch and to re-order society had failed.

The key to patriarchy’s containment of witches and dangerous women came finally
with the hysteria diagnosis. Physicians in the second half of the nineteenth century
used hysteria - largely, if not exclusively, a female malady - as a convenient answer to
bizarre, unexplainable episodes of witchcraft and phenomena of the past. It became
the subject of scores of medical texts, and made the names of Charcot, Josef Breuer,
Pierre Janet, Sigmund Freud and other towering medical figures, as hysteria became
the key to the impenetrable enigmas of mind and body interaction - religious rapture,
sexual deviation, suicidal despair, and above all, witchcraft.'> Wier, in particular, was
praised for striving to:
demonstrate that the crimes the witches were accused of were fictitious; that
those women were not criminals, but patients suffering from mental illness;
that they should not be sentenced by priests, monks nor judges; that they
consequently should not be put in prison, tortured and burned but that they
should be entrusted to the care of physicians.'®
Such progressive schema implied that mental sickness had previously been
misattributed to Otherworldly agencies such as witches, spirits and necromancy.
Wayward women, wandering wombs and witches could finally be seized by the state
and restrained within mental asylums until they could be ‘cured’ of the moral

perversion that caused them to feign such ‘illnesses’.

15 1.

Ibid, p. 130
' Alan Bourneville, [1885] cited in Gijswijt- Hofstra, Levack and Porter (eds), Witchcraft and Magic
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Henry Maudsley argued in 7he Pathology of Mind, that women were susceptible to
the ‘pretence’ of witchcraft. He summed up the symptoms of a weak female mind:
More and more of her energy and self-control, becoming capriciously fanciful
of her health, imagining or feigning strange diseases, and keeping up the
delusion or the imposture with pertinacity that might seem incredible, getting
more and more impatient of the advice of others, and indifferent to the
interests and duties of her position.'’
Such symptoms perfectly accounted for and explained away a long line of female
visionaries, witches and deviants. At last, inexplicable physical symptomatologies and
the weird flights of fantasy of witches and their victims, or of those displaying
convulsions or the dancing mania, could finally be revealed as the products of
individual or mass psychopathology.'® Battering the witch and the woman into the
submission of the mental asylum, the medicalising or psychologising drive of the
second half of the nineteenth century believed that it had confined the witch and her
craze safely to the uncivilised past. However, what seems significant is not just the
redefinition of witchcraft as hysteria, but also the new definition of who constituted a
witch. The hysteric (or new witch) is defined, like the Wicked Queen, by her rejection
of conventionally acceptable female behaviour. ‘Feigning ... disease’, ‘indifference to
the ... duties of her position’ and a loss of ‘self-control’ are stunning rejections of
societal mores. So there is a strong sense in which the witch is still inextricably linked
to female power, authority and subversion. What is different now is that her

subversion does not come from within society, but seems controlled by the bars of the

"7 Henry Maudsley, The Pathology of Mind: A Study of its Distempers, Deformities and Disorders
(London: Macmillan, 1873), p.12
*® Gijswijt- Hofstra, Levack and Porter (eds), Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, p. 450
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mental asylum.

Indeed, this subversion is most overtly demonstrated in the persistence of faith in the
witch. At the dawn of the twentieth century, villagers in remote rural Essex still
believed in magic; the witch could still bring on illness and even paralysis, and visited
victims with plagues of lice.!® “There lingers’, wrote leading folklorist Edwin
Hartland, ‘a number of traditions ... distinct from and only partially sanctioned by
religion, the literature, the sciences and arts, which together sum up what we
understand by civilisation.””® Amongst those disenfranchised by conventional society,
among women, and those for whom psychology held no resonance or who had no
knowledge of it, the witch endured, not merely to make sense of existence, but to

challenge, subvert and liberate.

The suggestion that witches formed part of a popular, underground existence came
from within society itself. Romantic historian Jules Michelet argued in La Sorciére,
first published in 1862, that witchcraft had developed as a protest movement among
medieval serfs.2! The notion of the sabbat derived from a clandestine nocturnal
conclave, where villagers convened to feast, enacting pagan rites and folk dramas that
parodied authority as represented by the lord and the priest. The whole concept is
centered around the witch, who figured as a priestess presiding over an ancient
fertility cult, the people’s champion against the feudal tyrant. She copulated with a

fertility figure, equipped with giant phallus, at the sabbat’s culmination. Levack and

' Leslie Ellen Jones, From Witch to Wicca (New York: Cold Spring, 2004), p. 77
**E.S. Hartland, Folklore [1904] (Oxford: Blackwell, 1973), p. 9
*! Jules Michelet, La Sorciere, [1862] (Paris: Garnier - Flammarion, 1966), p. 104
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Porter argue that many of Michelet’s theories are the product of an overactive,
mythopoeic imagination, ‘ever feverish where women were involved.’” Yet the
fantasy of witchcraft as a subversive movement seems to have resonance in the
rebellion of women and witches as hysteria patients, and more significantly to this
study, in the work of women writers, who return to the witch again and again, in order
to challenge, rebel and liberate. The ‘imaginary’ voices of witches might signify a
coded rebellion, but it is one that speaks for all women, on the margins of society and

of the text.

Banished from Fairy Land: Mary Coleridge

Mary Elizabeth Coleridge is an author who writes from those margins. She appears,
Karen Devlin argues, to fit the archetype of the Victorian spinster ‘who wrote minor
poetry to purge herself of her frustrations and unexpressed desires’. Unsurprisingly,
the ambiguities and tensions within her texts are rarely commented upon.” The
Coleridge name and its imposing literary reputation, ‘was something of a cursed
chalice for the shy, diffident Mary’.>* ‘I have no fairy godmother’, she wrote to a
friend, ‘but lay claim to a fairy great-great uncle, which is perhaps the reason that I am
condemned to wander restlessly around the Gates of Fairyland, although I have never
yet passed them.’” The motif of the wanderer, the stranger or the outsider, is recurrent
in her writing; she refers to herself as ‘Anodos’, which translates as ‘upon no road°.

The notion of the female writer locked out of Fairyland by a male literary heritage

2 Gijswijt- Hofstra, Levack and Porter (eds) Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, p. 391

% Karen Devlin, ‘An Introduction to Mary Coleridge’, http://victorianweb.org/coleridge/devlin,
accessed 25™ June, 2005

**Ibid

% Mary Coleridge, Gathered Leaves from the Prose of Mary E. Coleridge (London: Constable and
Company Ltd, 1911), p. 32
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which refuses to include her has particular resonance in terms of her writing of the
witch. Overtly, at least, she seems to conform to societal expectations by continuing
the witch’s confinement and marginalisation in her writing. But, as I shall argue in
relation to all of the women writers discussed in this chapter, this apparent

conformation becomes problematic and confused.

Coleridge’s second novel, The King with Two Faces, published in 1897 as the hysteria
diagnosis began to insinuate itself into the minds of the population, conceals any sense
of confusion or uncertainty about witches. It was an immediate success upon
publication, earning her nine hundred pounds in royalties, which was exceptional for a
female writer of the period. The text focussed upon the life and death of the
controversial King Gustav of Sweden, who reigned between 1792 and 1809. Despite
the fact that the tale can be characterised as progressive in terms of its homoerotic
subtext, its presentation of the witch is far more conservative. As the hero of the tale,
whose perspective dominates, expresses it, ‘All fair ladies are witches, sire.’%®
Contemporary medical and social rhetoric emphasised the connection between
hysteria and the comparative weakness of the female mind; similarly, it had
established the former as the ‘enlightened’ explanation of witchcraft. Coleridge makes
the connection more explicit, suggesting the potential witchcraft within all women.
Indeed, the fact that these words are spoken by the hero of the tale adds authority and
credence, making them more believable for a wider audience. The woman, the witch
and the hysteric, locked in hospitals and asylums, require the control of husbands and

doctors; literary witches are equally marginalised.

% Ibid p. 95
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However, Coleridge’s poetry is more ambiguous in its presentation of the witch. Its
publication would not have occurred if a friend had not plotted to find a wider
readership for it. Her poems were shown, in secret, to the poet Robert Bridges, who
insisted upon meeting Coleridge to give her advice prior to publishing the small
collection. She eventually agreed to publication on the condition of using a
pseudonym, and rejected all Bridges’s advice. Fancy s Following was finally
published privately in 1896. The circumstances around the emergence of her poems,
as Leighton argues, ‘reek of intrigue and mystery.’”’ Indeed the sensc of the
clandestine and covert surrounding her writing almost in itself hints at witchcraft;
Gilbert and Gubar suggest that the female ‘freak‘, monster or witch:
has been a powerfully coercive and monitory image for women secretly
desiring to attempt the pen ... If becoming an author meant mistaking one’s
‘sex and way’, if it meant becoming an ‘unsexed’ or perversely sexed female,
then it meant becoming a monster or freak, a vile Errour, a grotesque Lady
Macbeth, a disgusting goddess of Dullness.?®
Certainly the story of Lillith, referred to in the epigraph - according to Hebrew
mythology, both the first woman and the first evil woman - specifically connects

poetic presumption with madness, freakishness and witchcraft.

Coleridge’s ‘The Witch’ (1897) interrogates witchcraft more fully than her other

works, debating contemporary ideologies about the malevolent witch who assumes the

%7 Angela Leighton, Victorian Women Poets: Writing against the Heart (London: Harvester
Wheatsheaf, 1992), p. 102

?* Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University
Press, 1984), p. 56
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mantle of the weak, weary traveller requiring Christian succour. Poems such as
‘Wilderspin’, ‘Master and Guest’ and ‘Unwelcome’ all articulate the desire of the
exile to be allowed to enter, to cross the threshold. But in ‘The Witch’, a witch is
allowed to cross over, disrupting and irrevocably transforming her new surroundings.
The final stanza overtly reveals societal expectations about the conflation of
femininity and witchcraft:

Her voice was the voice that women have,

Who plead for their heart’s desire.

She came - she came - and the quivering flame

Sank and died in the fire.

It never was lit again on my hearth

Since I hurried across the floor,

To lift her over the threshold and let her in at the door.”’
A variation on this final line is repeated at the end of each stanza, drawing attention to
the significance of the ‘threshold’ as a literal and metaphorical social barrier. On the
internal side of the threshold are the light and warmth associated with the nuclear
family, and suggest the authority of the patriarch within the domestic sphere; the light
refers directly to Christianity. The allusion to ‘my hearth’ suggests that the speaker of
the poem is representative of that authority, ownership and safety, expressing

prevailing attitudes towards wayward women. The voice is controlled and ordered.

Juxtaposed with this is the external, working beyond societal limits, symbolising a

world of darkness and the unknown, of ‘cutting wind’ and ‘the worst of death’, where

® Coleridge, Gathered Leaves, p. 80
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the witch is always located.*® Her evil is unspoken and unnameable, denoted only by
the enigmatic ‘She came - she came -’, which seems to exceed social respectability.
Coleridge’s witch epitomises the stereotype. Marxist critics have argued that the social
function of the witch, the hag or the crone is group control; witchcraft is a stabilizing
safety valve that preserves social norms: ‘fear of the evil eye enforces social
conformity in a community where the values of individualism and competition are
firmly anchored.”*® Fittingly, the ‘witch at the door’ is contained by her eviction from
the home. But despite her containment, she refuses to go away. The ‘never lit again ...
hearth’ testifies to her enduring legacy; the ‘Christ light’ ‘quiver{s]’ until it is
extinguished irrevocably. And the echo - ‘her voice was the voice that women have’ -
once more emphasises the link between witches and women, not just as victims of

masculine oppression, but also in defiance of it.

The female voice, already placed in opposition to conventional male speech and
language, seizes control of the narrative in the second stanza; a lack of quotation
marks to denote the witch’s speech merges the two voices. The ABABBCC seven line
stanza, used elsewhere in the poem, is altered unrecognisably as a result of the witch’s
curse:

I have walked a great while over these now,

And I am not tall nor strong.

My clothes are wet, and my teeth are set,

And the way was hard and long.

% Ibid, lines 1-6
*' W. Appel, “The Myth of the Jettatura’, cited in C. Maloney, The Evil Eye (New York: St Martin’s
Press, 1976), p. 433
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I have wandered over the fruitful earth,

But I never came here before.

Oh, lift me over the threshold, and let me in at the door!*?
The irregular rhyme scheme (ABCBDEE) and the movement away from alternating
four and three stress lines create a chaos of the original form once the voice of the
dominant speaker becomes the ‘I’ of the witch. She disrupts the expectation of the
rhyme and stress pattern, so that the final ‘let me in at the door!’ is extended far
beyond the natural boundaries of the stanza, and, because it is the last line of the

poem, the natural boundaries of the text, too.

But the literary consequences of this disruption go further. Devlin has already
identified the relationship between Coleridge and her great-great uncle.? 3 The folk
motif in ‘The Witch’, of lifting a female over a blessed threshold, recalls Samuel
Taylor Coleridge’s ‘Christabel’ (1816), whilst the flame on the hearth echoes ‘Frost at
Midnight’.>* Jean Halladay agrees that Mary Coleridge has ‘little compunction in
invading the poetry of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and effecting radical alterations upon
it in order to make it hers.”>* 'The Witch' is a poem within a poem, breaking through
the narrative frame of the original work, in order to construct the later poem,

destroying a dominant literary discourse in favour of a more subversive impulse. Her

32 “The Witch’, lines 14 - 21
% Devlin, ‘Introduction to Mary Coleridge’
34 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘Christabel’ [1797), The Complete Poems of Samuel Taylor Coleridge
(London: Wordsworth, 1998), p. 195

The lady sank, belike through pain,

And Christabel with might and main

Lifted her up, a weary weight,

Over the threshold of the gate :

Then the lady rose again,

And moved, as she were not in pain.
% Jean R. Halladay, Eight Late Victorian Poets Shaping the Artistic Sensibility of an Age (New York:
Mellen, 1993), p. 217
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choice of the ballad is therefore significant in so far as it is traditionally associated
with populist, oral poems that belonged to the peasantry. And it is there that the witch

persists.

While the enlightened, learned voices of middle- and upper-class men posited the
witch as a figment of a weak and susceptible female imagination, belief in her
continued, in the late nineteenth century, among the lower classes. Though supposed
prophets of progress proclaimed that archaic beliefs were withering away, ancient
ways and wisdom remained resilient. ‘An old woman bitterly complained to me’, the
Cornish Quaker Barclay Fox remarked:
that she had been bewitched by another old woman, Philly Hicks, whom she
attacked yesterday for the innocent purpose of drawing blood which it seems
would break the spell. She says ever since she set her eye on her she has felt a
strange crawling all over her body.*
Levack and Porter find this spontaneous journal entry to be ‘trustworthy’.>” Indeed, it
is impossible to escape the sense that there is something among the marginalised
communities, the peripheral villages and ostracised old crones which suggests more
than the persistence of the ‘old ways’ that they describe. This real and deep-seated

belief in the actuality and power of the witch conveys a definite challenge to authority.

The Shrewsbury Chronicle reported a ‘singular case of superstition’ in September
1884, over a decade after doctors ‘proved’ that witches did not exist:

A child’s mother said she had kept her little girl at home because she had ‘a

% Referred to in Robert Thurlston, Witch, Wicce, Mother Goose (Harlow: Pearson, 2001), p. 14
%" Levack and Porter, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, p. 394
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dread’ upon her in consequence of having three nights in succession dreamed
of baking bread. She had lost other children, and on each occasion, had similar
dreams before the child died. Owing to her dream she had kept the girl away
from school, and had refused to allow her to leave the house.*®
‘Singular’ and ‘Superstition’ establish the judgemental framework; belief in the witch
is always pushed to the margins and isolated. But women, whether Philly Hicks, the
frightened mother or Mary Coleridge, seek to recreate her. The dual voice within
Coleridge’s poem seems to replicate the difficulty in representing the witch: on one
hand, she is necessarily disenfranchised, subjugated and humiliated; on the other, her
legacy and the voice of the Everywoman she embodies is potentially rebellious.
Representations of the witch become, even within one text, multiple and complex, but

they are always subversive.

Acolyte of Magic: Emily Dickinson

Emily Dickinson’s association with witchcraft is perhaps more widely accepted than
the clandestine sorcery of Mary Coleridge’s poetry, although she too published few
poems in her lifetime. Indeed, she wrote in secret, and ordered her sister to burn her
poems on her deathbed. Her own ‘weak female mind’ has been widely commented
upon, and critics such as Chinn and Nell-Smith have spent as much time analysing her
work in light of her agoraphobia and hysteria as they have deconstructing her
unconventional writing.* The significance of Dickinson’s hysteria links to the

witchcraft redefinition; Sandra Gilbert suggests that ‘she transformed herself into a
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myth and into an acolyte of a kind of female magic’.** Women writers and witches
become inextricably linked during the late nineteenth century by this sense of secret,

of magic, and either compulsory or voluntary marginalisation.

