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Figure 8: Stills from Jean Vigo’s L 'Atalante (1931)
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and Amy recall each other in separate, indeed, opposing places that yet blend together in
similarity of incident and imaginative sympathy.® The two scenes dialectically merge,
and in drawing two separate scenes to a point, paradoxically create a field in which
presence and absence combine. It is worth pointing out that this device was not the
invention of cinema, but a borrowing of the late nineteenth-century craze for spirit
photography, in which double-exposure produced a ghostly, seemingly unified image
[Figure 9].

What is interesting in comparing the novel’s method to the cinematic device of
cross-fading is that the linear determinations of language reveal that such co-ordination
produces repetition. Whereas the cinematic image can suture two images and create the
illusion of unity, the verbal constraints of prose require the scene to be replicated: in
order for Guy and Amy’s Christmas loneliness to be made one, it must occur twice.
What the ghostly complications of a cross-faded image suggest implicitly, the novel
makes explicit: in order to suture Guy and Amy’s Christmas, Christmas must be repeated.
In doing so, the singular point of one lonely Christmas Eve becomes a field of
multiplicity. In this most domestic of domestic novels, the implications of this uncanny
field of reversals (the novel must double back on itself to present two Christmases) and
repetitions, reverberate for the rest of the narrative: Guy and Amy’s separation will
ultimately lead to the separateness in unity of Philip and Laura Edmonstone’s love plot.
At the end of the novel, it is Philip who is the heir of Redclyffe, haunted by the narrative
of Guy and Amy. Philip and Laura’s union is described as a “harassed, anxious life, with
little repose or relief [...] with little space for domestic pleasure and home comfort”

(526). The novel ends leaving the haunted house of Redclyffe with even more ghosts.’
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Figure 9: Photo by William Hope (1863-1933), paranormal investigator and spirit
photographer. “Man with the Spirit of his Deceased Second Wife.” National
Media Museum.
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These ghostly repetitions, as well as the mildly gothic romance and tale-of-two-
houses plot of The Heir of Redclyffe lend the novel to comparisons with Emily Bronté’s
masterpiece Wuthering Heights, published just six years earlier. While the later novel’s
cozy Toryism (Guy, like many a Young Englander, suffers from an almost visceral
devotion to Charles I, a condition that had already been deftly satirized by Charles
Dickens in 1849’s David Copperfield, in the figure of the regicide-haunted Mr. Dick) is
worlds away from the savage class-consciousness embodied by Bronté’s Heathcliff (and
by extension, the entire world of Wuthering Heights), the oneiric tension produced by the
ghostly feminine in both novels create differences of degree rather than kind.?

Like any text that finds itself in the top tiers of the canonical pecking order of
Great Works, Wuthering Heights is famous for its seemingly endless interpretability.
This fecundity of the critical feast is the subject of J. Hillis Miller’s take on the novel in
his 1982 study, Fiction and Repetition. Miller accounts for this apparent interpretive
overload by drawing attention to what he sees as an unusual proliferation of signs in the
novel, or “materials inviting interpretation” that “present something evidently meaning
more than what is simply present” (43). These signs seduce the reader into the act of
interpretation in part because of their diegetic placement: “The reader is coaxed into
taking the position of an interpreting spectator by the presentation in the novel of so
many models of this activity” (43). Thus, the reader is led on by the outsider Lockwood
to find out more by his attempts to find out more by reading Catherine’s diary, which in
turn is an act of interpreting a Biblical passage, and so on. Each of these signs are further
complicated and divided by the numerous oppositions in the novel, which tantalizingly

offer a dialectic of sameness and difference: Catherine/Heathcliff, Wuthering
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Heights/Thrushcross Grange, etc. (60-1). Miller reads this proliferation of signs as
indicative of a heterogeneous text that is structured to produce an incoherent multiplicity
of interpretations. Miller’s clinical diagnosis becomes rhapsodic in his final paragraph:
If in Lockwood’s dream the air swarms with Catherines, so does this book swarm
with ghosts who walk the Yorkshire moors inside the covers of any copy of
Wuthering Heights, waiting to be brought back from the grave by anyone who
chances to open the book and read. The most powerful form of repetition in
fiction, it may be, is not the echoes of one part of the book by another, but the
way even the simplest, most representational words in a novel (‘1801 — I have just
returned...’) present themselves as already a murmuring repetition, something
which has been repeating itself incessantly there in the words on the page waiting
for me to bring it back to life as the meaning of the words forms itself in my
mind. Fiction is possible only because of an intrinsic capacity possessed by
ordinary words in grammatical order. (72)
| find this passage startling, and, in a sense, brave. Its Lacanian vision of a near infinite
regress of signification is not in itself surprising, but Miller’s willingness to single
Wuthering Heights out as a peculiar instance of such a process is. The last sentence, read
out of context, is, as | have suggested above, no more than a fundamental truism of post-
structuralism. But in relation to Miller’s reaction to Bronté’s novel, it amounts to
something of an abdication of the critical enterprise as such: is the appeal of this novel
really just an accumulation of “words, words, words”? How do such prosaic and
innocent signifiers as “ordinary words” transform themselves into the “swarm of ghosts”
that glides straight out of the novel and into any reader’s brain? In effect, Miller invests
this novel with the abstract power of language itself, and in doing so suggests an almost
erotic image of reader and text, a cross-faded interface, perhaps, that mirrors the interface

that Catherine and Heathcliff repeatedly insist exists between them, despite the fact that

they are almost always separated.
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I think Miller’s image of a swarm of ghosts is evocative and appropriate in
describing both the impossibility of adequate interpretation, and the curious swooning
effect this novel generates among both general and critical readers. It also suggests the
strange way this novel seems representative of a genre it both transcends and to which it
often only obliquely references: the Christmas ghost story. Wuthering Heights certainly
represents the Christmas ghost story in its yearning for a univocity which both demands
and repels a similarly univocal reading, and I think it stems, at least in part, from the
volatility of the fictionalized Victorian woman discussed earlier. The key here is
volatility: if Wuthering Heights resembles more gentle fare like The Heir of Redclyffe in
its romantic and domestic entanglements, it distinguishes itself from such productions, as
indeed it distinguishes itself from almost the entirety of Victorian literature, in the
amount of potential violence it allows itself to actualize. As a novel of passion, and as
something of a Victorian freak, Wuthering Heights is often labeled a vestige of the
Romantic era. This is a mistake, | think. Such notions not only suggest a form of lazy
periodization, but act as a veiled insult to Bronté herself: the implication being that such a
sheltered regionalist so out of step with the social and cultural realities of her time should
not even be properly regarded as of her time (a variation of sorts on “the man from
Stratford,” how-could-a-glovemaker’s-son-possibly-have-written-Shakespeare
nonsense).” Wuthering Heights’ unique position in Victorian literature should not let us
forget that it is, in fact, Victorian literature. In any event, the violence of Wuthering
Heights is of a greater degree than almost anything to be found in English Romanticism.
One would need to go back to Jacobean drama to find an English precedent of similarly

concentrated and consistent cruelty. | would argue that Wuthering Heights’ cruelty and
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violence stems in part from a particularly gendered performance. Wuthering Heights is
singular in its willingness to indulge in a kind of violence, both emotional and physical,
that marks it as a text exhibiting what Diane Long Hoeveler has usefully called
“hyperbolic femininity”: a kind of ratcheting up of the volume of the gothic register to a
point of parody, in order to compete with the “naturally” hystericized mode of female
writing presumed by a condescendingly patriarchal culture (Gothic Feminism 123-27).
I’d like to explore the hyperbolic femininity of Wuthering Heights by considering it
alongside what I can’t help but see as an unusually parallel text: Tobe Hooper’s 1974
film The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, another hyperbolic gothic text which is curiously,
and disturbingly, marked by extreme representations of femininity trapped within a
patriarchal culture. Together, these texts suggest that horror itself arises from the
uncertain place the feminine finds itself within a social field defined by phallic
jouissance.