As a Massachusetts poet residing in Amhurst, only a few miles from the gallows of
Salem, Dickinson would have been acutely aware of the Witch Trial history and the
lives of women who suffered at the hands of the patriarchs whom she rejects so
confidently in her writing. Poem 1583’ invokes the dualism implicit in all women
writing witches: a legacy of violation and injustice fused with a potential for
exclusively female power and rebellion:

Witchcraft was hung, in History,

But History and I

Find all the Witchcraft that we need

Around us, every Day -*!
Dickinson’s choice of ‘hung’, rather than ‘hanged’, expresses more than the act of
death, suggesting that the murdered women were displayed like art before the baiting
crowd, manipulated as images or representations of absolute evil for the patriarchy

that their existence endangered.

But there is more. More prominent than female subjugation is a sense of female
challenge, a recurring resurrection of the spectre of the witch that is ‘Around us, every

Day -’. Diane Purkiss recognises this rebirth as crucial to the witch’s power

“0 Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Shakespeare’s Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women Poets
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979), p.80

! Emily Dickinson, ‘1583, The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson (New York: Bay Back, 1976), p.
115
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throughout the ages: ‘a supposed evil that may return at any point to menace
civilisation.”*? In Dickinson’s writing, the consequences of her return are felt most
obviously in her disruption of syntax and punctuation, which Ellman sees as the
‘tools, bars and whips of male-ordered language.”** The enjambement, hyphens and
haphazard capitalisation create a sense of chaos, and deconstruct poetic tropes.
‘History’ and the patriarchy it represents are trapped in pairs of commas, replicating
visually and metaphorically the hanged witches. The lack of conclusion to the poem,
‘every Day -’ is equally representative of this; the hyphen seems to stretch out onto the

unknown of the page, requiring another clause to complete it in the conventional way.

Jerome McGann argues for the significance of Dickinson’s punctuation:
It does no good to argue, as some might, that these odd lineations are
unintentional. ... Her manuscripts show that she could preserve the integrity
of the metrical unit if she wanted. Besides, certain textual moments reveal
such a dramatic use of page space as to put the question of intentionality
beyond consideration.*
Indeed, the witch is, as for Gaskell, Coleridge and other women writers, something
that ‘we need’ and someone important; this is reflected in the prominence of the witch
and the effects of her chaos that are highlighted in Dickinson’s text. As a subjugated,
violated and yet magically powerful figure, the witch symbolises the resistance of
every woman, but also the power of the female writer. Poetry in the hands of women

becomes a medium of revolution. More widely recognised radical feminist poets such

“ Diane Purkiss, The Witch in History (London: Routledge, 1996), p.291

** Maud Ellman, Introduction to Psychoanalysis (London: Longman, 2000), p. 4
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as Adrienne Rich, as well as theorists such as Kristeva, Irigaray and Cixous, have
established a rationale for women’s poetry as the privileged language of resistance.
The Lacanian argument that language is essential to the human subject’s submission
to a binary system of sexual difference allowed feminists to define poetic language as
a vehicle of disruption. Poetry, because of its concern with the materiality of language
over its semantic function and sound over meaning, privileges elements of a pre-
symbolic relationship to language. The association of the symbolic with the paternal,
and the pre-symbolic or imaginary with the maternal has feminist resonance, but that
resonance is most normally recognised in the literature of second-wave feminism. The
fusion of the witch and the woman writer allows Emily Dickinson to access that

liberation nearly a century earlier.

Yet the liberation Emily Dickinson’s poetry reveals is not always recognised.
Montefiore argues against the subversion present in Dickinson’s writing, suggesting
that her poems are ‘remarkably difficult to assimilate into a theory of female identity
articulating itself through the writing of an Imaginary relationship between and ‘I’ and
‘thou’, which could constitute a textual space for a specifically female meaning.”*
Furthermore, she even indicates that Dickinson is able to ‘transcend’ gender politics.
But such a reading seems simplistic. Nancy Chinn has highlighted feminist meanings,
and the link between the Imaginary and the feminist or even maternal as the

instruments of potential ‘witchcraft’ is one to which, I believe, Dickinson returns.*

* Jan Montefiore, Feminism and Poetry: Language, Experience and Identity in Women's Writing
(London: Pandora, 2004), p. 185
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Poem 593 (‘I think I was Enchanted), written in 1863, prior to the éelebration of
witchcraft discussed above, has been almost universally identified by critics as a
literary presentation of St Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. But this
conclusion would seem incongruous with the sentiments towards Christianity
explored in ‘1545’:

The Bible is a an antique Volume -

Written by faded Men*’
By drawing attention to the authors of the Bible, Dickinson stresses equally its
existence as a piece of literature, that is “written’ and constructed by patriarchs. But
the fact that their writing is ‘antique’ and ‘faded’ suggests the inadequacy of old male
ways to convey religious experience. The association of writing, Christianity and male
authority recalls by its contrast the converse association of female writing, witchcraft
and subversion. In this light, Dickinson’s revision of the Damascus parable becomes
multiplicitious; the witchcraft of female writing reveals itself. Ellen Moers’s Literary
Women recognises how issues of female authorship obsessed Dickinson, indicating
that she was comparatively poorly read in the male American literary tradition:

‘Instead she read and re-read every Anglo-American woman writer of her time.”*

The woman writer, in her allegiance to the witch, invokes a potential female
subversion, which not only undermines the authority of the male literary canon, but
also moves towards a valorisation of witchcraft and madness as providing the basis for
female literary expression and feminist utopian experience. Reading the ‘magic’ br

‘witchcraft’ of another female writer, such as Barrett Browning or the Brontés

*7 Dickinson, ‘1545°, The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, p. 20
“* Ellen Moers, Literary Women (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 29
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transforms Dickinson’s poetry and experience into subliminality, so that the
Imaginary, or the sounds of a natural, pre-Symbolic realm, form what she describes in
the poem as a ‘Titanic Opera’:

I think I was enchanted

When first a sombre Girl -

I read that Foreign Lady -

The Dark - felt beautiful...

...*Twas a Divine Insanity -
The Danger to be Sane
Should I again experience -

“Tis Antidote to turn -

To Tomes of solid Witchcraft

Magicians be asleep

But Magic - hath an Element

Like Deity - to keep.*
The combination of ‘enchant’ with ‘magic’ and ‘Dark’ creates an illicit force, and the
fact that it is inspired by one female writer reading another suggests a supernatural
sisterhood. Although the ‘Foreign Lady’ refers to the British writer, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning, the word ‘Foreign’ suggests otherness and the marginal, and this, coupled
with the reference to the figure’s specific gender, hints at a witchery that is later

explicitly highlighted.

* Emily Dickinson, 593’ The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, p.176
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These external forces and ‘Magic’ work beyond conventional systems of
understanding, late Victorian doctrines of acceptable female behaviour and the
redefinitions of medical progress:

I could not have defined the change -

Conversion of the Mind

Like Sanctifying in the Soul -

Is witnessed - not explained -*°
What becomes obvious is the speaker’s prioritising of a sensual, rather than an
intellectual, reasoning, of a ‘Conversion’ that is spiritual and cannot be ‘explained’ in
contemporary discourse. This serves to undermine societal desires to name and own,
and also the research of experts, who, as we have seen, applied logic, reason and
clinical research to rationalise a secularised, scientific ‘meaning’ of things. The re-
labelling of female madness as a ‘Divine Insanity’ disrupts further. It can be seen as an
overt feminist rebellion in the face of the hysteria definition, in so far as it accents the
desire for, necessity for and persistence of witchcraft, as an aversion to ‘The Danger to
be Sane’. Also implicit in the ‘Divine’ is spirituality, but it seems unlikely that ‘Deity’
or ‘Sanctifying’ refer in any way to Christian teachings. The alternative system of
belief that the witch/woman writer interpellates is one to which ‘Magicians’, the only
male characters present, are ‘asleep’; it invokes ‘Nature ... herself’, a ‘Foreign Lady’
and a ‘Conversion of the Mind’. Female liberation becomes cloaked in a female
language of madness and witchcraft. The ‘Lunacy of Light’ refigures the Christian

image of Christ’s light into a female alternative of ‘lunacy’, suggesting both

* Tbid
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moonlight (a symbol of femininity, rather than patriarchy) and female madness
(indicative of the witch). Emily Dickinson creates an ‘enchant[ing]’ alternative to the
mental asylum, turning the progressive definition of the witch as hysteric on its head.
By drawing on the witch trial and psychological legacies of violation and submission,
and by demonstrating the persistence of the witch in the face of such adversity,
Dickinson subverts contemporary ideologies. Indeed, she conflates the witch and the
woman writer to articulate that subversion. Liberation, rather than incarceration,

results for women who read, write or incorporate the witch.

‘Obedience and Self- Sacrifice’: Elizabeth Gaskell

The volume of literary criticism concerning the works of Elizabeth Gaskell is
surprisingly limited in comparison with the plethora of titles associated with her
contemporaries, George Eliot and the Brontés. Initially, this would seem to suggest
that her writing is limited to domestic fictions or, as Eliot described them, ‘simple
stories for silly women’, that neither interrogate the status quo in the manner of Eliot,
nor explore the ‘pride, passion and hell-fire’ recognised to be at the heart of the
Haworth novels.’! At the time of her death in 1865, however, The Athenaeum
described Gaskell as ‘if not the most popular, with small question, the most powerful
and finished female novelist of an epoch singularly rich in female novelists.”>? Her
popularity and stature at the time of her writing can be explained, at least in part, by
her social acceptability. Married at twenty-two, and later the devoted mother of four

daughters, Gaskell located herself safely within what was considered to be a woman’s

*! George Eliot, cited in Nina Auerbach and U. C. Knoepflmacher (eds), Forbidden Journeys: Fairy
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‘proper’ sphere. The correct function of the female writer was not, according to her,
the witchcraft of Emily Dickinson, but instead, as Hilary Schor argues:

a social power based on women’s special female qualities rather than on

general human rights. For women who previously held no particular avenue of

power of their own ... this represented an advance.”
Despite the confines of that sphere, Gaskell did exercise some sort of social influence
- along with her husband, she helped to educate the working classes of Manchester
and she wrote a series of ‘problem’ novels, such as North and South and Mary
Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life in 1848, in which she pricked the conscience of
industrial England through her depiction and analysis of the working-class. She gave
the profits of her literary success to her husband. ‘ Women must give up an artist’s life,
if home duties are to be paramount,’ she writes in 1850. ‘If the self be the end of
exertions, those exertions are unholy... I am sometimes coward enough to wish we
were back in the darkness where obedience was the only seen duty of women.”*
There is little in the ‘obedience’ and self-sacrifice to suggest the subversion of
Dickinson or Coleridge, and furthermore, her sense of the ‘holy’ and ‘duty’ conform

to patriarchal expectations.

Hidden from the popular domain, however, is Gaskell’s short novel Lois the Witch,
first published in Dickens’s journal All the Year Round in 1859. Not only is the text
widely omitted from critical study, it is infrequently acknowledged in bibliographies

or biographies of her work. This neglect perhaps suggests the incongruence of the text

5* Hilary M. Schor, Scherezade in the Marketplace: Elizabeth Gaskell and the Victorian Novel (New
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Manchester University Press, 1966), p. 33
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with the remainder of Gaskell’s work, and also, once more, something secretive. Lois
the Witch tells how, in 1692, the town of Salem, Massachusetts, was overwhelmed
and torn apart by ‘involuntary terrors’ and the suggestion of witchcraft. Whilst much
of the background, plot and original testimony is borrowed from Charles Upham’s
Lectures on Witchcraft, Comprising a History of the Delusions in Salem, Gaskell’s
version conveys more than delusion and mass hysteria.>> The retelling of the witch
trials, which Arthur Miller returned to in The Crucible a century later, is, as we have
seen in the poetry of Dickinson, particularly emotive. The trials comprised, across the
Western world, the greatest atrocity ever committed against women.*® During the
witch trials, countless women - and some men - in every continent of the world, across

several centuries, were stoned, tortured, burned and drowned.

Gaskell does acknowledge this injustice in Lois the Witch, but she does so with the
hindsight and safety of the hysteria definition, acknowledging the impossibility of the
recurrence of such crimes within progressive Victorian schema, and asserting ideas
about acceptable femininity. In Hints on Etiquette (1843), Charles William Day states
that:

A true lady is ... sweet and delicate and refined ... her sphere is to cheer,

to refine, to beautify, to bless. The opportunities and influence she may

acquire (by behaving thus), she may turn to the noblest and holiest

purposes. ... A true lady certainly does not ... give free rein to her

% Jenny Packlow (ed.), “Introduction’, Elizabeth Gaskell, Lois the Witch (London: Penguin, 2000), p. ix
* Historians remain divided about the final number of witches that were executed; Ronald Hutton
suggests 40,000; Brian Levack indicates that 60,000 deaths occurred. Ronald Hutton, The Pagan
Religions of the British Isles; Their Nature and Legacy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 59; Brian

Levack, The Witch Hunt in Early Modern Europe (New York: Garland, 1992), p. 17
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feelings ... Though her heart may bound with happiness, she must no more
show it than she can show the antipathies and disgusts excited by others.”’
At first sight, Lois the Witch apparently reproduces, rather than challenges,
contemporary attitudes towards women and witches, restoring the dichotomy
between the pure and fallen woman. Gaskell defines the witch in entirely
patriarchal terms, by merging biblical rhetoric and the confident narrative of
superior, learned society in the voice of her narrator:
“The sin of witchcraft’ - we read about it, we look on it from outside, but
we can hardly realise the terror it induced. Every impulse or unaccustomed
action, every little nervous affection, every ache or pain was noticed, not
merely by the sufferer, but by the person himself, whoever he might be,
that was acting, or being acted upon, in any but the most simple and
ordinary manner. He or she (for it was most frequently a woman or girl
that was the supposed subject) felt a desire for some unusual kind of food -
some unusual motion or rest - her hand twitched, her foot was asleep, or
her leg had the cramp; and the dreadful question immediately suggested
itself, ‘Is anyone possessing an evil power over me, by the help of Satan?’
and perhaps they went on to think, ‘It is bad enough to feel that my body
can be made to suffer through the power of some unknown evil-wisher to
me, but what if Satan gives them still further power, and they can touch my
soul and inspire me with loathful thoughts, leading me on to crimes which
at present I abhor?” and so on, till the very dread of what might happen,

and the constant dwelling of the thoughts, even with horror, upon certain

% Charles William Day, Hints on Etiquette (London: C.W. Day Press, 1843), p. 12
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possibility, or what were esteemed such, really brought about the

corruption of the imagination at last, which at first they had shuddered

at . 5
Gaskell at once sets the ‘witch’ against contemporary female conformity, asserting
Day’s definition of acceptable femininity by emphasising the conventional, male-
ordered boundaries of her writing. Female evil is located firmly outside of those
boundaries. The fact that she chooses to delineate pagan witchcraft as a ‘sin’
suggests the desire to define the witch in strongly Christian, and therefore,
patriarchal, terms. This is furthered by describing her as ‘poor, forsaken’,
indicating a weakness within herself that needs to be corrected by male tuition.>
Shared allusions and references, such as the ‘we’ and ‘you must remember’ and
‘our age’, unite reader and narrator by strengthening their collective enlightened

superiority.

But the dual time frame of the Victorian narrator commenting on pre-
Enlightenment events also serves to distance the reader from the actual events of
the tale, and, importantly, to render a society that believes in witchcraft
unknowable and savage. As Lenard has observed in relation to her more widely
read works, North and South and Wives and Daughters, Gaskell’s narratives
enforce all that is ‘reasoned and controlled, comforting and morally responsible.”®
Similarly, in Lois the Witch, the reader becomes so far removed from the mass

hysteria of the witch trial, there is never any danger, no threat of “the help of

%% Elizabeth Gaskell, Lois the Witch, p. 39

* Ibid

& Mary Lenard, Preaching Pity: Dickens, Gaskell, and Sentimentalism in Victorian Culture (New
York: Peter Lang, 1999), p.157
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Satan’, no-one ‘possessing an evil power over [anyone].” The stability and
certainty of late Victorian society is always reinforced. The necessity for Satan’s
aid denotes absolute female helplessness, while Gaskell’s description of
witchcraft as a “little nervous affliction’ and ‘the corruption of the imagination’
signifies the ideological power of psychological theory. Gaskell’s writing seems
highly conservative, functioning only to limit the multiplicitious potential of the
witch, suggesting once more that both the witch and her victim are ‘sufferer[s]’ of

a disease from which male medicine and Victorian society offered a cure.

But at the same time, the legacy of witchcraft does seem to undermine Gaskell’s
social confidence: ‘Such a taint did witchcraft bring upon a whole family that the
generations of blameless life were not at that day deemed sufficient to wash it
out.”®! The historical consequences of the name of the “witch’, which obsess later
cultures, hint that there is perhaps a justification for such un-enlightened fears; the
advent of science cannot ‘wash ... out’ her potential chaos. On one hand, Gaskell
may be referring explicitly to her contemporary, Nathaniel Hawthorne, who had
said of his ancestor, John Hawthorne, a notorious witch trial judge, that he ‘made
himself so conspicuous in the martyrdom of the witches, that their blood may
fairly be said to have left a stain upon him.’®> On the other, she seems to be
indicating something which operates outside of Victorian definitions and
boundaries. This dualism between conservatism and subversion is subtly drawn

throughout.

®! Gaskell, Lois the Witch, p. 42
%2 Packlow, ‘Introduction’, p. ix
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While Lois the Witch remains alone, she has the disruptive power of the typical
asylum patient. Gaskell constructs Lois, when she arrives in Boston alone,
‘steadying herself on the stable land’ (p.6), as disenfranchised and marginal; there
are repeated references to the world around her as lonely and alien. Although, after
weeks at sea, land in America should feel secure, it is, in fact, more destabilising.
Even the forests that encircle the settlement are a different shade of green from
those in England. Lois is always a foreigner, a stranger, ill at ease, an unknowable
Other who remains at odds with Bostonian society. It is largely her location as
Other that results in her being labelled a witch. But Lois is not the only foreigner
within the text. The family’s Native American slave, Nattee, is equally
marginalised by her colour, dialect and belief in Caribbean Voodoo; she too is,
eventually, hanged as a witch. In representing the bond between these two women
or witches, in what Kranidis has called ‘a sacred sisterhood between women’,
Gaskell is able to move beyond the safe, conventional narrative attributed to her.*’
The witch permits a language of subversion which endangers both the stability of

the text and the society it represents.

Lois’s response to being locked in a cell with other witches seems typically
conservative and patriarchal, yet something controversial still underpins Gaskell‘s
certainty:
Lois knew that she was no witch herself, but not the less did she believe
that the crime was abroad, and largely shared by evil minded persons who

had chosen to give up their souls to Satan, and she shuddered with terror at

% Rita S. Kranidis, Subversive Discourse: The Cultural Production of Late Victorian Feminist Novels
(London: Macmillan, 1995), p. 70
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what the gaoler said, and would have asked him to spare her this
companionship, if it were possible. But, somehow, her senses were leaving
her and she could not remember the right words in which to form her

request, until he had left the place ...

... But God did comfort her, and strengthen her too. Late on that
Wednesday afternoon they thrust another ‘witch’ into her cell, bidding the
two, with opprobrious words, keep company together. The new-comer fell
prostrate with the push given her from without; and Lois, not recognising
anything but an old ragged woman, lying helpless on her face on the
ground, lifted her up; and lo! it was Nattee - dirty, filthy indeed, mud-
pelted, stone-bruised, beaten and all astray in her wits with the treatment
she had received from the mob outside. Lois held her in her arms, and
softly wiped the old brown wrinkled face with her apron, crying over it, as
she had hardly yet cried over her own sorrows. For hours, she tended the
old Indian woman, tended her bodily woes; and as the poor scattered
senses of the savage creature came slowly back, Lois gathered her infinite
dread of the morrow, when she, too, as well as Lois, was to be led out to
die, in face of all that infuriated crowd. Lois sought her own mind for some
source of comfort for the old woman, who shook like one in the shaking
palsy at the dread of death - and such a death! ... And in comforting her,

Lois was comforted; in strengthening her, Lois was strengthened ...

... The morning came, and the summons to come forth and die came. They

who entered the cell found Lois asleep, her face resting on the slumbering
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old woman, whose head she still held in her lap. She did not seem clearly

to recognise where she was when she awakened; the ‘silly’ look had

returned to her wan face; all she appeared to know was that, somehow

or another, through some peril or another, she had to protect the poor

Indian woman.*
Gaskell’s more celebrated novels, North and South, Wives and Daughters and
Mary Barton all contain strong female relationships and an understanding of
Kranidis’s “sisterhood’; Moi argues that it is this sort of exclusion of the male that
patriarchy finds most threatening ** But the sisterhood established in the above
extracts is far more radical, not just linking together two women as supposed
criminals awaiting death, but also finding threads of continuity between a white,
educated, Christian Englishwoman and a Native American, illiterate slave.
Culture, class and creed separate them, but they are unified as oppressed women

and, significantly, as witches.

Yet this unification is highly problematic. Bringing together two supposed witches
and creating a sisterhood beyond boundaries of acceptability creates, once more,
chaos within the text. Lois feels: ‘her senses were leaving her, and she could not
remember the right words in which to form her request.” The old ways of
explaining things, of ordering language, self and society are useless, and a sense of
‘madness’ seizes control of Lois, who, up to this point, had been wrongly accused
and imprisoned, and who embodied contemporary notions of acceptable

femininity. This insanity, echoing the rhetoric of medical texts, and borrowing

 Gaskell, Lois the Witch, pp. 90 -95
% Toril Moi, Sexual/ Textual Politics (London and New York: Palgrave, 2000), p.14
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heavily from frantic ideologies of female sexuality, is more overt in Gaskell’s
presentation of Nattee. As a ‘savage’, from the mystical ‘dense forests’ of an
American past, Nattee embodies a colonial injustice that seems to parallel the
victimisation she suffers as an alleged witch. Packlow argues:
if there is an ancestral curse, surely it’s one that afflicts all the colonists,
persuading themselves they are fulfilling the will of God whilst they have
brought the original inhabitants such as Nattee into a state little differing
from slavery, and reduced her people to outcaéts on the hunting grounds
which had belonged to her fathers.5
The bond between Nattee and Lois is difficult, then, to reconcile within the text;
there is an inherent division between the action of the text and the narrative that
describes it. On one hand, Gaskell presents Nattee, her culture and her witchcraft
in entirely conventional terms. The narrator’s voice is full of patronising
compassion for the ‘poor savage’ with the ‘old brown wrinkled face’, who, ‘dirty,
filthy’, needs to be cleansed, bathed and cared for by the white woman, as if she
were a child requiring the care of the parent. This only replicates the standard
justification for imperial expansion; such excessive sympathy is completely
condescending. Loomba believes this to be typical of colonial texts, which,
‘although less overtly aggressive, still feel the need to justify their own cultural
superiority.”®’ Nattee’s ‘dread of death’ suggests the fate of those without
Christian faith, whilst Gaskell’s phrase, ‘the poor scattered sense of the savage
creature’, encodes simultaneously ideologies of gender, imperialism, sexuality and

insanity.

% Packlow, ‘Introduction’
$7 Ania Loomba, Colonialism/ Post-Colonialism (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 39



But the seemingly endless allusions to ‘the poor Indian Woman’ obscure the main
action. The actual care that Lois provides is not just the superior care of a stronger,
Christian and English mind. When the women awake on the morning of their
execution, they are actually sleeping together, bodies entwined, with faces in each
other’s laps. When being led to the gallows, their arms ‘tighten around their
bodies’. The language of ‘tending bodily woes’ is surprisingly erotic, and does
more than suggest the deviant sexuality implicit in descriptions of hysterics and
witches. Lesbian overtones themselves exclude men, but the implication of the
text goes further. Like Emily Dickinson’s linguistic subversion, the uniting of two
witches and women prioritises once more sound and rhythm over conventional
meaning: ‘And in comforting her, Lois was comforted; in strengthening her, Lois
was strengthened.’ In addition to echoing the bible, there is a balance between the
clauses that suggests the equality of the women in their relationship. The ‘savage’
offers as much comfort as the enlightened; witchcraft overturns racial, imperial,

class and gender boundaries.

As textual analysis of Mary Coleridge, Emily Dickinson and Lois the Witch has
revealed, the patriarchal foundations of psychology and, significantly, Victorian
Christianity, are at the heart of late nineteenth-century representations of the witch.
Despite the fact that scientific advance, and in particular the work of Charles
Darwin, had promoted secularisation in popular culture, Patricia Beer has noted
the centrality of God and Divine law in the writing of prominent women such as
Gaskell, Bronté and Eliot: ‘All three were sincerely religious and presented their

heroines as believers who conducted themselves according to Christian
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principles.’® In Mary Barton, in particular, Gaskell’s eponymous heroine
interprets everything in terms of her religion, and feels and acts voluntarily in
terms of her relationship with God. Although Lois the Witch’s final hours and
eventual hanging are loaded with Christian imagery and symbolism, her position
as a God-fearing Christian is confounded by the possibility that she has been
found guilty of witchcraft. Despite Gaskell’s implication of her innocence, for the
crowd, the judge and the priest (and therefore, presumably for God), Lois is a

witch.

There seems to be a desperate desire to enforce religious doctrines, with repeated
references during Lois’s death scene to ‘saving’, ‘souls’, the ‘eternal comfort’ of a
‘Heavenly Friend’ and the ‘One who died for us’. Yet Packlow indicates that
‘[Gaskell’s] Salem story also echoed a Unitarian determination to demystify
religion, debunking the miracles and ‘priest craft’ which exploited the credulity of
ordinary people.”® And the addition of witchcraft seems to extend the challenge
beyond the penetrative gaze of psychologists. In the moment of her death, Lois the
witch interpellates the witch to re-write the text and history:

She smiled faintly, when she saw the bright light of the April day, and put

her arm round Nattee, and tried to keep the Indian quiet with hushing,

soothing words of broken meaning, and holy fragments of the Psalms

... But when they took Nattee from her arms and led her out to suffer first,

Lois seemed all at once to recover her sense of present terror. She gazed \

wildly around, stretched out her arms as if to some person in the distance,

% Patricia Beer, Reader, I Married Him (London: Macmillan, 1974), p.192
* Packlow, ‘Introduction’, p.x
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who was yet visible to her, and cried out once, with a voice that thrilled

through all who heard it, ‘Mother!’ Directly afterwards, the body of Lois

the Witch swung in the air, and everyone stood with hushed breath,

with sudden wonder, like a fear of a deadly crime fallen upon them.™
The presence of the witch breaks down religious structures and doctrines:
‘hushing, soothing words of broken meaning, and holy fragments of the Psalms.’
Christian verse is a useful crutch, but only in so far as its value is sonic; the gentle
sounds of the words, which ‘soothe’ in a maternal sense, dominate over Christian
meaning. The psalms are meaningless fragments and the significance of melody is
equally stressed by Gaskell’s own onomatopoeic rhythms and repetitions. Some
sense of alternative emerges. In Reader I Married Him, Beer argues for the
importance of religion: ‘Although Elizabeth Gaskell would never have stooped to
the popular creed of her day that religion was good for women as it reconciled
them to their domesticity, she did seem to feel there was a special affinity between
women and religion.”” But the dramatic declaration of a capitalised ‘Mother!’
indicates more overtly a female faith. Upon her death, Lois sees a female ‘person
in the distance’, a powerful, all-secing female [m]Other that refutes Christian
expectation. Indeed, after her evocative declaration of matriarchy, Gaskell refers to
Lois for the first and only time in the body of the novel as the eponymous ‘Lois
the Witch’. An all-powerful pagan priestess somehow declares herself present and

dominant.

In Gaskell’s descriptions of Lois’s and Nattee’s hanging and bodily violation, of

” Gaskell, Lois the Witch, p. 105
7 Beer, Reader I Married Him, p. 302
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sacrifice and of ‘One who died on the cross for us and for our sakes’, there is a
direct parallel between Christ and the witch. Re-writing the witch (or the hysteric)
as Christ is thoroughly subversive. Hill Rigney argues that in the works of
contemporary women writers, the figure of Christ becomes not only feminine, but
appropriated as a symbol of the female political and social condition.”™ That Christ
was persecuted and suffered as a martyr, that he performed the social function of
scapegoat and bled for the salvation of humanity, are qualities which lend
themselves as literary symbols for the personal and political suffering of women.
Simone de Beauvoir memorably expressed women’s perceptions of the blood-tie
with Christ:
As women bleed each month and in childbirth, so Christ bled on the cross;
as women perceive themselves as sacrificial victims of men, impaled in the
sexual act, so Christ was pierced by the spear. She it is who is hanging on
the Tree, promised the splendour of the Resurrection. It is she: she proves
it; her forehead bleeds under the crown of thorns. ™
The recognition of the witch as a Christ figure, echoing Emily Dickinson’s
ground-breaking linguistic subversion, has, thus far, only been recognised in the
work of second-wave feminists. Furthermore, neither Rigney, Rich nor De
Beauvoir has extended this subversion to merge Christ with a witch, a symbol of
pagan power, of ‘evil minded persons who had chosen to give up their souls to

Satan’.”

”? Barbara Hill Rigney, Lilith’s Daughters: Women and Religion in Contemporary Fiction (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1982), p. 66

7 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex trans. Harry M. Evans (London and Paris: Gallimard, 1969), p.
117

7 Gaskell, Lois the Witch, p. 60



Lois the Witch becomes, despite its conservative narrative, a radical revision of a
system of signification based on the Nom-du-Pére, but it is the witch who permits
this, whilst the dominant narrative voice echoes social mores. Phyllis Chesler
states in Women and Madness that late nineteenth-century physicians recognised a
common manifestation of female insanity to be an identification with Christ,
which has been argued by later feminists to be ‘concretely rooted in female
biology.”” According to Chesler, it is through the blood sacrifice of childbearing
that women assume their role as martyr: ‘Unlike men, they are categorically
denied the experience of cultural supremacy, humanity and renewal based on
sexual identity - and on the blood sacrifice, in some way, a member of the
opposite sex.’’® In different ways, some women are driven mad by this fact. It is
their apparent madness or, its predecessor, witchcraft, that allows them to refigure

the scapegoat syndrome into one of liberation.

In 1895, in the Irish village of Ballyradlea, near Clonmel, the twenty-six year old
housewife, Bridget Cleary, was beaten and burned to death, in the presence of
family and friends, for apparently being a witch.”” They assumed the real Bridget
had been abducted by fairies and replaced with a changeling, an evil spirit that
needed to be extinguished. One hundred and fifty years after the end of witch
burning in Europe, and despite twenty years of experimentation and ‘proof” of the

contrary from scientists, theologians, academics and politicians, fear of the witch

7 Phyllis Chesler, Women and Madness (London: Allen Lane, 1974), p. 41
7 1bid p.43

”” Edward Johnson, The Burning of Bridget Cleary (Penguin: London, 2000), p. 67
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was still so strong that a family needed to murder its mother. Analysis of
Coleridge, Dickinson and Gaskell has proved the potency of that fear. Whilst
Coleridge and Gaskell can be seen to articulate highly conservative sentiments of
social respect and Christian submission, the centrality of witchcraft to their texts
defies such simplistic conclusions. Although it is perhaps a fleeting or covert
revision, Gaskell’s witchcraft reverses Christian teachings to work in the name of
the Mother, rather than the Father. She extends the challenge of matriarchy that is
initiated in Mary Coleridge’s writing, that wreaks linguistic havoc in Emily
Dickinson’s poetry, to break down the most fundamental of patriarchal authorities,
and replace it with a primordial, pagan, female alternative. Representations of the
witch remain caught between female violation linked to the injustices of the witch
trials, and the potential of that female alternative. Whilst conservative structures of
narrative, form and society control images of witchcraft, each of the women
considered in this chapter come to incorporate the witchcraft that she writes.
Although women and witches are, in the decades discussed in this and subsequent
chapters, forced into the margins, it is from those margins that both can exact a
timely revenge upon the patriarchal systems that have attempted to incarcerate

them, either in asylums or in prose.
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Chapter 2:

‘Uterine Deviants’: Witches and ‘Odd’ Women

As a mystic, as witch, as conjurer, and as artist it is time [woman] unfurled her

own flag and hoisted her own colours.'

- Edith Lee Ellis, Rise Up, Women!

When is a witch not a witch? ... When the witch is a lesbian.2

- Leslie Ellen Jones, From Witch to Wicca

Precisely because it is motivated by a yearning for that which is, in a cultural
sense, implausible - the subversion of male homicidal desire - lesbian fiction
characteristically exhibits, even as it masquerades as ‘realistic’ in surface

detail, a strongly fantastical, allegorical or utopian tendency.?

- Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian

And the effects of the witch’s revenge can be felt most strongly in the disruptions of
the early twentieth century. The first half of the twentieth century witnessed the
greatest political, social and economic upheaval of the modern age; the two World
Wars, the Great Depression and the beginnings of decolonisation proved common

themes for male writers such as Lawrence, Eliot and Yeats. But many female writers

! Edith Lee Ellis, cited in Andrew Rosen, Rise Up Women! The Militant Campaign of the Women'’s
Social and Political Union, 1903 -1914 (London and New York: Routledge, 1974), p. 40

f Leslie Ellen Jones, From Witch to Wicca (New York: Cold Spring, 2004), p. 201

* Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 17
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of the first quarter of the new century concerned themselves with women’s own
particular crusade. The suffrage movement dominated women’s involvement in the
public sphere up until the Enfranchisement Acts of 1918 and 1928 in the United
Kingdom, and the introduction of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919 in the United
States. The obvious consequence of emancipation was increased political visibility for
women of all classes, a ‘bringing in’ to the public sphere from which they had
previously been excluded, providing a direct challenge to the forces of patriarchy,
which, in the latter stages of the previous century, had labelled female minds ‘too
weak’ to make important political decisions. The consequences of such a radical
departure were far-reaching, with evidence of feminist triumph found in both the high
and popular cultural texts of the time. In both the United Kingdom and the United
States, women became interested in smoking, drinking, going without corsets,
bobbing their hair, reading daring literature, dancing the Charleston and enjoying new
economic, political and sexual freedoms. Yet the sense of liberation was not universal.
Victorian ideals of femininity still occupied public consciousness, at least among
members of the middle and upper classes, and in America, the ‘Cult of True
Womanhood’ preached cardinal virtues of piety, purity, submission and domesticity

for young women, despite a political backdrop of revolution.

Whilst women slowly gained social and political territory in the 1920s and 1930s, the
witch gained legitimate status too. Wicca, the neo-pagan religious movement and
modern survivor of the medieval witch cult, first emerged in the 1920s, giving
visibility and significance to the witch whom the advances of the previous century had
attempted to destroy. Wicca is derived from the Old English ‘witcha’, meaning male

68



wizard or witch; wicce was a female witch and wiccecreft was witchcraft. Its earliest
known use is in the circa 890 Laws of Zlfred. Earlier origins of the word are
uncertain, however, and are much disputed. Gerald Gardner, who published the first
texts on Wicca, as discussed in Chapter Three, proposes a relationship with the Old
English words wita, meaning ‘wise man' and ‘witan’, meaning ‘to know‘, asserting
that witches had once been regarded as the ‘wise’ people; Wicca is often called the
“Craft of the Wise’ in allusion to this derivation. The consequence of this labelling
seemed to acknowledge the existence of witchcraft as a spiritual movement in its own
right, which served to bring the witch, for the first time, into the dominant discourses
of society. It is worth noting, however, that this ‘bringing in’ of witches into society,
like the progress of suffrage, is not as liberating as it would first appear. The focus on
male knowledge, superiority and right to interpret what was, almost exclusively,
female magic, allowed little potential for rebellion. The female witch herself remains

always on the margins.

Women writers of the period occupy a somewhat fraught position, then, caught
between the new feminism initiated by suffrage and the conservatism that still
dominated many facets of society. By appropriating a male literary heritage and
claiming it, for the first time, as their own, the writers discussed within this chapter
are representative of early twentieth-century women’s literature, in so far as théy
attempt to negotiate a new discursive space for feminism following on from the
progresses of enfranchisement. But Margaret Murray, Edna St Vincent Millay and
Sylvia Townsend Warner can be distinguished from more widely known writers such
as Virginia Woolf by their adoption of the witch, who complicates feminist readings
further. Margaret Murray is the only female writer who contributed to the definition
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and advent of Wicca - although it is worth noting that her research on the topic of
witcheraft has been universally rubbished, once more locating her witches on the
margins. Millay and Wamer draw out the sexual deviance of the witch suggested by
Murray more fully and to greater subversive effect. But rather than debating their
current advance, the witch allows women writers to go further, allowing challenges
taboos greater than suffrage. The witch is not, as male figures have decreed,
socialised; she returns to hint at a more reckless and subversive legacy than critics

have ever acknowledged.

From Myth to Religion

From the earliest times, it was believed that witches were apt to worship certain
goddesses, Hecate chief among them, who provided them with their knowledge and
power. However, the idea that every worshipper of a particular deity was a witch did
not arise until that deity was named as Satan; the concept of an organised religion
devoted to evil words and Devil worship was a fantasy of Christians rather than an
authentic folk practice. Throughout the nineteenth century, the practice of ritual magic
took on many of the trappings of religion, but it was not until the twentieth century
that witchcraft, or as it came to call itself, Wicca, could be said to have become a

religion that practised magic, rather than a magic with religious aspirations.

In the late antique and early medieval periods, the primary religious dichotomy in
Europe was between paganism and Christianity. In the High Middle Ages, it was
between Christianity and Islam in the arena of the Crusades, and between orthodox
Christianity and assorted heresies closer to home. The early modern period was
divided between Catholicism and Protestantism. By the Industrial era, however, as
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divided between Catholicism and Protestantism. By the Industrial era, however, as
discussed in Chapter One, the philosophical tension between science and religion took
centre stage. Science provided practical answers to questions that religion had
addressed in metaphorical terms, and promised to answer questions that religion
wouldn’t touch. It began to seem that the strength of religion lay in its ability to create
and support community rather than its ability to provide answers to metaphysical
questions. Mainstream religion was increasingly associated, at the beginning of the
twentieth century, with the provision of a moral code and a set of proscriptions upon
behaviour; Diane Purkiss argues that spiritual sustenance was more and more often
sought in the exotic, ‘whether that was Catholicism for a Methodist, Buddhism for a

Catholic, or theosophy for a Jew’.*

Just as science had driven a wedge between theology and the physical world, the
spiritualist movement had lessened religion’s dominion over the afterlife.
Spiritualism, like belief in witchcraft, was in decline at the end of the nineteenth
century, but the carnage of World War I breathed life back into the movement. It
offered the possibility of making contact with loved ones lost on the battlefield in
uncertain circumstances - many of the major battles were, as Jeremy Black suggests,
so bloody and lasted so long that it was impossible to recover bodies and ship them
home for burial.’ The influenza epidemic that swept through the world in 1918
brought another tidal wave of unexpected death. Between the war and the flu, the first
quarter of the twentieth century saw an unprecedented number of deaths that left

survivors without closure. Séances, witchcraft, or Wicca, perhaps offered that clasure.

* Diane Purkiss, The Witch in History (London: Routledge, 1996), p.260
* Jeremy Black, The World in the Twentieth Century (London: Longman, 2002), p. 13
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In addition to challenging religious certainties, science also served to provide new
insight into the past. Digging up the physical remains of the past had been a hobby of
gentlemen and grave-robbers for quite some time, but Leslie Ellen Jones argues that:
It was only at the end of the nineteenth century that the scientific discipline of
archacology began to coalesce, with the aim of understanding how people of
the past had lived, rather than merely accumulating pretty treasures. Since
ancient civilisations usually put a large portion of their time, energy and
resources into religious sites - temples, sanctuaries, statues of gods, ritual
accoutrements - early twentieth century archaeology was revealing the flip side
of religions demonised by Christianity, whether the paganisms of the Middle
East from the Old Testament or those of ancient Europe denounced by early
Church Fathers.®
Running parallel to the increased popularity of folklore studies was the rise of
historical linguistics. People were now interested in and capable of reading what texts
remained of these pre-Christian and pre-Jewish peoples. Even when the texts had only
been written upder Christian supervision, as in Ireland, the radical difference between
the native traditions they captured and the mental world preserved in Greek and Latin
provided yet another vantage point from which to understand spirituality. For those
who retained their commitment to mainstream Christianity and Judaism, archaeology
uncovered evidence of the actual existence of people, places and events mentioned in
the Bible, offering the promise of proving that the ‘myths’ of Christianity were, in

fact, true. More importantly to this study, as witches are specifically referred to in the

¢ Leslie Ellen Jones, From Witch to Wicca, p. 151
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recognition led to renewed interest in pagan religion and witchcraft, culminating in, as
Ronald Hutton indicates, the establishment of Wicca as a mainstream spiritualist

movement.’

The inclusion of the witch in dominant cultural discourses of the first quarter of the
twentieth century paralleled a movement toward female emancipation and autonomy
that Gaston Rageot hailed as ‘the dawn of a new civilisation’ and Leon Abensour as
‘the advent of women in the life of a nation’.® The idea that the Great War had done
more to redefine relations between the sexes and permit political emancipation than
years, or even centuries, of previous struggle had accomplished was widespread
during and immediately after the conflict. The ‘bringing in’ of women into the
dominant discourses of society, culminating with equal franchisement in 1928, was
fully acknowledged in the literature and political speeches of the time, whether hailed

or reviled, strictly scrutinized or magnified out of all proportion to reality.

Showing war had not been an exclusively male activity meant identifying women who
had filled new roles and positions of authority. Their contribution to the war effort
earned official recognition by the Women’s War Work subcommittee of the Imperial
War Museum; the phrase ‘out of the cage’ was often applied to such women.® While
feminist writings of the period did emphasise the desire to serve, to prove one’s mettle

and to hasten emancipation, an important side-effect of the women’s war effort was,

7 Ronald Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon: A History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), p.80

® Cited in Black, The World in the Twentieth Century, p. 76

® Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, No Man’s Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth
Century, Vol 1: The War of the Words (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1988), p. 32
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as many British and American women writers noticed, the first literary explorations of
the pleasure of being with other women. Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s Own
expressed it:
‘Chloe liked Olivia ...” Do not start. Do not blush. Let us admit in the privacy
of our own society that these things sometimes happen. Sometimes women do
like women.
‘Chloe liked Olivia,” I read. And then it struck me how immense a change was
there. Chloe liked Olivia perhaps for the first time in literature. Cleopatra did
not like Octavia. And how completely Antony and Cleopatra would
have been altered had she done so '
Harriet Stanton Blath described England in as late as 1921 as still being ‘a world of
women.”'! Many, from war time poets, to later novelists, essayists and biographers,
from English propagandist Jessie Pope to the American novelist Willa Cather, noted
the destruction of traditional gender roles: as Cather expressed it, ‘All the world is
topsy-turvy.”' Women began slowly to express desire more openly, if still within
codified terms. Lesbian writers like Amy Lowell and Gertrude Stein produced
increasingly erotic work, and in 1915, Charlotte Perkins Gilman published Herland,

an utopian novel about women without men.

However, this new confidence created anxiety as well as celebration. As the war
moved away from the centre of public consciousness, and as husbands returned to

their homes and work, the ‘women’s age” lost its focus. In order to restore daniaged

' Virginia Woolf, 4 Room of One’s Own (London: Penguin, 1998), p. 89

' Referred to Johanna Alberti, Beyond Suffrage: Feminists in War and Peace (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1989), p. 41

2 Willa Cather, Obscure Destinies (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1965), p.10
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their homes and work, the ‘women’s age’ lost its focus. In order to restore damaged
egos and compromised authority, patriarchy sought to counter images of female
capability and independence by suggesting that such autonomy made them less
‘feminine’. Emancipated women were re-branded as ‘uterine deviants’ and later,
especially when borrowing from the earlier writings of Krafft-Effing, ‘virile lesbians’,
dangerous, shameless, ‘wo —men’.'*> Mary Scharlieb summarised the effect of the
‘confusion’ of the sexes in 1929:
Among the drawbacks in the lot of the unmarried woman must be reckoned the
injuries to character and failures of development which may be caused by
unfulfilled desires ... This, of course, would account for dryness, hardness,
want of sympathy, and also for the loss of feminine grace ... incompleteness
... an incessant aching longing for the fulfilment of that primary feminine
instinct ... children. "
Isabel Hutton, writing in 1923, adds:
The marriage may be said to be consummated when the male organ passes
through the hymen and enters the vagina of the woman ... if the usual and
natural position is used the male organ enters in the correct anatomical
position ... the woman to be lying on her back ... If after a year or so the
woman does not begin to take part with her husband in [sexual] unions, then
she probably is an abnormal person and it would have been better for her to

remain a spinster."®

B Mary Scharlieb, The Bachelor Woman and Her Problems [1929], cited in Greta Jones, ‘Women and
Eugenics in Britain: The Case of Mary Scharlieb, Elizabeth Slone Chesser and Stella Browne’ Annals
of Science 51 (1995) 481-502

" Ibid, p. 489
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sexological discourse of the interwar period in Britain and America: single women are
‘unfulfilled’ and ‘incomplete’ beings; normative heterosexuality (the missionary
position) is what is considered ‘natural’ for women; spinsters are ‘hard’, ‘dry’ and
unfeminine; women who exhibit a disinclination for heterosexual sex are definitely
‘abnormal’. As discussed in Chapter One, the acknowledgement of the existence of
female sexuality problematizes the role of women in society. Richard Evans argues
that 1920 marked the end of the feminist era’; winning the right to vote brought
women into the public sphere but did little to improve attitudes towards them.'® The
period between 1910 and 1930 that this chapter discusses does seem to represent a
transition, from nineteenth-century feminism, located ‘inside’ the cage and outside
society, towards a new emphasis on the rights of women as social members. Both
women and the witch began to move inward, adopting the acceptable language of
society, its groups and mores; each conceiving themselves as recognised alternatives
to patriarchal hierarchies and mounting a challenge from within. But for women at
least, that moving inward seems to represent a silence; later memories of the period
were shaped by living veterans and commemorations of their fallen comrades, while it
is only the names of heroes and battlefields which persist. Women’s roles were erased
and silenced. But the witch resists such silencing. Once more the women writers of
the period use her image to express ‘rage and rebellion’ against patriarchal constraints,
to shock and surprise. By re-locating the witch on the margins, she can achieve this to

maximum effect.

‘Making it Up as She Went Along’: Margaret Murray

' Richard J. Evans, Feminists: Women's Emancipation Movements in Europe, America and
Australasia, 1840 - 1920 (London: Croom Helm, 1977), p. 330
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‘Making it Up as She Went Along’: Margaret Murray

If there is one clear difference between nineteenth- and twentieth-century discourses
of femininity, it is that in the twentieth century, female sexuality became acceptable, if
only within the parameters of reproductive sex. Onto this stage of conventionality and
containment walks Margaret Murray, presenting previously unimaginable female
sexual deviance through her appropriation of the witch. Although Murray’s official
area of expertise was Egyptology - she trained as a linguist and became a specialist in
Egyptian hieroglyphics, working on Sir Finders Petrie’s excavations of Abydos in
Egypt in 1890s — during World War I, when she was unable to travel to Egypt due to
hostilities, she turned her attention to the witch trials of the Early Modern era.'” The
Witch Cult in Western Europe (1921) was Murray’s first monograph on the subject.
Murray proposed that the Satanic witch cult persecuted by the Church was, in fact, a
pagan fertility cult that had persisted in secret since the Christianisation of Europe.
The ‘Devil’ worshipped by witches was in fact the Horned God, known in the
classical world as Pan, but called Dianus by Murray (the male version of the goddess
Diana, so closely associated with witchcraft throughout the Medieval period). Murray
identified two forms of witchcraft. The first she termed ‘operative witchcraft’, which
signified charms and spells of folk magic practised harmlessly throughout the world.'®
What she termed ‘Dianic’ or ‘ritual witchcraft’ was, she claimed, an organised

religion dating to pre-Christian times.

Borrowing heavily from Jules Michelet’s La Sorciére, which describes witchcraft as a

" Caroline Oates and Juliette Wood, 4 Coven of Scholars: Margaret Murray and Her Working
Methods (London: Folklore Society, 1998), p. 60
'* Margaret Murray, The Witch Cult in Western Europe (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962), p. 13
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subversive fertility cult, in which the High Priestess copulates with a massive phallus,
Murray identifies a chief witch, or coven leader, who takes on the role of ‘Devil’ and
has intercourse with witches in their debauched revels.'® The chief witch, usually but
not necessarily a man, wore an outfit that led to him being described as ‘horned’. In
fact, the pervasive description that Murray creates is of the Devil as having cold flesh,
with particular emphasis on a cold penis, which led her to posit that the leader of the
coven was dressed in an all-over costume of leather. Although Murray presented this
discovery as legitimate research, the Horned Devil lacks any basis in academic and
historical fact, leading historians to suggest that it is a figment of her imagination The
aspect of her hypothesis that raised the most academic eyebrows was her claim that
Britain had only been superficially converted to Christianity, taking on a veneer of that
religion in order to maintain social respectability but continuing to practise the Old
Religion in secret. Initially she made a distinction between the folk, witch religion of
the rural peasant classes and the Christianity of the upper classes; by her third book,
The Divine King in England (1954), she was claiming that the monarchs of Britain
were hard-core pagan witches who submitted to periodic human sacrifice for the good

of the nation.