Perhaps it is the obvious differences between Wuthering Heights and The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre that make their similarities so compelling.™® If the former text holds
a more elevated place in the critical literary consciousness than the notorious slasher film,
both texts mine their shared gothic roots in strikingly related ways. In fact, the parallels
between the two texts are legion. Both exhibit a pressure-cooked, hermetic regionalism
in which the vast open spaces of their respective environments (the rain-swept Yorkshire
moors and sun-baked mid-Texas plains) become increasingly and claustrophobically
circumscribed by the dueling haunted houses that define their regional borders. While
there is certainly room for the characters of both texts to roam, everyone seems

gravitationally drawn to either Wuthering Heights or Thrushcross Grange in the novel, or
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Sally and Franklin’s childhood home or Leatherface’s home/abbatoir in the film. Bronté
and Hooper both seem to enact a knowing parody of regional stereotypes: the outsiders in
both texts have no idea what they are in for at the outset. Lockwood’s pleased
assessment of remote Yorkshire as a “perfect misanthropists’ heaven!” (3) comes to be
both ironically apropos and something of an understatement, as the nature of his new
neighbor becomes increasingly apparent. Massacre’s group of young friends’ initial
encounters with the local grotesques conform to popular stereotypes of backwoods
hillbillies, but as more is revealed about these people (the hypnotic power of both texts
resides in how they slowly peel layers of local mystery away, while leaving so much of
the actual history ambiguous), it becomes apparent that Leatherface and his family fulfill
and transcend such stereotypes in unexpectedly terrifying ways. If one were to read these
perverse texts perversely, say, as black comedies rather than horror stories, the joke in
both cases would be one of domestic confinement, or, what goes wrong when families
become a little too close and connected.

What is most compelling about these two texts is their similar commitment to
assaulting the unsuspecting reader (in WH, the bland Lockwood, and in TCM, the equally
bland group of friends stand in for the similarly clueless reader) with a relentlessly
aggressive display of domestic violence. The horrific nature of the violence seems in
both cases to stem from an ambiguous disorientation of gender roles. More specifically,
this disorientation seems to reside in the fact that both the world of Wuthering Heights
and that of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre are scarred by the absence of the Lacanian
Woman. Certainly, women are at the center of both texts, and are the occasion for the

popular misreading of them. Catherine’s famous insistence that “I am Heathcliff” (64) is
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often read as grounds for the standard claim that Wuthering Heights is a — perhaps the —

I.* And the indelible scene in Massacre, in which the screaming Sally is

romance nove
chased back and forth between the two houses by Leatherface and his equally banshee-
like chainsaw for what seems an eternity, has become emblematic of the defining
principle of the slasher-film: young women in perpetual peril, chased by monsters beyond
the borders of the film itself and into countless sequels.*? But the standard gender-coding
involved in placing these texts in their respective genres — which popularly defines the
Heathcliff/Catherine romance as a story for sex-starved teenage girls, and the misogynist
splatter-fest as a grotesque liebestod for equally sex-starved teenage boys — only hints at
the sexuated, female lack these texts exhibit.

When Catherine proclaims her unity with Heathcliff, she is quick to point out that
her relationship is not a “pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself — but,
as my own being — so, don’t talk of our separation again — it is impracticable; and ---”
(64). Catherine’s stridency and confidence (“I am Heathcliff!”’) soon dissolves into a
sputtering realization that there is a minimal difference between herself and Heathcliff, a
vague denial of that difference, and then, silence. The missing completion to Catherine’s
sentence is not a repudiation of her sense of unity with Heathcliff, but a sign of the
complexity of that unity. We are left to ask, as we presume, the tongue-tied Catherine is,
what the nature of their unity actually is.

One possibility has been famously proposed by Gilbert and Gubar in Madwoman
in the Attic. Catherine, and more surprisingly, Heathcliff, are both aspects of a single, and
singular expression of female monstrosity and rage:

From the first, Heathcliff has had undeniable monster potential, as many readers
have observed. Isabella’s questions to Nelly — ‘Is Mr. Heathcliff a man? If so, is
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he mad? And if not is he a devil?’ (chap. 13) — indicate among other things Emily
Bronté’s cool awareness of having created an anomalous being, a sort of ‘Ghoul’
or ‘Afreet,” not (as her sister half hoped) ‘despite’ herself but for good reasons.
Uniting human and animal traits, the skills of culture with the energies of nature,
Heathcliff’s character tests the boundaries between human and animal, nature and
culture, and in doing so proposes a new definition of the demonic. What is more
important for our purposes here, however, is the fact that, despite his outward
masculinity, Heathcliff is somehow female in his monstrosity. [...] on the level
where younger sons and bastards and devils unite with women in rebelling against
the tyranny of heaven, the level where orphans are female and heirs are male,
where flesh is female and spirit is male, earth female, sky male, monsters female,
angels male. (293-4)

On a mythic level, then, Heathcliff’s rebellious qualities, his outsider status, negate his
masculine qualities, and render him a semiotic female. Interestingly, the unity between
Catherine and Heathcliff renders the whole entirely female. Just as Lacan posits Woman
as outside the order of phallic signification, Gilbert and Gubar’s ingenious reading of
Heathcliff removes him from the symbolic order and places him firmly in the ‘non-
existent’ realm of monsters, ghouls and ghosts. And women.*?
The idea of Woman as essentially monstrous receives perhaps its most compelling
theoretical expression in Julia Kristeva’s 1980 study, Powers of Horror: An Essay in
Abjection. In considering the function of disgust, and of the things that disgust us,
Kristeva contends that the abject is primally feminine.* The abject is memorably evoked
by the author’s revulsion towards the “skin on the surface of milk — harmless, thin as a
sheet of cigarette paper, pitiful as a nail paring” (2): milk being, of course, an exclusively
female product. That which disgusts us also tends to make us afraid, and so, we cast
aside the abject object. On a broader level, this fear and loathing of the female
[...] turns out to be essentially a fear of her generative power. It is this power, a
dreaded one, that patrilineal filiation has the burden of subduing. It is thus not
surprising to see pollution rituals proliferating in societies where patrilineal power

is poorly secured, as if the latter sought, by means of purification, a support
against excessive matrilineality. (77)
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Among the “pollution rituals” psychically enacted to deal with the threat of the
monstrous female is to turn this feminized phobic object into a “hallucination of nothing:
a metaphor that is the anaphora of nothing” (42). In order to achieve this rhetorization of
nothingness, disgust must find its expression in desire:

On the trail of my fear | meet again with my desire, and | bind myself to it, thus

leaving stranded the concatenation of discourse with which I have built my

hallucination, my weakness and my strength, my investment and my ruin. (42)
That “concatenation of discourse,” that gothic ruin of language, is one way of describing
Wuthering Heights, or, indeed, any horror story. In casting aside that which horrifies us,
we narrativize it, fictionalize it, and in the process make of it an obscene object of desire.
Isn’t this what the horror genre (whether filmic or literary) is: the most reviled of genres,
yet the most visceral and compelling? The endless repetitions which characterize horror
fiction (and the proliferating repetitions of Wuthering Heights are perhaps the surest
indication that this text has a place in that genre), of which the Christmas ghost story is,
in some respects, an unusual yet typical example, speak to its endless capacity to enthrall
us — in part because, as a hallucination of nothing, it is never really there, but rather, like
anything that repeats, is always coming and going, leaving and coming back.

This is how Heathcliff can seem both hunky romantic anti-hero and a monster of
female rage. Similarly, it explains how Leatherface (the Heathcliff of The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre, if you will) is both a hulking terrorizer of women, and, in his wig
and housedress, the lady of the house. Heathcliff and Leatherface, who are always
coming and going, are hallucinations of nothing: objects of dread that in their very
representation are also obscene objects of desire. As figures of horror, they are de facto

women.
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Perhaps this accounts for the fact that the most horrific and violent scenes in both
Wuthering Heights and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre are domestic scenes. There is a
parallel sense of disquiet when Lockwood first encounters the not-quite-right domestic
arrangements at Wuthering Heights (chapters | and 11), and when each of the unlucky
teenagers finds their way into Leatherface’s house. The climactic scene of Massacre, a
grotesque parody of the family dinner, achieves much of its Grand Guignol effect
through a hallucinogenic distortion of gender roles. Specifically, the lack of female
representation at the table paradoxically signifies an overabundance of it. In much of this
scene, the camera places the viewer in Sally’s (who has been tied to a chair and forced to
partake in the family meal) point of view. The cannibal family is composed exclusively
of males, but none of them are fit representatives of a phallic symbolic order. The
patriarch “Grandpa” is a desiccated, vampiric creature (in an earlier appearance — a nod
to the mummified mother in Hitchcock’s Psycho — he appears to be simply a corpse) who
barely has the strength to sit upright in his chair. The “father” — ostensibly the only
member of the family capable of rational thought or coherent speech — is a mess of tics
and equivocations, constantly berated by his troglodytic “son” for being “only a cook.”
And Leatherface, dressed in a wig and apron, dutifully sets the table while nervously
emitting high pitched noises in a crude attempt to approximate a stereotypical housewife.
Sally, the only female present, supplies the properly horrific female gaze of this scene of
male degeneration. She is a Lacanian supplement, rather than complement to the scene —
she sits at the table, but is certainly not part of it — but her outsider status is precisely the
means by which the spectator is able to see the family as a whole. It is Sally’s fish-eye

lens POV, preceded by a reverse zoom that begins inside Sally’s eye, which allows us to
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see the family in all its horror. This spectacle of female lack is possible only through the
disorienting presence of the female gaze: everything we see is the product of an ironically
totalizing female vision, and it is only horrific because it has been feminized, since
presumably there is no horror in the domestic ritual of the cannibal family for the
cannibal family themselves. For Sally, and by extension, the viewer, the only escape
from this family feast is to jump screaming out the window.