Murray's ideas were from the beginning exposed to critiques from-historians of
witchcraft like C.L. Ewen, who described them as ‘vapid balderdash’; such
judgements were largely ignored by the post-war population who were titillated by her

book.® It has since been widely accepted that her ideas, though well expressed, were

** Jules Michelet, La Sorciere, [1862) (Paris: Garnier - Flammarion, 1966), p.32
* C.L. Ewen, Are the British “Anglo-Saxons’ or Celts? : The Onomatologist to the Aid of the
Anthropologist (London: C.L. Ewen, 1938), p.12
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the result of misinterpreting and exaggerating evidence taken from limited sources.
Nevertheless, the influence of her work and her witches is widespread, not least in
texts considered in this study, and in the work of later feminists, such as Daly and
Dworkin, who resurrect the concept of witchcraft as a subversive cult. But as a woman
writer, perhaps more than a historian, her witches demand a critical attention that has,
thus far, been denied. The following extract from her introduction to The Witch Cult
in Western Europe (1921) sets up the implicit subversion that Murray sees at the heart
of all witchcraft, a subversion that forms the crux of this thesis:
The subject of Witches and Witchcraft has always suffered from the biased
opinions of commentators, both contemporary and of later date. On the one
hand are the writers who, having heard the evidence at first hand, believe
implicitly in the facts and place upon them the unwarranted construction that
those facts were due to supernatural power; on the other hand are the writers
who, taking the evidence of hearsay and disbelieving the conclusion drawn by
their opponents, deny the facts in toto. Both parties believed with equal
firmness in a personal Devil, and both supported their arguments with
quotations from the Bible. But as the believers were able to bring forward
more texts than the unbelievers and had in their hands an unanswerable
argument in the Witch of Endor, the unbelievers, who dared not contradict the
Word of God, were forced to fall back on the theory that the witches suffered
from hallucination, hysteria, and to use the modern word, ‘auto-suggestion.’

These two classes still persist, the sceptic predominating. Between the believer
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worshipped chiefly by women. This is very probable, but at the time when the
cult is recorded the worship of the male deity appears to have superseded that
of the female, and it is only on rare occasions that the God appears in female
form to receive the homage of worshippers.*!
While Murray presents herself as providing “critical examination of the evidence’, the
ultimate effect of her writing is to challenge existing patriarchal hegemonies. It also
actively challenges the fin-de-siécle reduction of witchcraft to hysteria. Medical men
‘fall back’ on psychology, suggesting the weakness of their studies and perhaps the

falseness of their argument.

Similarly, the Bible is only significant as primary evidence, whilst the reference to the
Witch of Endor suggests the persistence of the witch despite the attempts of the Bible
and Christian teachings to either demonise the witch or at least subdue her for their
own ends. In the King James translation of the Bible, the chapter begins: ‘Saul, had
put away those that had familiar spirits, and the wizards out of the land.”? Although,
in Biblical terms, the Witch of Endor story seeks to undermine the witch’s power - her
incantations are not her own, but the work of a higher, male power - her very presence
in the tale challenges the authority of holy men who deny her existence. Murray draws
attention to the fallacy of doing this, in a post-war society that clung, once more, to
spirituality, whether in terms of religion or witchcraft to make sense of a world in
ruins. The witch’s presence, after nearly fifty years of extermination at the hands of
psychologists, indicates the subversive persistence of witchcraft, threatening once

more the very foundations of god-fearing society and surviving its attempts to

2! Murray, The Witch Cult in Western Europe, p.ii
21 Samuel, Chapter 28, Verses 3 and 7



once more, to spirituality, whether in terms of religion or witchcraft to make sense of
a world in ruins. The witch’s presence, after nearly fifty years of extermination at the
hands of psychologists, indicates the subversive persistence of witchcraft, threatening
once more the very foundations of god-fearing society and surviving its attempts to

imprison her.

Equally challenging and equally dangerous, then, is the notion of the witch’s deviant
sexuality. In the copulation of thirteen witches with the phallicly ‘Horned’ Dianus, the
witch goes beyond what was conventionally defined as ‘natural’ and ‘normative’
sexuality, undermining a generation of war veterans’ need to assert masculine
authority. The description of the chief female as ‘somewhat obscure’ is equally
significant, in so far as it suggests the inability of conventional systems of knowledge
and language to name her. As ‘the Mother-Goddess worshipped chiefly by women’
she not only undermines Christian doctrines but hints further at sexual deviance;
worship[ping]’ and ‘receiving ... homage’, for Murray, at least, signify intercourse.
The idea of giving and ‘receiving’ prayers seems sexually suggestive, and the placing
of the phallic horn, responsible in pagan legend for the continuation of humankind
through fertility and hunting, in female hands is revolutionary. Potentially, because it
exists independently of any male control, homoerotic bonding between multiple
‘women would be, as Toril Moi suggests, a radical concept, so much so in fact that it
cannot be fully articulated in a language dependent on the ‘Word of God’; Murray
even suggests the possible inaccuracy of the source.” Nevertheless, the witch m The

Witch Cult in Europe goes far beyond the emancipation imagined for women prior to

% Toril Moi, Sexual/ Textual Politics (London: Routledge, 1999) p. 202
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and during the First World War, hinting at a powerful pre-history and ominous future

legacy.

The phallus in the hands of multiple women could not be articulated in 1921; its
potential is fully realised to devastating effect ten years later, however. In The God of
the Witches (1931), Murray re-interprets the histories behind August EJ’s German
folktale, Ridden by a Witch. In her version of the tale, thirteen witches kidnap a miner
and subject him to ‘unspeakable’ acts, amplifying society’s greatest fears about female
sexual deviance:
One of the hags came down, turned the miner over ... and mounted him. Then
away they went through the air, following the others to Brocken. He could
barely breathe ... [They] asked him if he could remain silent, or if he would
like to be boiled in oil.**
Fictional texts can be seen as powerful examples of the way in which a culture thinks
about itself. Margaret Murray’s revision of Ej’s Ridden by a Witch puts women at its
centre, ordering a world that perpetuates the power of matriarchy and witchcraft. Her
empbhasis on the suggestive language of the tale indicates the witch’s sexual
domination and challenge to existing hierarchies. The reversal of the rape act, man’s
uitimate appropriation of the female, subjugates the male. The miner becomes a
phallus, trapped beneath the ‘heavy’ body of the witch and reduced to his biological
function. In this case, that is, as Ellman argues, ‘not reproduction but female

pleasure’.”* For Lacan, the phallus is the lynchpin in the bowling hall of signiﬁcation;

* August E§, Ridden by a Witch, cited in Margaret Murray, The God of the Witches (London:
Clarendon, 1969), p. 335
» Maud Ellman, Introduction to Psychoanalytic Theory (London: Longman, 1998), p.113
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knock it over and all the other signs and systems come tumbling down. Murray
suggests that subjecting the lynchpin to a supernatural, female power has the same
effect: it repudiates masculine authority and its language. The effect is that the witches

silence the miner, so that he can “barely breathe’, and cannot name his attackers.

Also hinted at in the ‘mounting’ of a man who is no less passive than a broomstick is
another ultimate deviance: masturbation. And the effect of this insurgency is to
empower the female, not just the witch, but also the wife, who subsequently restores
order. It is in Murray’s version of the tale, not E§’s, however, that the wife, rather than
the husband, is responsible for restoring moral order. She names the witch as
responsible for the crime; the husband is reduced to a quivering wreck, unable to
negotiate language. The sense of female sexual pleasure is extended further in
Murray’s description of the coven. The witches share ‘mounting’ the man and then
each other, indicating a potent lesbian impulse that fits with the pagan notion of the
Mother Goddess. The witch, throughout the end of the nineteenth century and the first
part of the twentieth, simultaneously embodies the rhetoric of female corruption and
the utopian thought that struggles to free itself from its patriarchal stronghold. Like the
old hag and the Wicked Queen, that struggle evades the dominant social reality faced

by post-war women.

Writing in Invisible Ink: Edna St Vincent Millay

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, and to a lesser extent, still today, female
same-sex desire was rarely presented in the mainstream or feminist press as a
conceivable alternative to heterosexuality; nor was it ever referred to without

circumspection or the taint of pathology previously applied to definitions of
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witchcraft/ hysteria. In his review of The Well of Loneliness, entitled ‘The Vulgarity of
Lesbianism’, which appeared in The New Statesman in 1928, Cyril Connolly
denounces the ‘widespread social phenomenon ... [of] professional man-hating’,
nostalgically reflecting on the pre-war days when the lesbian was categorised as a
simple ‘psychopath’, replicating the language levelled against the witch in the late
nineteenth century.?® The fundamental basis of Connolly’s contempt for ‘Lesbian
Love’ stems from his perception that female homosexuality permits ‘no restraints’ on
female sexuality, a horrifying prospect for a culture in which women’s knowledge of

their own sexual pleasure was severely circumscribed and policed.

The mainstream press’s presentation of Edna St Vincent Millay remains, however, in
opposition to the ‘revolting idea’ of “uterine deviance’ and female sexuality without
‘restraints’. Indeed, as the leading literary celebrity of her generation, she came to
embody a new acceptable ideal of femininity. In the 1920s, Millay was America's
most read, most beloved poet. Critical biographer Elizabeth Atkins gives some
indication of Millay's nationally ‘intoxicating effect on people’ in describing the
reception of her second collection, 4 Few Figs from Thistles (1927):
To say it became popular conveys but a faint idea of the truth. Edna St.
Vincent Millay became, in effect, the unrivalled embodiment of sex appeal,
the It-girl of the hour, the Miss America of 1920. It scemed there was hardly a
literate young person in all the English-speaking world who was not soon

repeating [her verses].?’

% Cyril Connolly, ‘The Vulgarity of Lesbianism’, The New Statesman (March 1928), cited in Terry
Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian, p. 107
%7 Quoted in Marion Meade, Bobbed Hair and Bathtub Gin: Writers Running Wild in the Twenties



Millay was particularly well-positioned to have an impact on the politics of twentieth-
century poetry because she was seen by many as a prototype of the ‘modern woman’,
especially in her assertion of the right to and need for female self-determination of, as
Meade argues, ‘body, mind, pocketbook, and voice’.2® Virtually from the beginning of
her career, critical discussion of Millay, favourable and unfavourable alike, had tended
to treat her not merely as an individual writer but as an exemplary instance of ‘the
woman as poet’, as John Crowe Ransom put it.”” Thus her turn in the late 1920s
towards poetry as the expression and form of political commitment was not only an
individual choice; it allowed the potential for a broader thematic scope for female

poets in general.

‘Witch Wife’, published in 1927 at the height of Millay’s celebrity, is not, ostensibly
at least, a political poem, but the very presence of the witch, once more, complicates
readings. The relationship implied in the title is, in itself, paradoxical, as witchcraft
implies a rejection of conventional relationships and societal norms, defying the
apparent male control and domesticity imposed upon women in the 1920s and 1930s.
It is fitting, then, that the representation of marriage it offers to the reader is complex
and flawed:

She is neither pink nor pale.

And she will never be all mine;

She learned her hands in a fairy tale,

And her mouth on a valentine.

(New York: Doubleday, 2004), p. 70
2 Ibid p. 22
% John Crowe Ransome, The New Criticism (Norfolk, CT: New Directions, 1941), p.87
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She has more hair than she needs;
In the sun ‘tis woe to me!

And her voice is a string of coloured beads,

Or steps leading into the sea.

She loves me all that she can,

And her ways to my ways resign;

But she was not made for any man,

And she will never be all mine. *
From the very first stanza, the witch defies male ownership and authority: ‘she will
never be all mine.” This is one of the few occasions when Millay appears to adopt a
male speaking voice. Once more the witch propagates a sense of female liberation that
finds support in the politics of the feminist movement. The ‘coloured beads’,
outwardly attractive, which ultimately lead ‘into the sea’ reflect the concept of the
witch as siren, seizing control of the helpless male and leading him to his death. Hair
has become a traditional literary metaphor for sexuality; the fact that the witch has
‘more ... than she needs’, causing ‘woe’ to her husband indicates the lasciviousness
typically associated with the witch and hysteric, a sexual deviance also hinted at in
Murray’s writings. The final two lines of the poem, ‘But she was not made for any
man,/ And she will never be all mine’, seem to suggest an alternative sexuality lurking
within. Adrienne Rich suggests that texts can be part of a ‘lesbian continuum’,

without explicitly stating lesbian content, by challenging the primacy of heterosexual

% Edna St Vincent Millay, ‘Witch Wife’, Selected Poems (New York: Halliday, 2000), p. 45
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relationships.’! A witch/ woman who is ‘not made for any man’ suggests an inverted
sexuality and uniquely female desire. The excess of sexuality symbolised by her

excess of hair cannot be satisfied by ‘normal’ marital relations.

The relationship between the witch and the lesbian featured heavily in contemporary
anthropological texts. Homosexuality and primitive mysticism were regarded as
mutually constitutive, and ‘inverts’ were thought by some to be spiritually in advance
of their species. Edward Carpenter, in Intermediate Types Among Primitive Folk: A
Study in Social Evolution (1914), argues that homosexuals have long been linked with
‘female wizards, or witches’, a congruence that speaks to sexology’s attribution of
intellectual superiority to the invert:

It is certain among primitive folk the prophet, the priest, the wizard and the

witch-doctor largely unite their functions and are ... naturally [associated with]

homosexuality.*
Elizabeth Meese’s claim that ‘lesbian’ is ‘a word written in invisible ink’ not only
understands that the representation of lesbian desire has historically been subject to
the imposition of cultural restraints, but, I would add, in the case of Millay’s ‘Witch
Wife’, suggests that witchcraft — as narrative practice — can be defined as a sort of
feminine conspiratorial inscription.*® For the word ‘lesbian’ is at times, as Meese
intimates, a kind of disappearing hieroglyphic, readable and yet necessarily disguised;

the witch always facilitates its readability.

31 Adrienne Rich, Arts of the Possible: Essays and Conversations (London and New York: Norton,
2002), p.ix

32 Edward Carpenter, Intermediate Types Among Primitive Folk: A Study in Social Evolution (New
York: Charles Scribner, 1914), p. 57

% Elisabeth Meese, The Difference Within: Feminism and Critical Theory (Philadelphia: John
Benjamins, 1989), p. 191

87



Unused Virgins and Subterranean Lesbians: Sylvia Townsend Warner
Although published to wide critical and popular acclaim in 1926, Sylvia Townsend
Warner’s Lolly Willowes is relatively unknown today. Robert Caserio has summarised
the novel as ‘a feminist manifesto deserving a place in the curriculum no less than
Virginia Woolf’s texts’, but while Warner’s novel in fact anticipates many of the
issues concerning female autonomy that Woolf discusses in 4 Room of One’s Own
(published three years later), Lolly Willowes has all but disappeared.> In contrast,
Woolf’s essay enjoys a privileged position as one of the founding texts of modern
feminist literary theory. The subject of Warner’s narrative is a forty-seven-year-old
woman who is magically transformed from traditional spinster into self~empowered
witch. Again, the witch is appropriated as a symbol for female liberation and
subversion. Equally, while the Sapphic subtexts of 4 Room of One’s Own have been
widely addressed by critics, the lesbian implications of Lolly Willowes have largely

gone unnoticed.

Critics have rightly identified Lolly’s retreat from marriage as a rejection of British
patriarchal social values, and seen her psychic transformation as a sign of her refusal
of conventional femininity, but this chapter has already established the use of the
witch as a code for lesbianism. Despite the near consensus that recognises in Warner a
‘quirky, individualistic’ sensibility, which relishes mischief and incongruity, critics

persist in reading this novel — a blatant valorisation of witchcraft — literally.* Lolly’s

34 Robert Caserio, Plot, Story, and the Novel: From Dickens and Poe to the Modern Period (Princeton,
g]: Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 204
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celibacy is repeatedly celebrated as the result of her autonomy, but is never
contemplated as signifying an alternative sexuality; her spinsterhood is consistently
read as asexual — that is, within the context of heterosexual norms — rather than as a
challenge to the boundaries of what constitutes sexuality. The conspicuous absence of
any explicit reference to female homosexuality in Lolly Willowes is not a strategy
unique to Warner, but is characteristic of much of the modernist writing that was
produced by her British and American contemporaries. It is important to remember
that the text was published during a transitional period when, despite the
reconfiguration of sex-roles, obscenity laws were used to censor the portrayal of
‘immoral sexual themes’. Shari Benstock, in her attempt to specify a lesbian tradition
of modernist writing, distinguishes between women whose work was formally
traditional, yet whose subject matter was overtly Sapphic (such as Radclyffe Hall) and
those women ‘who filtered the lesbian content of their writing through the screen of
presumably heterosexual subject matter or behind experimental narrative styles’, such

as Woolf and Barnes.>

In one of the few critical analyses of Lolly Willowes, Step-Daughters of England, Jane
Garrity draws attention to the fact the Lolly is unlike ‘most” women:
...a perception that is reinforced throughout the text by references to her
‘oddness’, her tendency, for example, to interrupt a staid dinner party by
asking one of the guests, a man her family hope will marry her, if he is a ‘were
wolf’. Warner frequently employs the word ‘odd’ or suggestions of

‘queerness’ in describing Lolly: we learn, for example, that her clothes ‘smelt

3 Shari Benstock, Textualising the Feminine: On the Limits of Genre (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1991), p. 44

89



so queerly’, that she relishes telling ‘odd jokes” and gathering ‘strange herbs’,
‘behaving ... oddly’ and probing ‘the strange places of her mind’ 3
Terry Castle has argued that the word ‘odd’ and its derivatives may hint at a
‘subterranean ‘lesbian’ meaning”*® Indeed, by the end of the novel, Lolly remarks that
one of the greatest advantages of associating with witches is that ‘they do not mind if
you are a little odd.”>® But ‘odd’ does not only imply what Garrity has described as
Warner’s ‘own repressed homoerotic longings’;* the addition of the witch also
articulates a deviant sexuality, unveiling the femme couverte at the Witch’s Sabbat
with frightening social resonance:
“Where are you taking me?’ she said. Mrs. Leak made no answer, but in the
darkness she took hold of Laura’s hand. There was no need for further
explanation. They were going to the Witches’ Sabbath. Mrs Leak was a witch
too; a matronly witch like Agnes Sampson, she would be Laura’s chaperone.
The night was full of voices. Padding rustic footsteps went by them in the
dark. When they had reached the brow of the hill a faint continuous sound,
resembling music, was bome towards them by the light wind ... She laughed.

Mrs. Leak squeezed her hand ...

... These depressing thoughts were interrupted by red-haired Emily, who came
spinning from her partner’s arms, seized hold of Laura and carried her back

into the dance. Laura liked dancing with Emily; the pasty-faced and anaemic

%7 Jane Garrity, Step-Daughters of England: British Women Modernists and the National Imaginary
(New York: Manchester University Press, 2003), p. 192

3 Terry Castle, The Apparational Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 55

5 Wamner, Lolly Willowes, p. 245

*“ Garrity, Step-Daughters of England, p. 50



her tingle from head to foot. She shut her eyes and dived into obliviousness —

with Emily for a partner she could dance until the gunpowder ran out of the

heels of her boots.*'
Critics have widely accepted that Warner’s version of witchcraft was highly
dependent on the writings of Margaret Murray, though perhaps taking a more
benevolent form. Her use of 1921 as the turning point for Lolly’s relocation to Great
Mop coincides with the publication of Murray’s The Witch Cult in Europe. Wamer
read the book when it first appeared, and sent Murray a copy of her novel. While the
overt action of the Sabbat is to produce a sisterhood for marginalized women, Warner
also conflates the concept of spinster and witch, because each similarly poses a
contemporary threat to heterosexuality. Inquisitorial reports indicated, perhaps
fittingly, that witches were accountable for obsessive sexual desire in men as well as
male impotence, and in some cases, were accused of ‘removing the male organ

altogether.’*?

While spinsters were not vilified for literal castration, the rise of the sexually
independent woman created a crisis in masculinity, enabling men to accuse her, in
effect, of emasculating England. Both the spinster and the witch that Warner unites in
the Sabbat are dangerous precisely because each threatens the hegemony of male
sexual privilege. Indeed, as argued above, Murray notes that sexual rites play an
important role in the rituals of witchcraft, going so far as to suggest that participants

engaged in sexual activity with members of the same and opposite sex; therefore, it

:; Sylvia Townsend Warner, Lolly Willowes (London: Pandora, 1994), p. 187, p. 192
Willem de Blecourt, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: The Twentieth Century (London: Athlone,
1999), p. 371
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the Sabbat are dangerous precisely because each threatens the hegemony of male
sexual privilege. Indeed, as argued above, Murray notes that sexual rites play an
important role in the rituals of witchcraft, going so far as to suggest that participants
engaged in sexual activity with members of the same and opposite sex; therefore, it
seems impossible to ignore this interpretation of Lolly’s ‘whirl{ing]’ with her female
partner, as ‘Fused’ implies a joining of female bodies in a union that ironically
replicates notions of marriage and heterosexual desire. The description of the two
joined witches as ‘like two suns that whirl and blaze in a single destruction’ seems to
echo the language of ‘Witch Wife’: ‘In the sun ‘tis woe to me!’. The linking of the
witch, female subversion and the sun becomes increasingly important, suggesting the
conflation of the three as life-giving and energy-providing sources, particularly among
restricted women of the post First World War period. In Warner’s writing, too, it is
the traditional symbol of female sexuality, hair, which initiates the sexual transition.
In a phrase loaded with sexual overtones, the ‘strand of red hair came undone and
brushed across Laura’s face’. Red implies the dangerous sexuality of the female body,
which becomes unleashed and ‘undone’ until it penetrates Laura, causing a ‘divi[ing]
into obliviousness’ that echoes the euphemistic language used to represent female
orgasm. As with the witch who ‘rides’ the passive miner, the male is not the cause of

female sexual climax.

But Warner goes beyond the superficial linking of Lolly’s feminist conversion with
sexual inversion — an equation originally made by sexologists who claimed that
female homosexuality was increasing because of feminism — by eroticising the body
of the witch:

While these thoughts passed through Caroline’s mind, Laura was not thinking
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at all. She had picked a red geranium flower, and was staining her left wrist
with the juice of its crushed petals. So, when she was younger, she had stained
her pale cheeks, and had bent over the greenhouse tank to see what she looked
like. But the greenhouse tank showed only a dark shadowy Laura, very dark
and smooth like the lady in the old holy painting that hung in the dining-room
and was called the Leonardo.®®
Paula Bennett has suggested that a closer examination of the use of jewels and other
small objects (pearls, seeds, berries, buds and bees) in the work of Dickinson and
other nineteenth-century women poets reveals a deliberate employment of clitoral
imagery which is part of ‘a highly nuanced discourse of female erotic desire’ and
which amounts to the emergence of an ‘independent female sexuality.”* The witch’s
crushing of petals and staining her wrist is a highly eroticised gesture, symbolising a
literal ‘de-flowering’ and a sexual act in its product of a red, virgin-blood stain. The
petals of the flower, which bring Laura physical pleasure and distraction from
Caroline’s talk of marriage, take on this sense of clitoral symbolism, not just encoding
social taboos such as homoerotic passion and the pleasures of masturbation, but also
presenting a version of female sexuality that is distinct from phallocentric models of
conventional notions of women as passionless and motivated solely by the drive to

reproduce.

Throughout the course of Lolly Willowes, flowers, such as the ‘excessive and

expensive’ bunches she purchases against the will of Henry the patriarch, the

“ Lolly Willowes, p. 3
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(New York and London: Routledge, 1995), p. 104
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“marrons glacé’, ‘round, smooth jars of fruit’, beads, buttons and buckles, are all
associated with illicit pleasure and eroticism, coming to instigate Lolly’s movement to
the witch-village of Great Mop.*® The erotic association of painting her “pale cheeks’
with the flower petals seems to suggestively express what other public discourses
repress or pathologise — the sexual pleasure afforded by the clitoris and its
significance in masturbation and female sexual autonomy. Since the organ’s only
function is sexual pleasure, it represents what Bennett calls ‘an excess of absolute
sexual autonomy’ for women.*® Significantly, because of the pleasure-producing
function, the witch’s masturbation also presents a challenge to notions of what is the
‘natural’ and ‘normal’ sexual expression for women, normally referred to solely in

terms of reproduction.

In the early decades of the twentieth century, when the clitoris enters into public
discussion of female sexuality, whether through Freud’s essays or in the marriage
manuals which disseminated information about ‘the new science of sex’, its function,
as a mark of sexual difference or pleasure, is down-played.*’ It is important to note
that Lolly’s act of symbolic masturbation occurs as Caroline is trying to emphasise the
necessity for marriage and children to women’s lives:

A kind of pity for the unused virgin beside her spread through Caroline’s

thoughts. She did not attach an inordinate value to her wifehood and maternity;

they were her duties, rather than her glories. But for all that she felt

emotionally plumper than Laura. It was well to be loved, to be necessary to

* Lolly Willowes, p. 80, 88, 92
“¢ Bennett, Solitary Pleasures, p. 14
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other people. *
Kristeva’s theory of abjection offers further insight into what the crushing of the
petals can suggest. Kristeva suggests that abjection is caused by ‘what disturbs
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in
between, the ambiguous, the composite.”** The woman’s body is in itself abject
because it transgresses boundaries, bleeds, gives birth and secretes; the flower, too,
can become abject in being ‘composite’ in terms of its layered form and plural
associations. The witch’s body, however, is made doubly abject, in being female and
in breaking down cultural taboos of homosexuality, rape and masturbation. Perceiving
Lolly’s “stained’ and written on body as an ‘abject referant’ which exerts a fascination
and threaten to intrude upon and disrupt the clean and ‘proper’ body, reveals the
potentially destabilizing effect the witch has on ‘proper’ masculine forms. By
employing the paradigm of the crushed petals, Warner not only draws attention to
women’s sexual autonomy, but also challenges the economy which posits the binary
opposition of penis/non-penis as the definitive structure of sexual difference,

hierarchy and authority.

But it is not only within the confines of controlling English society that the threat of
the sexual witch is unleashed. In keeping with late Victorian and modernist notions of
imperialism and the threat of female pollution, the witch extends her deviance to
embody not just latent female sexuality but also the sexuality of the foreign other.

Critics such as Jennifer Nesbit have lamented the repressive colonial politics of

“® Lolly Willowes, p. 59
*° Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980), p. 309
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Warner’s Lolly Willowes, arguing that the text is liable to a reading in which Laura
only accepts her insularity in exchange for territory.® But the significant linkage of
race and sexuality in Warner’s other works of the same period suggests that such
ideologies demand reconsideration. Her second novel, Mr Fortune’s Maggot (1927),
takes an English missionary to a South Pacific island to confront the discursive power
of Englishness, as his relationship with his native ‘convert’, a boy named Lueli, can
only be named as homosexual: either it must exist as homosexual and depraved, or it |
must be unnamed.*' In Summer Will Show (1929), the figure of Caspar, fighting on
‘the wrong side’ in France in 1848, evokes the complexities of interpreting local
events geopolitically. It is perhaps only by considering post-colonial and feminist
sexualities and ideologies in relation to the witch that such revisionist impulses can be

fully understood.

The relationship between the witch, the lesbian and the savage is perhaps not
surprising considering society’s historical attitudes to each. Non-European peoples
were imagined as more easily given to same-sex relationships; harem stories, in
particular, fanned fantasies of lesbianism. In his account of early seventeenth-century
Turkey, George Sandys contemplates what happens when women are cloistered with
each other, engaged in long hours of massaging and pampering their bodies:

Much unnatural and filthie lust is said to be committed daily in the remote

closets of these darksome [bathhouses}]: yea, women with women; a thing

incredible, if former times had not given thereunto both detection and

% Jennifer Nesbit, ‘Sylvia Townsend Warner’s Very Cultured Voice’, in Lucy Amitt (ed.), New
Criterion (New York: Allen and Brooke, 2001), p. 293
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punishment.*
At the same time, Leo Africanus, a converted African Moor whose real name was Al
Hassan Ibn Mohammed Al Wezaz Al Fazi (on whom Othello is said to be based), in 4
Geographical History of Africa extended the reference to the witch as lesbian,
claiming that in Fez, there were witches who:
Have damnable custome to commit unlawful Venerie among themselves,
which I cannot expresse in any modester termes. If faire women come unto
them at any time, these abominable Witches will burne in lust towards them,
... yea, some there are, which being alluded with the delight of this
abominable vice, will desire the company of these Witches, and faining
themselves to be sicke, will either call one of the Witches home to them or
will send their husbands for the same purpose.*
Such accounts do not exist in isolation simply as stories about the Other, but serve to
define deviant and normative behaviour at home. This story of the witches of Fez is
cited by the French surgeon Ambroise Paré, first to ‘verify” his descriptions of female
parts that ‘grow erect like the male rod’ enabling the women to ‘disport themselves ...
with other women’, and then to defend the excision of such parts.>* While Lolly only
ever articulates a world for women within the boundaries of Britain and Europe, and
as Garrity has suggested, in the end, tacitly endorses the narratives of colonisation that
‘undergird her struggle for equality’, I would argue that the text’s representation of the

witch as a feminised, colonised Other speaks as much in the silences, in ‘the invisible

:: Cited in Ania Loomba, Colonialism/ Post-Colonialism (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 129
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> Donna Bassin, Female Sexuality: Contemporary Engagements (London: Jason Aronson, 1999), p.3
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brewing beer — a family passion previously only enjoyed by male members, growing
medicinal herbs and devouring books on philosophy, demonology and botany. In
particular, it is Lolly’s voracious and unrestricted appetite for unfeminine books —
‘Locke on the Understanding or Glanvil on Witches’ — that signals her nonconformity,
and unsettles the ‘neighbouring mammas [who] considered her rather ignorant’
because of her unfamiliarity with books on conduct that their daughters’ were
reading.>’ Owen Davies observes that literate witches were thought to enhance their
powers through the written word; such books and manuscripts were considered to be
dangerous signifiers of non-conformity, indicators that the witch was immersed in evil
doing.>® Similarly, her body takes on the ‘odd’ appearance of the witch, becoming less
‘femninine’. In the London cold, ‘She developed chilblains, and this annoyed her.”>®
The water roughens her hands, and as she embroiders - her sister-in-law does all the
‘useful needlework’ - the embroidery floss ‘rasp[s] against her fingers’.® Over time,
Laura's face also stiffens until it expresses the role set out for her: ‘It had lost its
power of expressiveness, and was more and more dominated by the hook nose and the
sharp chin. When Laura was ten years older she would be nut-crackerish’.%' This last
description comes from Caroline, Laura's sister-in-law, and it marks the contempt of
those who function as ‘normal’ within English society for those who do not. Caroline
feels she is ‘emotionally plumper’ than Laura, an apt unity of the mental and physical

benefits she gains from her role as wife and mother.®?

7 Ibid p.48
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sharp chin. When Laura was ten years older she would be nut-crackerish’.®! This last
description comes from Caroline, Laura's sister-in-law, and it marks the contempt of
those who function as ‘normal’ within English society for those who do not. Caroline
feels she is ‘emotionally plumper’ than Laura, an apt unity of the mental and physical

benefits she gains from her role as wife and mother.5

However, this ‘nut-crackerish’ description is also a first hint that Aunt Lolly is not
what she seems: she may be a witch. The figure of the witch, associated, as we have
seen with lesbianism at this time, is defined by a social order that favours women who
marry and become mothers.*® The witch as extreme, ugly, and deformed is botha _
creation of patriarchal heterosexual England and a marker of bodily subjection to the
conventions of an English domestic space. The parallel between Laura the witch and
her family’s West Indian parrot further stress her displacement:
Titus, her father, had made a voyage to the Indies, and had brought back with
him a green parrokeet, the first of its kind to be seen in Dorset. The parrokeet
was named Ratafee, and lived for fifteen years. When he died he was stuffed;
and perched as in life upon his ring, he swung from the cornice of the china-
cupboard surveying four generations of the Willowes family with his glass
eyes. Early in the nineteenth century one eye fell out and was lost. The eye
which replaced it was larger, but inferior both in lustre and expressiveness.

This gave Ratafee a rather leering look, but it did not compromise the esteem

* Tbid, p.35
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in which he was held.**
Both the witch and the bird are brought outside their own environment at the hands of
merciless colonists. While Ratafee is exported, caged and stuffed, Laura is removed
from her spiritual home (the appropriately named Lady Place), with her botany,
brewery and broomsticks, and transported into English domestic life, as ‘an inmate’,
resident and prisoner of Apsley Terrace.%’ By literally and metaphorically clipping the
wings of Ratafee and the witch, the imperialist authority is emphasised. Laura’s
confinement in London - ‘into a state of Aunt Lolly’ - highlights the cultural boundary
of what constitutes normative feminine behaviour; a woman’s birth-name is not, as
Lolly’s family supposes, a ‘thing out of common speech’ but names her according to
her socially allotted role.%® The problematic position that naming occupies within the
text, for example, the numerous references to the Lolly-Laura bifurcation, is a gauge
of the author’s recognition that women have historically been exiled from linguistic
self-definition. At the same time, the focus on duality reflects Warner’s larger
preoccupation with her character’s split subjectivity — the friction between her
conscious and unconscious selves, her domestic role as ‘Aunt Lolly’ and the

disenfranchised Other that Laura comes to represent.

Central to the complicity of women in the ideology of imperial rule is the dominance
of heterosexuality, symbolised by the ‘noose of pearls’; Warner’s reference to the
romantic tales of Indian life as a harmless enticement to marriage alludes heavily to

the common practice of government-sponsored emigration for dangerous British

 Lolly Willowes, p.8
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spinsters in order to find them husbands or occupation as governesses. Garrity views
Aunt Emmy’s exoticised and feminised image of India as a western fantasy of

European expansion, but encoded within, I would argue, is more than a critique of

empire®’:

Emmy unfolded her plan to Laura; that is to say, unfolded the outer wrappings
of it. Laura listened with delight to her aunt’s tales of Indian life. Compounds
and mangoes, the early moming rides along the Kilpawk Road, the grunting
song of the porters who carried Mem Sahibs in litters up to the hill-stations,
parrots flying through the jungle, ayahs with rubies in their nostrils, kid-gloves
preserved in pickle jars with screw-tops — all the solemn and simple pomp of
old-fashioned Madras beckoned to her, beckoned like the dark arms tingling
with bangles of soft gold and coloured glass. ®

The bifurcation of Emmy with Emiline echoes, like Laura and Lolly, a sense of female

dual identity. The linking of the two women implies a witchery at the heart of Aunt

Emiline, as another spinster who invades the stability of the text.