There is, | think, a curious symmetry between this scene and the Christmas dinner
scene in Chapter VII of Wuthering Heights. Witnessed and reported by Nelly Dean, the
long-serving retainer of the Earnshaw family, the scene serves to show both the apparent
success of domesticating Catherine during her stay at Thrushcross Grange, and the
futility of attempting the same with Heathcliff. At the opening of the chapter, Catherine
has been five weeks at Thrushcross Grange, “her manners much improved” and looking
very much the lady (41). The taming of Catherine provokes her into cruelly
differentiating herself from Heathcliff when she sees him, as she remarks, “how very
black and cross you look! and how — how funny and grim!” (42). Later, Nelly visits
Heathcliff, who has been locked in the attic (like a similar garret inmate from the Bronté
canon...), and finds he wishes to clean-up like Catherine, and vowing “to be good” (44).
Nelly attempts to integrate Heathcliff into the family Christmas meal, but to disastrous
result. After enduring an offhand rebuke from his step-brother Hindley, and a careless
insult from Edgar Linton, Heathcliff explodes:

[...] Heathcliff’s violent nature was not prepared to endure the appearance of

impertinence from one whom he seemed to hate, even then, as a rival. He seized

a tureen of hot apple-sauce, the first thing that came under his gripe, and dashed it

full against the speaker’s face and neck — who instantly commenced a lament that
brought Isabella and Catherine hurrying to the place.
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Mr. Earnshaw snatched up the culprit directly and conveyed him to his
chamber, where, doubtless, he administered a rough remedy to cool the fit of
passion, for he reappeared red and breathless. | got the dish-cloth, and, rather
spitefully, scrubbed Edgar’s nose and mouth, affirming it served him right for
meddling. His sister began weeping to go home, and Cathy stood by,
confounded, blushing for all. (46)

There is, as in the dinner scene of Massacre, a grotesque parody of domestic ritual here.
Staging the scene at Christmas hightens the violence of Heathcliff’s graphic outburst, and
makes slightly surreal the violent aftershocks described in the next paragraph. Everyone
involved becomes as unhinged as Heathcliff: Hindley “snatches” Heathcliff up in order to
beat him (described by Nelly Dean with a dry euphemism — a Victorian specialty — that
adds to the black comedy of the scene); Nelly roughly and vindictively attends to the
stricken Edgar, while his sister raises the volume of the scene even more by crying.
Catherine plays the straight man here, looking on in embarrassment. In tone, Christmas
at Wuthering Heights becomes nearly as cacophonous and gruesome an experience as
dining with Texas cannibals.

More interestingly, the scene shares a similarly uncanny sense of female
authorship. Just as the horror of the dinner scene in Massacre is produced by the female
gaze of Sally (in the sense of its transmission to the spectator, not, lest | be
misunderstood, by her agency within the narrative), the horror here is produced by the
presence of Nelly Dean, who provides Lockwood, and us, with access to it. As a servant,
Nelly Dean is outside the narrative, but as an outsider, she is able to comprehend it, and
see it as a whole. Indeed, Nelly’s role as absent author can be seen clearly earlier in this
chapter when she tries to lift Heathcliff’s spirits:

‘And now that we’ve done washing, and combing, and sulking — tell me whether

you don’t think yourself rather handsome? I’ll tell you, I do. You’re fit to be a
prince in disguise. Who knows but your father was Emperor of China, and your
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mother an Indian queen, each of them able to buy up, with one week’s income,

Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange together? And you were kidnapped

by wicked sailors, and brought to England. Were I in your place, | would frame

high notions of my birth; and the thoughts of what I was should give me courage

and dignity to support the oppressions of a little farmer!” (45)

Not only does Nelly encourage Heathcliff to exploit his otherness by fictionalizing it to
his advantage, she does it herself in imagining him the rightful heir of both India and
China. More, Nelly is, in a way, writing Wuthering Heights herself here, not simply as
narrator, but in predicting the trajectory of the plot: Heathcliff will not only overcome the
oppressions of the little farmer Hindley, but will become the emperor of Wuthering
Heights and Thrushcross Grange.

Nelly’s advice to Heathcliff to, in effect, hyperbolize himself (or herself, if we
read him, as Nelly does, as an imaginative construct — and, as a creation of both Emily
Bronté, and in this scene, of Nelly Dean herself, he is the construction of female
imagination), can be read as an analogue for Gilbert and Gubar’s reading of Wuthering
Heights as a hyperbolized extension of Emily Bronté herself: as an explosive, and often
outrageous “Bible of Hell,” as Gilbert and Gubar put it, a satanically Miltonic text written
by and for the rebellious other. To feminize Heathcliff in this manner — and to demonize,
in a sense, the feminine cultural imaginary — is to abstract the text in a manner that can be
critically uncomfortable: as J. Hillis Miller points out, there are an uncanny myriad of
“incoherent” readings of this text. But as Miller also points out, such critical variance is
also a mark of this text’s peculiar greatness. Central to Wuthering Heights’ greatness and
polysemic fascination is its willingness to indulge in and release the violence that

threatens on every page. It is a violence that seems strangely and particularly feminine, a

femininity that, as Kristeva and others have argued, lies at the heart of horror itself. The
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hyperbolic violence of Wuthering Heights, threatens a parody of the gothic that was often
realized in other gothic productions of the period, particularly the Christmas ghost story.
The Christmas ghost story was the most explosive market for female writing of
the Victorian age. The catalyst for this market, as in most things Christmas in this period,
was Charles Dickens, and his periodical Household Words, which popularized both the
annual Christmas number and the genre that characterized it: the frame-tale series of
ghost stories.™® Numerous periodicals followed suit with their own Christmas numbers,
providing work for most of the popular women writers of the period. That work was
ideological as well as economic. The explosion of cozy and creepy ghost stories by
women expanded not only the writer’s purses, but the cultural narrative of domesticity as
such. A particularly striking example of the concurrent narrativization of the Victorian
woman with that of the Christmas ghost story can be found in the anonymously penned
Ghost’s Wives: a String of Strange Stories Told Round a Christmas Fire, by Six Young
Widows, and a Spinster Lady of a Certain Age.'®
The phenomenon of the Christmas annual was, by 1867, the year Ghost’s Wives
was published, a familiar one, and could be said to be entering a decadent period, judging
by the winking, self-deprecating tone taken in the text. The near-parodic violence of
Wuthering Heights gives way here to straight comedic parody. The setting of the frame-
story is the wild and windy island of Pengullock, a hyper-gothic environment, where on
[...] Christmas Eve especially [...] misty shapes whirled and circled around the
island to the wailing music of the stormy wind and the fierce chorus of the
breaking waves. It was another world, that little island, a supernatural world,

where beings neither men nor spirits laughed, danced, sorrowed, and mourned in
the ocean spray and night mist. (6)
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A NEW CHRISTMAS ANNUAL ‘
1.269-1— With 100 Illustrations.

PRICE ONE SHILLING.
Figure 10: American and English Gothics. Masculine excess in The Texas Chainsaw
Massacre (1974); Surplus females tell A String of Strange Stories Round a Christmas
Fire (1867).
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The only living beings on this de-natured and de-gendered island are the women
ensconced in haunted Raby House, who are spending a “dismal Christmas Eve” silently
watching the clock on the mantel (7). Immediately, Ghost’s Wives makes clear that the
milieu of gothic horror is made possible by an overabundance of feminine energy: this
explicitly male-less environment is the very condition of the ghostly. The titular
“Spinster Lady of a Certain Age,” who, we are told, is “of a severe and depressing
character [...] great on the proprieties [...] eloquent on women’s rights” (7) threatens to
enliven the evening by reading a poem by a Doctor of Divinity, when she is interrupted
by one of the widows, demanded a more entertaining pastime. When one of the widows
suggests telling ghost stories, the others demur, arguing that ““no one ever does that,
except in Christmas Annuals’” (7). This sly meta-commentary on the gothic stereotype
these women find themselves in not only exposes the “invented tradition” of telling ghost
stories (no one does it — except in, and as, fiction), but goes on to suggest the nature of
such fictions: “‘But people always are snowed-up in Christmas books. They are snowed-
up in country inns, or mail-coaches, or express trains; and then, instead of losing their
tempers, as Englishmen would do under such circumstances, they tell long stories’” (7).
Christmas books (or ghost stories: given the list of clichéd ghost story settings the
narrator provides, they are seen here as one and the same thing) are read here as
essentially claustrophobic, and the telling of them, a therapeutic means of averting pent-
up rage. Tellingly, it is Englishmen who lose their temper; the snowed-up inmates of the
country-inns, mail-coaches and express-trains are implicitly gendered female here, and so
the telling of ghost stories is rendered the equivalent of a feminine way of losing one’s