Whilst her tales of India under the guise of Emmy are harmless and inconsequential,
as Emiline the witch, the phraseology takes on greater significance. The ‘dark arms
tingling with bangles of soft gold and coloured glass’ that ‘beckon’ sensuously to
Laura are entirely female; Loomba argues that the non-European woman always
appears as an intractable version of ‘Amazonian’ or deviant femininity:

The Amazons are located by early colonial writings in virtually every part of

the non-European world, and provide images of insatiable sexuality and

*7 Garritty, Step-Daughters of England, p. 243
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brutality. Thus female volition, desire and agency are literally pushed to the
margins of the civilised world. But not all margins are equally removed from
the centre: skin colour and female behaviour come together in establishing a
cultural hierarchy with white Europe at the apex and black Africa at the
bottom. ¢
Whilst the ‘beckoning’ intimates homoeroticism, the ‘mangoes’, ‘rubies’ and ‘glass’
extend the imagery of clitoral stimulation initiated by Lolly’s ‘fingering’ of the
geranium petals and continued in her desire for African lilies. But there is a sense in
which Laura’s attraction to the ‘dark arms’ signifies nothing other than the
perpetuation of imperialist aims, and the colonisation of the female subject, in so far
as it replicates the other as exotic, as a spectacle or object of consumption for the

white coloniser.

However, Laura does not become the coloniser, and as we have seen, remains
estranged from the dominant society of the Empire. Instead, she adopts the subversive
power of the repressed black female, adopting her image and inscribing witchcraft
onto herself. After indulging in her books on witches and witchcraft, Laura is thus
described:
Her skin was brown, inclining to sallowness; it seemed browner still by
contrast with her eyes, which were large, set wide apart, and of that shade of
grey which inclines neither to blue nor green, but seems only a much diluted
black. Such eyes are rare in any face, and rarer still in conjunction with a

brown colouring. In Laura’s case the effect was too startling to be agreeable.

% Loomba, Colonialism/ Post-Colonialism, p. 45
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Strangers thought her remarkable-looking, but got no further...™
The repeated emphasis on colour, on ‘brown’, ‘sallowness’ and ‘diluted black’ testify
to the witch’s location as not just as sexually deviant, but also as a foreign other;

dominant English society has no language to define her.

The novel’s invocation of feminist reform at times colludes with Anglo-centric
conceptions of womanhood as a subject race: as Lolly critiques empire, she
simultaneously appropriates the role of colonised Other. A clear example of this is
seen immediately following Lolly’s departure from Apsley Terrace, when she joyfully
reflects on her triumph over her ‘tyrants’ — her nuclear family - and re-imagines
herself as a freed black slave who dances a ‘derisive dance on the north bank of the
Ohio.”” But the effect of her location as Other is not to repress her. The addition of
witchcraft means that rather than being suppressed by the coloniser, she wreaks havoc
in the form of her own method of colonisation upon his much lauded ‘green’ lands.
Feminist geographers such as Doreen Massey and Gillian Rose have reconstructed the
anonymous Cartesian subject of geography into a subject that is sexed, classed, raced,
and - most importantly for my purposes here - embodied.” In its anonymous,
universalised form, the geographical subject in fact resembles a white, heterosexual,
Western male-and spaces and places are designed, constructed, and valued with this
subject in mind. Feminist geography thus encourages an analysis of spaces based on a

‘power geometry’ that varies with time, locations, and relationships.”? As both

™ Lolly Willowes, p. 25

! Ibid, p.105

7 Gillian Rose, Women Writing and Space: Colonial and Post-Colonial Geographies (London and
New York: Guilford, 1994), p. 50

7 Ibid p.50-51

103



geographers argue, the ways in which spaces are organised can tell us about who is
expected to be there, to use the spaces, and to feel comfortable in them. As Henri
Lefebvre has remarked, space is ‘a product to be used, to be consumed, [but] ... also a

s74

means of production’”. Spaces and places become signifying systems that are the

conditions of possibility for the subjects inhabiting them.

These observations implicitly call for a reconsideration of setting not as a background,
symbolic or not, against which characters move and think, but as an ideological force
in literary texts. Great Mop, the place where ‘no one minds if you are a little odd’, is
supposedly part of the English Empire, but becomes colonised as the land of the
Other, as the land of the witch.” The threat of the chaos portended by the witch, the
woman and the foreign other is unleashed to devastating effect upon traditionally male
lands:
A witch of but a few hours’ standing she rejected with the scorn of the initiate
all the bugaboo surmises of the public. She looked with serene curiosity at the
future, and saw it but little altered from what she had hoped and planned. If
she had been called upon to decide in cold blood between being an aunt and
being a witch, she might have been overawed by habit and the cowardice of
compunction. But in the moment of election, under the stress and turmoil of
the hunted Lolly as under a cover of darkness, the true Laura had settled it all
unerringly. She had known where to turn ... More urgent for being denied this
innocent service, the ruling power of her life had assaulted her with dreams

and intimations, calling her imagination out from the warm safe room to

™ Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space trans. Norbert Guterman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 10
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wander in darkened fields and by desolate sea-boards, through marshes and

fens, and along the outskirts of brooding woods. 7
The name itself subversively links together the implement of female domestic
restriction with the agent of the witch’s power. The addition of Lolly’s ‘little bleeding
red footsteps of red ink’ to the map of Great Mop does more than mark her journey; it
also alludes to her rebellion as witch by evoking menstrual flow and by re-writing the
land in female terms, adding contours and routes to the patriarchal Cartesian map.”’
Titus’s arrival in the land of female autonomy confuses the picture temporarily, as he
attempts to repossess the landscape. He threatens to return Laura the witch to ‘her old
employment of being Aunt Lolly.””® Replicating an imperial language and mindset, he
envisions Great Mop as ‘a body’, remarking to Laura that he ‘should like to touch
it.” This ‘possessive and masculine love’ is a “horror’ to Laura, symbolising the
violation of the land to such an extent that she can no longer exist comfortably as an

embodied subject within it.

Titus’s Great Mop becomes ‘a pastoral landscape where an aunt walked out with her
nephew’, thus seeming to restore the land to its proper use and ownership; the literal
and literary hierarchy of ‘family, property, nation’ is reasserted.*® Ultimately, Laura
re-asserts her ownership of Great Mop and the sense of female liberation implicit in
her relocation to what can only be described as her own land. It is, then, difficult to

reconcile the conclusion of feminist rebellion with the fact that Lolly’s witchcraft is

7 Ibid p.112
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entirely dependent on the male figure of Satan, who supports her and saves her from
Titus’s imperialism. In the final pages of the text, Warner seems obliged to reassert
dominant hierarchies, as if perhaps the threat that the witch unleashes on English
lands is too much to be fully articulated. This may be due to sensitivities about the
appropriation of lands and bodies which had recently been initiated by the Great War.
It also might serve to re-affirm the identity of the male as saviour and protector.
Nevertheless, the presence and persistence of the witch still represents a major threat
to dominant hegemonies. What emerges most obviously, in female writers’

representations of her, is that she now comes to symbolise all independent women.

It could be argued that female emancipation brought about a sense of equality,
removing the need for the witch’s subversion that had been necessary in the texts of
Gaskell, Dickinson and Coleridge. However, the frequency with which she still
appears in women’s writing of the early twentieth century suggests otherwise. It is
important to remember that The Witch Cult in Europe, “Witch Wife’ and Lolly
Willowes were all published during a transitional period in British life, when, despite
the reconfiguration of sex-roles, obscenity laws were used to censor the portrayal of
‘immoral sexual themes’ — and lesbianism was invariably one of the most prominent
casualties of the post-war public censorship of perverse behaviour and desire.®’ The
witch becomes the icon of such social perversion, permitting a sexual deviance that
allows women’s escape from enforced domesticity into a community of English

witches. This seems to represent the ultimate liberation from compulsory

%! Richard J. Evans, Feminists: Women’s Emancipation Movements in Europe, America and
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heterosexuality; women writers allowed their heroines to access sexual pleasure in a
homoeroticised, foreign space that plays with conventional witchcraft imagery of
broomstick, cats and spells. By the arrival of the 1930s, that liberation becomes
increasingly difficult to access. In the writing of Murray, Millay and Warner, female
sexuality encodes rebellion, but as the uncertainty of moving towards World War II
intensified, the witch’s sexuality becomes the justification for further violence against

her.
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Chapter 3:
Witch Burning: Fragmentary Female Bodies and the Witches of Hughes, Blyton,

Plath and Boland

Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception;
in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy
husband, and he shall rule over thee.

- Genesis 3:16

Why not walk in the aura of magic that gives to the small things of life their
uniqueness and importance? Why not befriend a toad today?'
- Germaine Greer, The Change

Witchcraft in Male Hands
One of Margaret Murray’s colleagues at the Folklore Society was a retired tea grower
and civil servant named Gerald Gardner who had spent much of his life in the Far
East. He had been interested in archaeology, native religions, spiritualism and nudism
during the years of his working life, and when he retired to England, he devoted
himself to occult interests full time. While Murray claimed to have discovered
evidence that witchcraft was a real religion practised in the past, Gardner claimed to
be practising that religion in the present. He said that he was inducted into a coven of
hereditary witches located in the New Forest in 1939, and as he learned more about

their practices, he wanted to write a book about witchcraft to correct the many ‘
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misapprehensions about them in popular culture. His high priestess initially forbade
any writing about witchcraft, but eventually the coven agreed he might write in the
guise of fiction. The result was High Magic’s Aid (1949). Two years later, the anti-
witchcraft laws of 1736 were repealed; this meant not only that witchcraft was now
deemed irrational, but that claiming to be a witch was no longer considered fraud.
This removed one of the main obstacles to Gardner writing about his experiences in
non-fictional form. In 1954, he published Witchcraft Today. Witchcraft, more than
ever before, was, in male hands, becoming acceptable, part of a discourse that, whilst
never mainstream, could be controlled, owned and named. The development of Wicca
as a recognisable, organised religious movement ran, Ronald Hutton argues, in
parallel to the legalisation of the witch.? Whilst this could be seen as a powerful
gesture of liberation, there must be a sense in which such a repeal only occurred
because the witch was now considered safe, harbouring no revolutionary power for the

state to control.

Diane Purkiss argues that, like Murray, Gardner claimed that, ‘his religion was the
same-old (or same Old) practised under Christian noses since the time of (ostensible)
conversion’.> Hutton notes, however, that Gardner’s witchcraft forwarded many of his
non-magical interests, especially the practice of performing rituals naked, or ‘sky
clad’.* One of his chief rituals was the raising of a ‘cone of power’, the accumulated

psychic energy aroused through dancing in a circle, outdoors, naked.” Walls and

? Ronald Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon: A History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999), p.29

* Diane Purkiss, The Witch in History (London: Routledge, 1996), p. 311

* Ronald Hutton, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: The Twentieth Century (London: Athlone, 1999), p.
34

3 Gerald Gardner, Witchcraft Today (London and Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1997), p.50
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clothes, he said, inhibited the movement of the energy and the ability to focus it where
the coven wanted it to go. Gardner also insisted on a balance of male and female
energy in rituals. As the whole notion of a dance-induced cone of power suggests,
Gardner’s witchcraft was accomplished in a state of ecstasy and trance - a kind of
group shamanism. The response of critics to the work of Gardner reveals
contemporary attitudes towards witchcraft, particularly those constructed by male
writers and authority figures. Bengt Angaloo regards his desire for nudity as “telling’;
Hutton also sees his orgy-like cones as his primary motivation.® Witchcraft in the
hands of women is subversive; in the hands of men, it can become pornography, a
further method of objectifying and controlling women. Indeed, balancing this
experiential, ecstatic element of magic was the Book of Shadows, the textual source of
Gardnerian ritual. This collection of instructions and invocations had to be hand-
copied by each initiate into the coven. It thus became the literary equivalent of an
orally transmitted tradition, imposing both Gardner’s own interpretations and,
therefore, a male literary heritage and process of signification onto the previously

chaotic, rebellious world of the witch.

And the downward spiral of the witch once more mirrors, to some extent, the fate of
women in contemporary society. Initially, Johanna Alberti suggests, feminism and the
women it claimed to represent had seemed to benefit from the social upheaval of the
First World War.” Women became more autonomous and less vulnerable in the eyes

of society and themselves when given more meaningful work to do. But in the

¢ Angaloo and Hutton, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: The Twentieth Century, p.129
7 Johanna Alberti, Beyond Suffrage: Feminists in War and Peace (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989), p.8
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decades after the Great War, in the 1930s, 1940s and early 1950s considered in this
chapter, British and American society retreated from the feminist feeling that reached
its peak with complete political emancipation in 1928. Donna Bassin indicates that,
for women, “despite the sonorous promises of a brighter tomorrow, or at any rate of
any opportunity to contribute to the post-war effort of reconstruction, the time had
come to give up hard-won gains’.® Some were labelled war-profiteers, others
incompetent, but all were asked to return home and to resume their traditional
occupations for the sake of the Veterans, the nation and the race, each becoming more
fragile with the growing political upheaval of the 1930s. Some refused, but others —

tired by years of toil and loneliness, or overjoyed at the eventual return of loved ones —

went willingly.

The pre-Second World War years witnessed, in both the United States and the United
Kingdom, marriages in unprecedented numbers; there was a veritable push to return to
private life, to an existence centred on the family, which Marcelle Capy, at one time
among the more radical French feminists, now saw as ‘the Messiah, the great hope’.’
The literary movement, to some extent, also helped to construct this retreat; turn of the
century and even modernist feminist writing had permitted the constant revision of
definitions of masculinity and femininity; the thirties, forties and fifties, however,
were informed by ‘renewed cbnservatism about gender roles’.'® One of the most
obvious manifestations of this conservatism was the relocation of the dangerous body

of the witch away from the subversive aesthetic as embodied in the witches of

* Donna Bassin, Female Sexuality: Contemporary Engagements (London: Jason Aronson, 1999), p. 44
® Marcelle Capy, cited in Imelda Whelehan, Modern Feminist Thought: From the Second Wave 10 Post-
Feminism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1995), p. 39

1 Ibid, p. 42
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Warner, Murray and Millay, into the traditionalist sphere of solidly conventional
representations. It is at this time that one of the most iconic representations of the
witch ever emerges. L. Frank Baum published The Wizard of Oz at the turn of the
century, but for most people, the memorable image of Oz comes not from the books,
but from the 1939 film, and of all the changes that the film made in its source
material, perhaps the most significant is the visual depiction of the Wicked Witch of
the West, the subject of nightmares for generations, as played by actress Margaret
Hamilton.'' The unified image of the witch as a the hag on the broomstick, the
murderess who needs to be destroyed, is never more forcibly emphasised, excluding

the potential for multiple meanings and representations of the witch.

This recognition of the witch as a fantasy figure of malevolence complicates the
inherent relationship between witch and women, because such a categorisation
distances the witch from ‘real’ women. Indeed, the whole picture becomes even more
fraught in light of historians’ responses to the witch trials. Many feminist reappraisals
of the European witch hunts of the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries have concluded
that the women labelled ‘witches’ became the targets of the inquisitors and
demonologists because they were both outside of and threatening to patriarchal
control, particularly in respect of the exclusively male medical profession and of the
Church.'? In recent decades, hlstonans have argued that the women burnt as witches

were not ‘real” witches but were usually poor, harmless and defenceless old women. '

" Victor Fleming (dir.), The Wizard of Oz (Wamer Bros: 1939)

' Robert Thurlow, Witch, Wicce, Mother Goose (Harlow: Pearson, 2001), p. 377

" See Anne Llewellyn Barstow, Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch Hunts (San
Francisco: Pandora, 1994), p. 291; H. R. Trevor-Roper, European Witch Hunts of the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries (London: Macmillan, 1967), p. 50
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This comes close to arguing that the persecution of witches was unjustified because
the women were not ‘real’ witches. The corollary is that if the women had been ‘real’
witches, they might have deserved the treatment they got - but also that real witches

could exist.

While the accused witches were not given to eating babies and penises or to
worshipping the devil, the activities the women were involved in — illicit healing,
sorcery, the use of magical charms — as well as their connection with the pagan past
were at least as distressing to the inquisitors. Jeffrey Russell foreshadowed a feminist
interpretation of the witch in his analysis of the witch figure in folklore:
She represents an elemental natural force possessing enormous and unexpected
powers against which a natural person is unable to prepare or defend himself, a
force not necessarily evil, but so alien and remote from the world of mankind
as to constitute a threat to the social, ethical, and even physical order of the
cosmos."*
From a feminist perspective, witches were not the pitiable victims of misogyny that
Brian Levack describes, nor were they ‘wretched women’ duped by fantasy or
illusion." To interpret witches purely as victims, as many historians (including
feminist historians such as Carol Karlsen) have done, is to ignore or deny the
challenge these women tepmsénted to the dominant institutions within their societies.
Similarly, to view the witch as a demonic Eve is equally limiting. The purpose of this

entire thesis is to redefine the witch to mean a woman — whether a sixteenth-century

" Jeffrey Russell, 4 History of Witchcraft: Sorcerers, Heretics and Pagans (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1980), p. 402
15 Levack, Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, p. 99
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village wise woman or a 1990s feminist — who challenges patriarchal control and

claims independent knowledge and power.

‘The Femme Fatale’: Dorothy Hughes
I would contend that feminist criticism can also productively attend to texts with
conventionally conservative ideologies, whilst still finding feminist relevance within
them. Dorothy B. Hughes fits awkwardly into such a feminist agenda, but her texts
encode conflicting notions of gender. In 2005, The Feminist Press released In A
Lonely Place, Hughes’ eleventh novel, as one of the three launch titles for their
‘Femmes Fatales’ programme, an initiative to bring back neglected female pulp
writers into print. Priscilla Walton argues for Hughes’ significance as a writer of
detective fiction:
Hughes didn’t just pre-date Jim Thompson, she also pre-dated Patricia
Highsmith, Ruth Rendell, and other so-called Masters of Psychological
Suspense or Noir.'$
Despite her apparent legacy, Hughes’s work has been almost entirely ignored by
literary critics, whether feminist, cultural critics or critics of genre. Furthermore,
although Walton believes she is ‘deserving [of a] place alongside the likes of Chandler
and Hammett’, she remains largely unknown.'” Born in 1904, she published her first
volume of poetry in 1931. Fom novels followed over a span of twenty-three years
before she abruptly ended her writing career to care for her mother and grandchildren.

She remained, though, a reviewer of mystery fiction and was the Grandmaster for the

16 Priscilla Walton, Detective Agency: Women Re-Writing the Hard-Boiled Tradition (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1999), p. 67
7 1bid, p. 69
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Mystery Writers of America in 1978. Her representation of the witch comes, however,
not in the mystery writing for which she is beginning to win acclaim, but in her wholly

neglected volume of poetry, Dark Certainty (1931).

Despite the acknowledgement of the legacy of injustice against women implied in its
title, ‘Salem-Town’, published in 1931, represents a disappointingly patriarchal view
of the witch. She is a Siren, tempting helpless sailors to their deaths; a weak-willed,
weak-minded Eve; a whore, dependent on male attention for any advance. Hughes’s
witch, who embodies contemporary ideals of female beauty, tricks countless sailors
into her bed and to their deaths, whilst watching and knitting, as the town’s women
are all burned for their apparent ‘witchcraft’:

Salem Town, Salem-town,

The white ships sail,

Why do ships go down

Without a gale?

She was just the right size
With her shiny yellow hair
And her sea-blue eyes

With their wide baby stare.

Sea boys were smitten
Everywhere she’d go;
She had a little kitten

White as snow.
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She wore flowered dresses
And lace pantalettes;
Her kind of caresses

Youth never forgets.

Of knitting she was fond,
She never dropped stitches,
Not even at the pond

Where they ducked the witches.

Salem-town, Salem-town

Douse the witches up and down!

They burned every witch

In the town square;

She didn’t drop a stitch

Watching them there.'®
Hughes’s text immediately establishes the dichotomy of the innocent white of the
male sailors’ ship with the ‘s@rlet’ red of the witch and her knitted bed comforter.
The description of the witch as being the ‘right size’, with ‘shiny yellow hair ... sea-
blue eyes ... wide baby stare’, is surprisingly congn’louS with contemporary attitudes

to ideal femininity, suggesting a childlike innocence but also an alluring sexuality that

'® Dorothy B. Hughes, ‘Salem Town’, Dark Certainty (New York: Feminist Press, 1997), p. 12
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is associated with the witch’s guise of eternal youth.

It is this sexuality that draws men, but can also be seen to make them more susceptible
to the witch’s curse:

She invited each lover,

One by one,

Some night to come over

When it was done.

She drew each aside

Whispered where she slept

And each one in pride

The secret kept."®
Female sexuality, rather than the witch’s necromancy, is responsible for the
disintegration, death and disorder that the ‘sea-blue eyes’ and female oceans in which

‘ships go down/ Without a gale’ initiate.

Female sexuality, as a consequence, remained at the heart of cultural anxieties.
Andrea Dworkin sees men’s fear of female sexuality as a projection of their fears
about their own sexual proweés:

We are dealing with an existential terror of women ... stemming from a primal

anxiety about male potency ... These terrors form the sub-strata of a myth of

" Ibid
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feminine evil which in turn justified several centuries of gynocide.”’
Similarly, the Malleus Maleficarum is quite clear that women’s insatiable lust was at
the root of witchcraft. Ehrenreich and English write:
In the eyes of the Church, all the witch’s power was ultimately derived from
her sexuality. Her career began with sexual intercourse with the devil. Each
witch was confirmed at a general meeting (the witches’ Sabbat) at which the
devil presided, often in the form of a goat, and had intercourse with the
neophytes.?!
In Hughes’s poetic narrative, it is the parson who adopts the role of Inquisitor, finding
her ‘shack’, ‘footsteps’ and ‘broomstick’, but never discovering the identity of the
woman who sits passively knitting whilst others are put to death for her crimes. The
threat of the witch’s sexuality, potentially lurking within all women, exists inside male
society and challenges their institutions’ exclusive control of knowledge and power.

Even here, however, they are powerless to defend themselves against her.

Hughes produces a limited definition of the witch, warning society against her magic
in tempting men from home and family. As the mobilization of men began once more
in the 1930s in preparation for World War 11, traditional gender roles were again
advocated. The myth of man as protector of mother, loved ones, home and nation was
thus strengthened. With the nien moving away again, Alberti suggests that ‘the state
stepped into the father’s role as disciplinarian’”%; Hughes’s polemic seems only to

enforce the traditional options for women: either the witch-prostitute, who,

% Andrea Dworkin, Woman Hating (New York: Dutton, 1974), p. 119

*! Barbara Ehrenreich and Deidre English, Witches, Midwives and Nurses: A History of Women Healers
(New York: Feminist Press, 1973), p. 22

2 Alberti, Suffrage, p. 76
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subversive, powerful, and with lovers ‘one by one’, brings death to brave men and the
nation they represent, or the mild-mannered, self-sacrificing mother. Despite decades
of progress, the sexual options for women are revealed to be what they had always
been; a stark choice between radically opposed alternatives. More than ever, the
family is reinforced as the fundamental cell of society, while the dangers of sex with
unknown witches or witch-like women once more drew significant attention from
politicians, doctors and psychologists who sought to restore the patriarchal authority

damaged by decades of warfare, depression and suffrage campaigning.

“‘Witch Look’, published in the same year as ‘Salem Town’, complicates this image of
the secret witch hidden within society, threatening to unleash her chaos at any time.”
In this poem, Hughes establishes the fail-safe guide to identifying the witch and the
dangerous woman, in order to protect family, society and nation. This patriarchal
definition of the witch contrasts with Hughes’s representation of the witch in ‘Salem
Town’. The conventionally beautiful witch threatened from within, but in ‘Witch
Look’, there is a clear distinction between the witch and other women, which closes
down multiple readings and potential subversion :

Snake-green eyes,

Hoof-marked chin,

Black hair blowing

Lank and thin;

Long brown arms,

Crooked finger tips,

% Dorothy B. Hughes, ‘Witch Look’, p. 90
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Queer-sounding laughter

On your lips;

Sitting in the corner

Of the room,

Staring at and stroking at

The sweeping broom —**
This definite categorisation of the witch, with ‘snake eyes’ and ‘crooked finger tips’
undoes representations of the witch as invoking an unknown and unknowable pagan
past, and inheriting the mystery and multiplicity of the Mother goddess. Whilst the
reference to ‘queer’, which by this time was commonly used to denote lesbianism, and
to her ‘stroking at’ the phallic broom testify to her subversive legacy, the dominant
image Hughes creates is one of a nameable, identifiable, powerless entity, that bears
much in common with the dominant image of the witch as comic horror, exemplified
by the Wicked Witch of the West.”> Once more, the witch in women’s writing
becomes code for women, in this case, reflecting the social conservatism that returned
women to their homes. Whereas the witch’s broom could, in earlier chapters, be
interpreted as symbolising either her flight to freedom or her appropriation of the

phallic organ, in this case, it now enforces female domesticity.

‘Witch Snippit’s Middie’ : Enid Blyton
The familiar representation of the witch with the black pointed hat and long black

hair, sitting astride a broomstick is one that Purkiss describes as ‘the bugaboo of our

 Ibid
* Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian (New York: Columbia 1993), p. 299
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culture ... the source of countless children’s nightmares’.?® The return to conservatism
which Jacqueline Rose has associated with the literature of the 1930s and 1940s
repositions the witch firmly within the realm of fantasy and children’s literature.’
This is the period in which major fantasy texts such as Robert E. Howard’s Hour of
the Dragon (1935), J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit (1937), T. H. White’s The Sword in
the Stone (1939), Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan (1946), C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe (1950) and eventually Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings
(1954) emerged, creating even more icons of witchcraft in male-ordered language and
terms.”® At the same time, children’s literature, along with government advertising
that encouraged women’s return to domesticity, contributed to the formation of what
Hunt describes as ‘the characteristic voice of children’s literature: clear,
uncomplicated and generally neutral ... [establishing] the tone of voice, mode of
telling and the narrative contract between narrator and implied reader’ that is familiar

today.”

It comes as no surprise that in addition to creating literature for what Lissa Paul sees
as ‘empire builders’ - for example, Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons, and W.
E. John’s Biggles - the dominant image of femininity in these decades was provided
by Pamela L. Travers’s model of domesticity, Mary Poppins.*® Representations of the

witch in children’s literature remain closed, with any remnant of subversion deeply

2 Diane Purkiss, The Witch in History, p. 17

¥ Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan; or The Impossibility of Children’s Literature (London:
Macmillan, 1984), p. 91

? The witches present in Tolkien’s epic are either male (thus black and evil) or female (white, aiding
the hero’s journey).

% Peter Hunt, Children’s Literature (Oxford: Blackwells, 1991), p. 225

% Lissa Paul, ‘Reading Otherways’ in Sheila Egoff, Gordon Stubbs et al. Only Connect: Readings in
Children’s Literature (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), p. 461
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codified and contained within. It would appear that this subversive impulse,
considered to be at the heart of all witches and witchcraft, linking together the
liberation of the witch and the woman, is brought gradually under control by the rule

of the Establishment.

At the centre of the traditional, conservative and insidiously patriarchal world of
children’s literature, is, of course, the ubiquitous Enid Blyton. Although many of the
ideologies present within her writing have latterly been considered sexist and racist,
she remains one of the most widely-read children’s authors of all time. Her fanciful
lands of ‘soft-eyed bunnies and singing birds’ offer, David Rudd claims, ‘an escape
from the troubles of the real world ... present[ing] an unquestioning portrayal of time,
protecting readers and offering them an unproblematised world.”*' Her prolific output
of more than seven hundred books has been translated into more than forty languages
and sold in excess of four-hundred million copies worldwide. In Germany, Blyton is a
household name thanks to her pre-teen series Hanni und Nanni (St Clare’s) and Funf
Freunde (The Famous Five). In France, Oui-Oui (Noddy) has been one of the best-
loved pre-school characters since the early 1960s; Club des Cing (Famous Five) has
been in continuous publication in the prestigious Bibliotheque Rose since it first
launched in 1954. In The People’s Republic of China, the Beijing Publishing House
has recently translated and published the twenty-four-part series of original Noddy

books.*?

Despite her massive literary success, Blyton has been derided by critics such as

*! David Rudd, Enid Blyton and the Mystery of Children’s Literature (London: Macmillan, 2002), p. 49
32 Extract reprinted on www.enidblyton.com [accessed 1% Aug, 2006]
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Nicholas Tucker and Kimberley Rose for retrogressive textual politics.** In 1955, The
British Journal of Education carried a piece that criticised Blyton's devices and tone.
A 1958 article in Encounter by Colin Welch directed against the Noddy character
gave rise to the first rumour of a New Zealand 'library ban' on Blyton's books.*
British public libraries’ policy on buying and stocking Blyton's books drew attention
in newspaper reports and by 1966, The Guardian had claimed that Blyton wrote more
insidiously dangerous right-wing literature than that published by fascist groups.
Modemn reprints of some books have, for example, erased incidents of Noddy jumping
into bed with Big Ears, and replaced golliwogs with teddy bears, while in 7he Magic
Faraway Tree, Dick and Fanny have been renamed Rick and Frannie. Critics, too,
have excluded her from study, limiting readings to biography, such as those by
Barbara Stoney (1974), S.G Ray (1982) or Julia Eccles (2002). Hunt suggests she only

merits study because she is so widely read.

Representations of the witch within Blyton’s writing might be expected, therefore, to
be similarly conservative. The Adventures of the Wishing Chair (1937) is, Nicholas
Tucker suggests, one of the most widely known children’s texts ever, and introduces
the supporting character of Witch Snippit.>* Perhaps fittingly, Witch Snippit is located
safely away from the dominant narrative action and from English society, on
Disappearing Island.>® She remains a minor character, but even at this distance, Witch

Snippit codes a fantasy of female subversion that directly challenges contemporary

* Kimberley Reynolds and Nicholas Tucker, Enid Blyton: A Celebration and Re-appraisal (London:
National Centre for Research in Children’s Literature, 1997), p. 128

* www.enidblyton.com

35 Tucker, Enid Blyton, p. 122

% Enid Blyton, The Adventures of the Wishing Chair (London: Penguin, 2000), p. 30
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conservatism regarding gender roles. Witch Snippit and her feminist utopian fantasy
hypnotise Mollie, the text’s female protagonist. Her desire for the witch and the
autonomy associated with her submit the traditional economy of Blyton’s writing to
the liminal forces of radical, subversive fantasy, creating a vision of 1930s, patriarchal

society as neither ‘unproblematised’ nor comfortable.

Whereas the majority of the Wishing Chair books are subject to male control -
Kimberley Rose suggests this is symbolised by Peter’s authority over his sister, Mollie
- the brief interlude in Witch Snippit’s world works in opposition.>” As I shall argue
later, the witch, once more, inspires fear in male forces of authority:
‘We mustn’t go there,” said Chinky suddenly. ‘That’s Disappearing
Island!’
‘Well, why shouldn’t we go there?’ said Mollie.
‘Because it suddenly disappears,” said Chinky. ‘I’ve heard of it before.
It’s a horrid place. You get there and think it’s all as beautiful as can be — and
then it suddenly disappears and takes you with it.
“You’re not always right!’ said Mollie, obstinately. ‘I want to go there!
Wishing chair, fly down to that lovely island...’
The brilliant island came nearer and nearer. Mollie shouted in delight to see
such glorious bright flowers, such shiny winged birds, such plump, soft
rabbits. The chair flew swiftly towards them. And then, just as they were about
to land in a field spread with buttercups as large as poppies, among soft-eyed

bunnies and singing birds, a most strange and peculiar thing happened. The

37 Rose, Enid Blyton, p. 710
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island disappeared! One moment it was there, and the sun was shining on its
fields — and the next moment, there was a faint blue mist — and then SPLASH!
They were all in the sea!
‘... What did I tell you?’ said Chinky angrily. ‘Just like a girl to get us
into this mess!’
Mollie went red. How she wished she hadn’t wanted to go to
Disappearing Island!*®
The ‘Disappearing Island’ recalls a biblical paradise; Blyton’s use of adjectives, such
as ‘glorious’, ‘bright’ and “shiny’ all imply the divine. And Mollie, the innocent child,

recalls a biblical Eve in her desire for the carnal, sensual pleasures of the island.

Like so many women before her, Mollie harbours desires which oppose the control
mechanisms of prevailing male discourse. Both Chinky and Peter tell her that Witch
Snippit’s home is ‘dangerous’ and ‘horrid’, but her determination to fulfil her desire
and, more significantly, to refute male authority, leads to disaster. Indeed, the
contingent sexual impulse, which is encoded in her ‘blushing’, initiates a deluge of
‘faint blue mist’ and the literal ‘Fall’ into the ‘wet and shivery’ sea. Similarly,
mankind, as represented by the boy and the pixie, place the blame for their ‘fall’ upon
the weakness of the lascivious female: ‘Just like a. girl to get us into this mess!’. Her
blushing labels her the fallen woman. Eve is exiled from Eden, and such an
association suggests that the island is similarly representative of a paradise from

which Mollie has been exiled.>*

3% Blyton, Wishing Chair, p. 36
% Cixous maps Eden, as the eternal source, space and place of écriture feminine, ‘from which [women]
have been driven away as violently as from their own bodies. Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement,
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