temper.
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This conception of the ghost story as a site of repressed female violence is
effectively narrativized in one of the tales of the collection, cryptically titled “A Tale
Without End or Beginning.” The narrator again opens her story with a parodic
description of a haunted house: “Rumbold Abbey is one of those tumble-down
dilapidated, dismal old houses which ought to be pulled down by Act of Parliament, or
else left in charge of a deaf old woman to show inquisitive strangers and prying tourists
round at sixpence a head” (90). This clichéd (and rather violently engendered) haunted
house is owned by a similarly clichéd antiquary who would be at home in Irving’s
Bracebridge Hall, and whose sole purpose in the narrative is to give a ball attended by the
heroine Laura Furniss, who in her turn, later learns that the area has been plagued by a
rash of robberies. After the ball, in the middle of the night, Laura thinks she hears
robbers outside her window, but as “her chamber was at the end of a long corridor, all of
the doors opening out of which led only into uninhabited rooms” (91) — the type of room
a visitor inevitably finds oneself in in these stories — she makes to arm and defend herself:

She retreated into her room, locked the door, and piled against it such heavy

furniture as she could lift, and then, preparing for the worst, looked round for

some weapon with which to defend herself, in the event of the burglars forcing an
entrance.

Opening an old cabinet, she found, to her surprise, a pistol-case, which
held not only the firearms, but also powder and bullet. They were old-fashioned
pistols, with flint locks — everything was old-fashioned at Rumbold Abbey — but
they would serve to defend herself with, she thought, so she carefully and
resolutely loaded them, looked to the priming, and then, making a rest of the back
of a high carved chair, she waited, pointing the pistol at the door, ready to fire the
instant any attempt was made to effect an entrance. (91)

Out of her own imagination, and the supplies at hand, Laura carefully constructs her

nightmare. The “old-fashioned” gothic prop of the flint-locked pistols helps to generate
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suspense, but Laura’s awareness that she is now starring in her own gothic story make the
tension unbearable:

By this time she was in so excited a state she hardly knew what she was doing or

where she was. All the most terrible of the stories she had heard filled her mind,

and the fate of one poor girl in particular produced so great an effect upon her that

it was only by a great mental struggle she maintained her position of defence. (91)
The story does not elaborate on the particular “poor girl” or her fate, but then, it does not
need to. Like Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, it is clearly the generic effect of
horror as such — the cliché of the gothic -- that makes Laura create her own horror. When
Laura discharges the pistols, she hears an “unearthly scream” and finds a trail of blood
outside the door (91). But as it turns out, she has only shot another cliché: “She had
roused the whole house, she had made a hole through one of Sir Edward’s doors, and she
had killed Lady Saxon’s favourite black cat! Yes, that was all. Poor puss was her
victim” (92)."

The gothic comedy of this tale paints but a thin veneer over the female violence at
its heart. Though the striking image of the phallic female brandishing loaded pistols
[reinforced by an equally striking illustration in the text; see Figure 11] is defused by the
fact that the phallic woman only succeeds in killing a cat, the graphic detail with which
that murder is described tempers the joke with a grisly actuality. The self-reflexivity of
this meta-gothic tale also makes the reader question the manner in which the narrative
pulls its punches. If this narrative is an investigation, albeit a minor one, of the gothic,
then the murder of an animal traditionally coded as female, by a female, suggests the
same kind of internalized, yet externalized violence that suffuses the world of the sado-

masochistic Catherine and Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights. In a mytho-cultural sense,

“A Tale Without Beginning or End,” is aptly named: for all its winking parody, the story
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Figure 11: “Beseiged” in “A Tale Without End or Beginning” (1867).
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shares the same concerns with claustrophobic domestic horror, and its ever-present threat
to conflagrate outside the home, that marks the female gothic — a genre that, despite its
relatively recent “invention,” stems from a fear and horror that seems to precede narrative
or genre as such. Perhaps the most striking thing about the female gothic in the middle
years of the nineteenth-century is that its fears and terrors were so commonly read as the

essential components of the emerging genre of the Christmas story.

The use of Christmas as a site of uncanny domestic separation and union is equally
dramatic in masculine, scopophilic fantasies of Victorian domesticity, particularly in that
most lugubriously woman haunted of Victorian novelists, Thomas Hardy. Perhaps the
most calamitous Christmas in English fiction occurs in idyllic Weatherby, one of Thomas
Hardy’s real/fictional hamlets dotting his mythic, though geographically precise realm of
Wessex/Dorset. The Christmas in question makes up the climax of Hardy’s Far From
the Madding Crowd, a novel which charts the shifting amorous and domestic
arrangements of Bathsheba Everdene and her three suitors. Bathsheba is not the first of
Hardy’s femmes fatale, but the climax of her drama is most emblematic of Hardy’s
representation of the essentially gothic fascination of the female, and the uncanny
frequency of her Yuletide apotheoses. After rejecting marriage proposals from the solid
farmer Gabriel Oak and the sexually repressed William Boldwood, Bathsheba stakes her
independence and farm on the Freudian swordplay and rakish wit of the impetuous

dragoon Francis Troy. Predictably, the marriage is not a happy one, and Sergeant Troy
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takes the opportunity to capitalize on the death of his jilted fiancé Fanny to abandon
Bathsheba. Through an improbable chain of events typical in Hardy’s work, Troy’s
absence is mistaken as his likely death, and the increasingly desperate Farmer Boldwood
re-emerges as a suitor, hoping to extract a promise of marriage at a Christmas party at his
farm designed for that purpose.

When Boldwood presses Bathsheba for a promise, she blithely suggests
Christmas as the date to give him her answer, but the arbitrary date quickly acquires
gravity, and becomes a site of dread: as “the weeks intervening between the night of this
conversation and Christmas day began perceptibly to diminish, her anxiety and perplexity
increased” (406). Bathsheba’s reticence is understandable. Not only does she have good
reason to fear that, as she confides to Gabriel Oak: “if I don’t give my word, he’ll go out
of his mind” (406), but — particularly as bigamy is never far from a Hardy plot — she does
not feel certain that her husband is indeed dead.

It is in this mood that Hardy constructs his climactic Christmas chapters. The
first, “Converging Courses,” sets up the fateful evening in a manner that recalls some of
his later poetry. The title echoes his famous lines on the sinking of the Titanic, “The
Convergence of the Twain,” as does the division of the chapter into scenes marked by
Roman numerals. This portentous device of loudly dividing the action of the plot into
disparate scenes also has the curiously cinematic effect of joining them, and creates
considerable suspense. Structurally, these divisions create the very drama Hardy
describes in the poem, preparing “a sinister mate/ For her — so gaily great --/A Shape of

Ice, far and dissociate” (VII, 19-21): In the seven sections of the chapter, Hardy offers
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close-ups of his four circling protagonists, each separately preparing for Boldwood’s
Christmas party.

In the second chapter, “Concurritur — Horae Momento,” Hardy weds his disparate
elements into a nexus of time and space, as his quotation from Horace suggests: “Battle is
joined: in the space of an hour” (Satires, I.1). At the party, Bathsheba is further pressured
by Boldwood to marry him, as farmers’ gossip outside and villagers dance in the
decorative hall. Boldwood finally extracts his promise, and Sergeant Troy arrives at the
party in disguise to re-claim his wife. Hardy extracts as much irony out of this festive
scene as he can, as Boldwood cheerfully invites his unrecognized rival into his home,
charging him to “drain a Christmas beaker with us, stranger!” (431). The scene of Troy’s
recognition is worth quoting at length, as it illustrates Hardy’s deft handling of a moment
of tension, in which swift movement and paralyzed stasis are paradoxically joined:

She had sunk down on the lowest stair; and there she sat, her mouth blue and dry,

and her dark eyes fixed vacantly upon him, as she wondered whether it were not

all a terrible illusion.

Then Troy spoke. “Bathsheba, I come here for you!”

She made no reply.

“Come home with me: come!”

Troy went across to her.

“Come, madam, do you hear what I say?” he said, peremptorily.

A strange voice came from the fireplace — a voice sounding far off and
confined, as if from a dungeon. Hardly a soul in the assembly recognized the thin
tones to be those of Boldwood. Sudden despair had transformed him.

“Bathsheba, go with your husband!”

Nevertheless, she did not move. The truth was that Bathsheba was beyond
the pale of activity — and yet not in a swoon. She was in a state of mental gutta
serena; her mind was for the minute totally deprived of light at the same time that
no obscuration was apparent from without. (433)

This ghostly scene, one of Hardy’s many representations of the return from the (apparent)

dead, is filled with the spectral motion of stasis: Bathsheba “sinks™ and “sits,” Boldwood

is “confined,” yet “transformed,” and Troy, in his melodramatic moment of return, is
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both alive and dead. The reader is in perhaps the most curiously parallactic condition of
all: we are stuck in a kind of hermeneutic stasis — are we to read Troy’s plea as an urgent,
earnest appeal to domestic resolution, or as yet another example of the grotesque capering
he has been recently indulging as a travelling actor? The dramatic uncertainty of Troy’s
motives makes his appearance a ghostly variation on the demon lover trope so prevalent
in gothic fiction.

Such dramatic confusion is perhaps one of the mitigating factors of Boldwood’s
next move: shooting Troy point-blank with a gun hanging above the hearth. After being
prevented from shooting himself afterwards, Boldwood is resigned to hang, but he is as
surprised as we are to find that his sentence is reduced due to a generally agreed upon
“condition of mental disease” (442).

Boldwood’s disastrous Christmas party is the ghostly singularity to which all of
the novel’s sexual energy gravitates, and Christmas operates as the ironic parody of
domestic finality, where Troy’s ambiguous holiday plea for Bathsheba to “come home” is
transformed into sudden catastrophe. Hardy’s use of Christmas as the occasion of
domestic apocalypse takes on even more metaphoric weight when these chapters are read
beside “Convergence of the Twain,” in which the conjunction of iceberg and unsinkable
ship takes on unmistakable matrimonial overtones:

Alien they seemed to be:
No mortal eye could see
The intimate welding of their later history,
Or sign>t<hat they were bent
By paths coincident
On being anon twin halves of one august event,
Xl

Till the Spinner of Years
Said “Now!” And each one hears,
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And consummation comes, and jars two hemispheres.

The pun of “welding” has a double operation: the substitution of an “I” for a “d”
disfigures the alternative word “wedding”; and the consummation of that
welding/wedding is, of course, a description of the apparently clumsy crash between a
phallic iceberg and a feminized “gilded,” “cleaving” ship. Read this way, the tragic
poem becomes domestic farce. Similarly, if inversely, Christmas, erstwhile site of
“Boldwood’s merrymaking” (435), returns as tragedy: transforming the domestic
intrigues of Weatherby -- seemingly trending towards the “august event” of marriage --
into an occasion for murder.

Hardy’s use of Christmas in Far From the Madding Crowd might seem merely a
darkly ironic joke, were it not for the fact that he puts it to similar use in his first
published novel, the studiously sensational Desperate Remedies. Read alongside each
other, the Christmases of the former novel and the latter read less like singular events,
and more like a cycle of repetition — a tradition, perhaps. The first sentence of Desperate
Remedies seems to imply this:

In the long and intricately inwrought chain of circumstance which renders worthy

of record some experiences of Cytheria Graye, Edward Springrove, and others,

the first event directly influencing the issue was a Christmas visit. (7)

This direct, if not exactly poetic opening gives the reader fair notice of what is in store: a
“chain of circumstances” masquerading as narrative, desperately searching for an
ordering meaning, in other words, a ramshackle plot seeking a semblance of sense. The
novel is a frankly ridiculous tale of thwarted love, illegitimate children, bigamy, murder,
mistaken identity, and a touch of leshianism. Hardy seems aware of this from the outset,

and even before the first sentence, we are given hints that this work is not a model of



198

Aristotelian unites: a somewhat gratuitous epigram from Sir Walter Scott defending the
“artificiality” of romance, and a list of chapters that are titled after the amount of time
that transpires within them (“The Events of Thirty Years,” “The Events of Eighteen
Hours,” etc.). On one level, this strategically deflects criticism of the melodrama about to
unfold, but it also highlights the artificial structuration of spatio-temporal existence as
such: The seemingly arbitrary ordering of events into temporal units is not, after all,
confined to melodrama, but to any rational ordering of experience. Hardy’s chapter
headings neutralize the feverish overplotting of the novel, and suggest the chaos and
arbitrariness of reality. The first sentence, then, encapsulates the novel as a whole: a
stream of seemingly circumstantial events given meaning and order by the structuring
power of a temporal event — which, more than once in Desperate Remedies, is Christmas.

The importance of the first Christmas, to which the first sentence alludes, is only
hinted at in the pages that immediately follow. It is revealed to be the point of meeting
between Ambrose Graye and another Cytherea, to whom Graye proposes marriage. He is
swiftly and regretfully rejected for mysterious reasons (Cytherea is pregnant). Graye
eventually married another woman, but, as is standard with Hardy, cannot forget the other
woman, and (rather tactlessly) names his daughter by the second woman after his
intended first.

Later in the narrative, Cytherea Graye becomes a fixture in the household of
Cytherea the elder, and is eventually maneuvered into marrying the elder Cytherea’s
illegitimate son Aeneas, who, though himself married, is in love (or at least lust) with
Cytherea the younger, and sees his chance once his first wife (apparently) dies in a fire.

Aeneas’s difficulties, however, are nothing to Cytherea’s (the younger, if you are keeping
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up). She does not love Aeneas, and would marry Edward Springrove if he were not
betrothed to his cousin (whom he does not love). The intrigues of Aeneas and Cytherea
the elder to secure Cytherea the younger prefigure the desperate remedies of Boldwood in
Far From the Madding Crowd. Like Bathsheba, Cytherea reluctantly picks Christmas as
the date to declare herself. Trapped in gothic surroundings, Cytherea, however, finds a
way to make Christmas less of a fixed point than Aeneas would like:
The church was nearly dark now, and melancholy in the extreme. She stood
beside him while he locked the door, then took the arm he gave her, and wended
her way out of the churchyard with him. Then they walked to the House together,
but the great matter  having been set at rest, she persisted in talking only on
indifferent subjects.
‘Christmas-day, then,” he said, as they were parting at the end of the
shrubbery.
‘I meant Old Christmas-day,’ she said, evasively.
‘H’m, people do not usually attach that meaning to the words?’ (223)
Cytherea has located a technicality: January 6", the Feast of the Epiphany, was
sometimes called “Old Christmas Day,” and therefore, she has given herself almost a
fortnight’s reprieve. But as Aeneas notes, she is also overturning the idea of Christmas as
a fixed point, and epistemologically and linguistically undermining the meaning of
Christmas itself. Already trapped in an oppressive domestic environment that threatens
to be legally and sexually mandated by Christmas, Cytherea subverts the idea of
Christmas as event, and highlights its variability, its function as a process.
This variability of Christmas comes to operate as a kind of literary variant of
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle in the narrative, after Aeneas and Cytherea II’s
Christmas wedding. Cytherea’s brother Owen and her hapless suitor Edward Springrove,

who have found out that Aeneas’s first wife is still alive, give chase to the couple after

the wedding, hoping to find them before the marriage is consummated. Hardy creates
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suspense here in a manner similar to his minute breakdown of time in the Christmas
chapters of Far From the Madding Crowd, chronicling the chase with chapter breaks
that mark intervals of the clock: “Half past two to five o’clock” reads one (241). Owen
and Springrove’s attempts to track down Aeneas and Cytherea are convoluted and
difficult to keep up with: the reader is as flummoxed as the characters, who repeatedly
express their confusion in locating the couple and piecing together the plot in cosmic
terms. Owen laments: “‘How unutterably mean must my intelligence have appeared to
the eye of a foreseeing God,’ he frequently said in after time. ‘Columbus on the eve of his
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discovery of a world was not so contemptibly unaware’” (234). His exasperation is, of
course, the result of his inability to pin-point with certainty when or whether his sister has
consummated her possibly bigamous marriage: the “event about to transpire [which] was
as portentous to the woman [...] as any, short of death itself, could possibly be” (243).
Ultimately, Cytherea’s strategic mis-reading of Christmas creates this matrix of
uncertainty, locating sexual and domestic panic within cosmic questions of our ability to
fix the domestic subject within a secure time and place. This flux is inherently spectral,
and gives substance to what might otherwise be read as gratuitously “gothic” moves by
Hardy within the text: the improbable doublings of Cythereas, and, of course the
appearance of the actual ghost of Cytherea the elder to Cytherea the younger at the end of
the novel, “wan and distinct” (374). Her appearance, as with So many ghosts, coincides
with the exact moment of her death, which, in a novel obsessed with attempts to fix
objects and subjects in time and space, is dutifully reported as occurring at “ten minutes

past four” in the last sentence of the chapter. This approach to the feminine domestic

subject is, of course, the product of a gothic sensibility that can be traced back from the
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sensation novels Desperate Remedies is so clearly influenced by to the gothic novels of
Ann Radcliffe and Mary Shelley. But it also illustrates, and inaugurates, the protean
adaptability of the Hardy heroine, and an emblematic representation of the female in
Victorian literature: Obscure Object of Desire, impossible to pin down, paradoxically
domestic and undomesticatable.

Hardy’s remaining career as a novelist would be spent developing this protean
female, a project that would lead critics from his day to our own to mark him as
alternately a misogynist and a feminist, but no work encapsulates the meaning of this
figure more starkly than his last novel, The Well Beloved.'® Perhaps Hardy’s strangest
fiction, the novel charts the erotic and artistic career of Jocelyn Pierston, who alternately
loves three generations of women on Portland Island. In his shifting erotic attachments to
a woman, her daughter, and her grand-daughter (all named Avice Caro), Pierston (whose
name is Pearston in the earlier version of the novel) attests to an idealistic fidelity:

To his Well-Beloved he had always been faithful, but she had many

embodiments. Each individuality known as Lucy, Jane, Flora, Evangeline, or

what-not, had been merely a transient condition of her. He did not recognize this
as an excuse or defense, but as a fact simply. Essentially she was perhaps of no
tangible substance; a spirit, a dream, a frenzy, a conception, an aroma, an
epitomized sex, a light of the eye, a parting of the lips. God only knew what she

really was; Pierston did not. She was indescribable. (184)

The dialectic between Pierston’s fixed image and the corporeal transience of his objects

of desire produces a ghost-woman who alternately materializes and dematerializes under
the male gaze. Hardy’s chapter headings in the 1897 version illustrate this spectral flux:
“The Old Phantom becomes Distinct,” “She Becomes an Inaccessible Ghost,” “She

Threatens to resume Corporeal Substance,” “The Past Shines in the Present,”

“Juxtapositions,” and so on. The text, like Pierston, abstracts a phantom feminine from
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the particular, and re-particularizes it, making the abstract idea a quasi-material ghost.
This process, explicitly described in The Well-Beloved, marks the male-female relations
of all of Hardy’s novels (and many of his poems, particularly the poems of 1913 that
follow the death of his first wife, in which she appears in many of them as a ghost),
characterizes Bathsheba and Cytheria as well. That the crisis point of these characters’
materializations and dematerializations occurs on Christmas — itself a point of flux in
Cytheria’s distinction between Christmas and “Old” Christmas — not only continues in
another form the emerging tradition of Christmas as site of haunting, but illustrates the
dialectical nature of Christmas, and therefore, its own intrinsic ghostliness.

While Hardy’s novels are not generally considered to fall under the genre of
domestic fiction, the recurring tropes he obsessively returns to do tend to define
characteristics of the genre: 1) the conception of women as a frustratingly mercurial mix
of ideological fixity and corporeal mobility, 2) domesticity and marriage as the sphere in
which that mix can be pinned, or “tamed”, and 3) Christmas as a metaphorical device to
fix not only the amorphous sphere of domesticity itself, but the protean female who
makes that sphere so prone to flux. Indeed, though Thomas Hardy is often regarded as a
singular case in the development in English fiction, both in his depiction of women, and
in his status as a “regionalist,” his admittedly more overtly sexualized treatment of
domesticity, and its troubled relationship to Christmas can be seen more generally in

fiction of the period.
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For all the raw power of Emily Bronté and Thomas Hardy’s domestic horror
shows, it is Emily’s sister, Charlotte, who seems to me, finally, the most haunting poet —
indeed, visionary —of the Victorian woman and her domestic milieu. No one seems more
preternaturally aware of the sense of lack that surrounds the idea of woman as such, and
no one invests more meaning into the empty but pregnant spaces of female confinement
than her. From her early juvenilia, in which she routinely sequestered the Byronic demi-
gods of her brother Branwell’s creations into country homes that also served as
convenient prisons for the female characters Branwell neglected to write about, to the
iconic images and representations of Jane Eyre that have become a mythos of sorts for
feminist criticism, Charlotte Bront&’s fiction abounds with female characters enveloped
in a domestic space which both circumscribes them, and lends them an uncanny power.
Perhaps nowhere is this more compellingly the case than in her masterpiece, Villette, a
novel that could fairly be called the first modernist ghost story.

Villette is famous for its “unreliable” narrator Lucy Snowe, who consistently
withholds information from the reader throughout the narrative. She is a narrator who
fetishizes every corner of every room she enters, investing so much dead space with so
much presence in an attempt to leave her own character a blank, that she makes of her
novel a veritable haunted house in itself. Bronté seems to anticipate Samuel Beckett in
giving us a narrator with an almost autistic obsession with describing the world of things:
every room Lucy enters is meticulously described; every object she sees is mercilessly

analyzed. As in Beckett, the net effect of such description is to hollow out the characters
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that fill such clinically realized space, not least Lucy Snowe herself. We are never
entirely certain who the characters Lucy interacts with really are (particularly as they
often turn out to be someone else). And despite, or perhaps because of, the detail with
which Lucy describes her surroundings, we are never really sure why she inhabits them.
She is always curiously absent from her own narrative, shifting through various roles that
seem to come to her as if by accident. From goddaughter to caretaker to traveler to
English teacher (with stints as an actress and art critic), Lucy inhabits a diversity of roles
that lurch the plot forward in unexpected directions, all the while calling into question the
roles Lucy never does quite fully adopt: daughter, lover, wife. Lucy’s reticent yet prolix
style of narration is a kind of mirror of the life she leads, one that is claustrophobically
constrained by a variety of domestic walls, but which, because of that variety, constantly
expands in scope and range.

Christmas more than once marks the border of this expansion. Early in the novel,
Lucy relates the tragic story of the spinster she is caring for, Miss Marchmont. As Miss
Marchmont describes it:

‘...one happy Christmas Eve | dressed and decorated myself, expecting my lover,

very soon to be my husband, would come that night to visit me. | sat down to

wait. Once more | see the moment — | see the snow-twilight stealing through the

window over which the curtain was not dropped, for | designed to watch him ride

up the white walk [...]’ (40)
Already, Christmas is a site of portent and flux, as Miss Marchmont slips back and forth
between the past and present tense; yet one of precision, as she marks the scene — like
Hardy — with an exactitude that tells the tale of a moment. As it turns out, Miss

Marchmont’s wait is in vain, as her lover returns mortally injured, and

‘When the dawn of Christmas morning broke, my Frank was with God.’
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‘And that,” she went on, ‘happened thirty years ago. | have suffered since.
| doubt if I have made the best use of all my calamities. Soft amiable natures they
would have refined to saintliness; of strong, evil spirits they would have made
demons; as for me, | have only been a woe-struck and selfish woman.” (41)

Miss Marchmont herself dies the day after telling her story, freeing Lucy to pursue her
own career in suffering. The spinster’s story acts as a kind of Campbellian call to the
heroic quest. The story serves as a prophecy of sorts: it not only inscribes Lucy within
the tale in its descriptive details (“the snow-twilight”), the tale itself is an uncanny
doubling of the waiting and suffering Lucy will undergo at the end of her own narrative.
As such, it also serves as a warning of the ways such suffering can result in multiple,
possible outcomes: it can make a woman a saint or a demon. As Nina Auerbach notes,
spinsters are uniquely qualified to issue such prophecies in Victorian fiction: “in the
fervent vision of some less orthodox writers, she becomes a figure we do not expect: an
authentic female hero, with angelic and demonic capacities shaping the proud uniqueness
of her life” (Woman and the Demon 111). In Miss Marchmont’s tale, Christmas,
combining the expectant joy of domesticity and the cruel reversal of those expectations,
is the focal point that unleashes those capacities. Christmas is the point that sets Miss
Marchmont off on her career of solitude and suffering, and in its repetition in her
retelling, it plays a similar role in Lucy’s development. Indeed, as we shall see, Lucy’s
suffering will make her into something more than a spinster.

Christmas, like the rest of the outside world that Lucy translates for us in her
evolving consciousness, is a reflection of the inner world that ultimately dominates our
entrance into her narrative. As Gilbert and Gubar note:

What makes the narrative seem authentically ‘preternatural’ or uncanny is

Bronté’s representation of the psychic life of Lucy Snowe through a series of
independent characters as well as her use of contiguous events to dramatize and
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mythologize her imagery by demonstrating its psychosexual meaning.
(Madwoman in the Attic 408).

Miss Marchmont’s relationship to Lucy, and more importantly, the strange weight that is
placed on this minor character’s story, carries an oblique significance for our reading of
Lucy, and Lucy’s writing of herself. In this sense, Christmas plays a role similar to the
painting of Cleopatra that Lucy encounters mid-way through the novel. “That wealth of
muscle, that affluence of flesh [...] this huge, dark-complexioned gipsy-queen” (200),
which so captivates and repulses Lucy, has had a similar effect on critics. Indeed, the
aggressive attention to which this image is given in the text makes it impossible to ignore,
and, in a way, draws attention to its very gratuitousness. Almost uncomfortably a
“symbol,” the Cleopatra demands reading; its physicality, and Lucy’s visceral reaction to
it, transform it into a kind of image of the Lacanian Real: its crude, almost willful
meaninglessness practically guarantees a hermeneutic response. On a smaller scale, this
is the effect of all of the things Lucy sees, from the equally gratuitous McGuffin of the
spectral nun, to the obsessive detail Lucy gives the reader of her various surroundings.
None of these images and items contributes much weight to the “plot” as such, but they
gather a considerable power of accrual: their contiguity comes to define the shifting
horizons of Lucy’s interior world. As such, we read Lucy by reading her negation of the
fleshy giantess that revolts her.

In fact, most of Lucy’s reaction to the world that surrounds her is one of negation
and barely contained revulsion. Even the warm Villette refuge of La Terrasse, where the
Bretton family strangely reappear — literally, re-materialize, as their surroundings emerge
out of Lucy’s returning consciousness after collapsing outside the Catholic church — is

subject to quiet criticism. Lucy coldly anatomizes the Brettons’ Christmas celebrations
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as “a mask of Old Christmas they now affected” (279). Lucy’s description, and reading,
of this Christmas, can be traced to the Christmas she experiences in Miss Marchmont’s
retelling, in which the patina of holiday joy, where “women and girls sit warm at snug
fire-sides,” masks an internal suffering, where women’s

hearts and imaginations are doomed to divorce from the comfort surrounding their

persons, forced out by night to wander through dark ways, to dare stress of

weather, to contend with the snow-blast, to wait at lonely gates and stiles in
wildest storms, watching and listening to see and hear the father, the son, the

husband coming home. (279)

Here, as so often in the text, it is difficult to tell precisely where Lucy’s description of her
external surroundings ends and that of her interior psyche begins. In describing Twelfth
Night at La Terrace, Lucy virtually repeats Miss Marchmont’s tale, this time inscribing
herself into her snow-blasted description, in which Christmas “dooms” hearts and
imaginations, alienating them from their persons — yet in the process, freeing them to
“wander,” “dare,” and “contend.”

Lucy’s interiorization of her external surroundings is ultimately an act of
Hegelian sublation: her voice effectively negates her negations and transforms the surface
world of things into a dialectical world of spirit. This is nowhere more apparent than in
the novel’s remarkable ending, in which Lucy famously declines to definitively inform
her readers of the fate of her beloved M. Paul. Is he lost at sea? Will they live “happily
ever after?” In fashioning her own retelling of Miss Marchmont’s Christmas tragedy,
Lucy refuses to say. Instead, either with bitter irony or coy satisfaction, or both, Lucy
offers only spectral possibility:

Trouble no quiet, kind heart; leave sunny imaginations hope. Let it be theirs to

conceive the delight of joy born again fresh out of great terror, the rapture of
rescue from peril, the wondrous reprieve from dread, the fruition of return. (496)
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There is a quiet, mysterious triumphalism in the dialectical movement of this valediction.
The return of M. Paul, which will finally pin Lucy to the elusive role of “wife” she has
avoided throughout her narrative, is neither negated nor affirmed. What is negated,
however, is the role of M. Paul in determining Lucy’s fate. In this final rejection of
description, of the world of things, characters and environments that have previously
defined Lucy for her readers, we see her, finally, as the real ghost of the text. As Diane
Hoeveler puts it in her exploration of the gothic side of female literary self-fashioning,
Gothic Feminism:

She is, quite simply, all mind. She embodies Charlotte Bronté’s ‘supreme

psychological achievement’ because Lucy is finally pure psychic energy set free

from the trammels of that most gothic of nightmares, the female body. (241)
Lucy’s emergence as “pure spirit” allows her to suspend the ending of her own story in a
plane of uncertainty — as she spectralizes herself, she spectralizes her world. Her home at
the end of the novel, Numero 7, Faubourg Clotilde, is truly “uncanny”: Heimlich and
unheimlich both, a place concrete in its minute physical description, and yet, finally,
completely indeterminate. It is yet another “tiny, but [...] very pretty” (485) space in
which Lucy will dwell. But it is also a site of uncertainty and possibility: in disappearing
from her narrative suspended between wife and spinster, she becomes both present and
absent from her text, a specter haunting her own home, expanding its confining walls in
our imagination into infinite possibility.

Dickens called Mrs. Gaskell his “dear Scheherezade” (Uglow 258), presumably
referring to her storytelling skills, and her reliability in pumping out ghost stories for the
Christmas market, rather than his Household Words role as her King Shahryar. Charlotte

Bronté too, when considering the seemingly never-ending development of her juvenilia
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(of which she herself played a role as Chief Genii), has claims to kinship with the infinite
storyteller. Just as Scheherezade’s stories drift into infinity (there is no true “final” story
in most sources of the 1001 Nights), so does Bronté leave off her death-deferring tale-
telling with stories in the air: Villette ends in possibility and ambiguity, leaving the entire
enterprise of storytelling, Scheherezade-like, in a state of suspense. More importantly,
Bronté’s work (and sadly, life) illustrates, as Scheherezade does, the result of
confinement and repression, whether patriarchal, or more generally ideological:
proliferation and paradoxical expansion. As readers of Scheherezade come to know (or
readers of de Sade, for that matter): that which is repressed, repeats. Lucy Snowe’s
narrative expands each time it is circumscribed: events accumulate, until representation
itself disappears into pure possibility. Jocelyn Pierston’s Well-Beloved proliferates into
multiple individual human subjects each time it appears it is about to be pinned down.

The texts | have considered in this chapter all exhibit traits Nina Auerbach
anatomizes in her panoramic study of representations of Victorian womanhood, Woman
and the Demon, which seeks a dialectical solution to the tired clichés of the Angel in the
House, the Fallen Woman, and, implicitly, the Madwoman in the Attic. What Auerbach
sees in the various representations of the Victorian woman is not so much the rigid
ideological domesticity that -- via the standard model of Walter Houghton’s The
Victorian Frame of Mind -- stems from the waning belief in religion and a concurrent rise
in a desperate secularism, but rather a new and flourishing belief. The rise, in other
words, of a modern myth:

The impulse to erect neurasthenic prisoners of the home into goddesses of the

hearth was not a special plot against women, but part of a larger, complex and

transfigured perception of Victorian dailiness [...] a belief in the transcendent,
transfigured life of characters of fiction. As an essentially metaphysical creature,
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one whose very presence brings eternity into time, woman enlarged by myth has

more in common with fictional creations than she does with living men; her

fictionality is one source of the energy that aggrandizes her. (15)

As | have argued here, the fictionalization of women — whether through their electrical
transformation into fairies, the cross-faded daydreams of separated lovers, or the
obsessive sexual idealization of scopophilic men — is a phenomenon that can not but
explode the boundaries of ideology, even as it nominally proclaims that ideology. This
fictionalizing of women results in the spectralization of women. Just as the reification, or
deification, of the dead father creates, in its repetition of the repressed, a ghostly return,
the mythification of domesticity creates in its seeming repression of women, a
complementary ghost. As we have seen, Christmas is often the site in which this
spectralization occurs: the X which makes of woman the variable x which determines,
problematizes, expands, and reterritorializes ideological discourse.

If Christmas plays a distinct, if often oblique, role in spectralizing men and
women — forging the subject into a cultural ghost, as it were — its role in spiritualizing and
spectralizing the third element of the Oedipal triad: children, is much more immediate
and pronounced. In Chapter Four, we will examine how Christmas does this, in the
process interrogating what Hegel calls in The Philosophy of Right “the immediate

substantiality of spirit” (359): the family.



211

! Lacan, of course, is not saying Woman, but la femme. His point, however, is hardly lost
in the translation into English.
2 It is perhaps worth noting that the narrator’s first encounter with the three sisters from
whom he will pick his wife revolves around his witnessing them burning a dead
Christmas tree.
® This was, of course, also the case for John Ruskin, who, despite his rhetorical advocacy
of Queen’s Gardens, was more than willing to relinquish his legal possession of them.
* And indeed, it is difficult for the cultural imaginary to picture a haunted house whose
architecture and design are not Victorian.
> Philip describes Redclyffe as “more like a scene in a romance than anything real — the
fine old sandstone house crumbling away in the exposed parts; the arched gateway
covered with ivy; the great quadrangle where the sun never shone, and full of echoes; the
large hall and black wainscoted rooms, which the candles never would light up. Itis a fit
glace to be haunted” (9).
This process, of course, is, in Lacanian terms, merely another example of the movement
of the symbolic order. As Zizek points out in Fright of Real Tears:
This shift from standard suture to the interace effect can be perfectly rendered in
Lacanian terms: suture follows the logic of signifying representation (the second
shot represents the absent subject - $ - for the first shot), while the interface effect
occurs when this signifying representation fails. At this point, when the gap can
no longer be filled by an additional signifier, it is filled by a spectral object, in a
shot which, in the guise of the spectral screen, includes it’s own counter-shot. In
other words, when, in the exchange of shots and counter-shots, a shot occurs to
which there is no counter-shot, the only way to fill this gap is by producing a shot
which contains its own counter-shot [...] it is only the objet petit a which can be
directly included in the picture. Consequently, when a shot includes its own
counter-shot, the two shots are no longer related as the two signifiers of a
signifying dyad,; the first shot now stands for the signifying chain as such, while
the spectral counter-shot stures it, providing the fantasmic supplement that fills its
hole. (54)
’ The ending of The Heir of Redclyffe was the most unpopular thing about it. Inan
insightful essay examining the novel’s parable-like structure, Susan E. Col6n notes that:
“Aside from overall enjoyment of the novel and its characters, the affective reaction to
The Heir of Redclyffe that has been most consistently expressed is a strong dislike of the
novel’s ending, in which Yonge prolongs the tale well beyond the death of the hero (Guy)
to narrate the repentance of the anti-hero (Philip)” (32). Coldn suggests this may be the
case because of the “reversal of the reversal” of the Biblical parable of the Pharisee the
novel adopts. The argument is compelling, though 1 would add that some of the
discomfort of readers arises from the fact that these reversals and repetitions are marks of
the ghost story as much as the parable.
8 Admittedly, “class un-consciousness” may be a more appropriate term for the
ideological subtext of this most nominally apolitical of novels. In spite of Wuthering
Heights’ psychological hermeticism — though perhaps because of it — the novel has
received a surprising share of compelling Marxist readings. One of the most intriguing,
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and certainly one of the most entertaining, is Terry Eagleton’s riff on Heathcliff’s
Eossible Irishness that opens his 1995 study, Heathcliff and the Great Hunger.

This is to assume that there is a difference large enough between the Romantic and the
Victorian “ages”-- or, more pointedly, that such a difference exists as such -- that could
allow such on offense to be credible. The question, I admit, is an open one.

19 The plot of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, such as it is, involves the arrival of a group
of young friends at the abandoned home of two of the friends’ (Sally and Frank, who are
sister and brother) grandparents in the Texas countryside during a mysterious rash of
grave-robbings. One by one, each of the friends wander onto the property, and into the
house, of a family of apparently inbred former slaughterhouse workers who now have
taken to torturing and murdering unwary strangers for various cannibalistic purposes. All
of the murders are performed by a masked, hulking character (unnamed in the film, but
known as Leatherface), who appears to fill the role of “housewife” in the all-male
cannibal family. After dispatching the wheelchair-bound Frank with titular chainsaw,
Leatherface spends a deal of time chasing Sally between the two houses, until she is
finally captured and tortured at the cannibal family’s dinner table. Sally ultimately
escapes the house, and the film ends with the fate of the family, and Sally’s mental state,
in doubt.

1 Wuthering Heights is indeed the template for the much-maligned genre of the
“romance novel” or bodice-ripper, though its formal artistry and thematic complexity
make their kinship seem slightly absurd. Similarly, Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, while
launching a thousand sword and sorcery doorstops, has a sui generis peculiarity of
invention and commitment to its world-building which is sorely missing in all but a few
of its underachieving brood. In both cases, it is tempting to blame the cultural afterlife of
the texts, rather than the texts themselves, for their myriad illegitimate children.

12 On my first viewing of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre — a viewing | put off for many
years due to my fears (quickly realized) of its unpleasantness — this scene hypnotized me.
It’s absurd, almost abstract violence, like a Tom and Jerry cartoon drawn by de Sade,
alerted me to a fundamental quality of violence as such: it is, in a way, unreadable.
Watching the scene, I literally asked aloud: “what IS this?” and laughed uncomfortably (a
reaction | often have in my readings of Wuthering Heights to its escalating non-stop
violence). | think the genius of this film is that it treats violence in perhaps the only way
it should be treated — as a horror in itself, rather than as something narratively coded to
justify or repudiate (which, as an inversion of justification, comes to the same thing) a
particular ideology. For example, the violence of a movie like Stephen Spielberg’s
Schindler’s List or Saving Private Ryan is made respectable enough to garner its director
a number of Oscars, and create a sense of almost moral obligation in its audience to
endure it, by being attached to seemingly inarguable ideological imperatives: ie, the
holocaust was wrong, or war is hell. Such truisms, reinforced by the punitive assault of
the violence illustrating them, tend to obscure more questionable aspects that are adjunct
to them. The denouement of Schindler’s List, for example, is a squirm-inducing scene of
a group of Jews exonerating a “good” German for his complicity in the Nazi war machine
(while they are still in his concentration camp, no less!). On paper, this seems a seriously
questionable moral to anchor a movie that, through its thorough commitment to portray
the violence of the holocaust, purports to be the Hollywood text on the holocaust as such.
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If we read this as the definitive “story” of the holocaust, which the film’s violence invites
us to do, then the nominal subject of Oscar Schindler would seem to be an inappropriate
vehicle for such a story, at best. Yet the violence of the film also demands that we accept
the spurious moral situation that the violence has itself created.

This is not to suggest that The Texas Chainsaw Massacre is free of ideology, but
rather that its willingness to, for lack of a better term, wallow in its violence, rather than
tame it to a specific ideological context, allows its violence to be read more freely (even
at the risk of making the text itself read as an immoral celebration of violence), and
perhaps more honestly (in this sense, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre could be read as a
more “moral” film than Schindler’s List). Consider as well the critical reception of
Jonathan Demme’s 1991 film, The Silence of the Lambs, which was the Best Picture
winner at the Oscars the following year. In comparison to Massacre, Silence of the Lambs
is far more graphic in its depiction of violence, and just as relentless in depicting the
torture of women. Certain ideological markers — a more or less explicit feminist subtext;
a higher-class monster (the Bach-loving foodie Hannibal Lecter is a much more
appealing cannibal than the redneck Leatherface) and victim (Jodie Foster’s Clarice
Starling is an ambitious, educated woman trying to prove herself in a “man’s” profession,
while Sally’s interior life is largely a blank, readable only in the embarrassingly
bumpkin-like behavior of her brother Franklin) — force us to read Silence of the Lambs as
a “quality” text: its violence becomes neutered by its own bourgeois pretensions. In this
light, I think the strangely abstract indulgence in violence as such in Wuthering Heights
in part accounts for J. Hillis Miller’s somewhat overawed appraisal of that novel’s
unusual sense of polysemy.

13 Gilbert and Gubar are conscious of the critical leap they are making here, and I think it
accounts for their brief flirtation with the intentional fallacy in their description of
Bronté’s construction of character: “her cool awareness” in developing the character of
Heathcliff, which slyly subverts her sister’s characterization of her as a wild child, is as
much a fiction of Gilber and Gubar’s as Charlotte’s is. In a way, Gilbert and Gubar’s
reading of the world of Wuthering Heights as a stage for female monstrosity is largely
contingent on their appropriation of Emily as almost a character in her own novel: just as
Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley is built upon a fictionalization and masculinization of her
sister, Gilbert and Gubars’ feminized Heathcliff is largely dependent upon the myth of an
arguably masculinized Emily. In order for Wuthering Heights to be read as a particularly
feminized world of claustrophobia and rage, the role of the author must also conform to
the model, and so the author must be characterized as complicit with the critic, and, as
such, fictionalized. In a way, this can be read as another example of the non-existence of
women: in order to make sense of the real Emily Bronté, she must be imagined, and
therefore made un-real.

4 An equally thought provoking consideration of the un-considerable is William lan
Miller’s wide ranging The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1997), which
seems in part an attempt to broaden the discussion of the abject beyond its traditionally
psychoanalytic arena.

!> Tara Moore provides an interesting history of the Christmas ghost story in her 2009
study Victorian Christmas in Print. In discussing the frame-tale device commonly used
by the Christmas annuals, Moore notes that “a frame with a holiday setting leads into the
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often Christmas-free embedded narrative” (86). One of the more interesting aspects of
the Victorian Christmas ghost story was the fact that so many of them do not even
mention Christmas. As Moore points out, “it is rather the genre of the ghost story that
makes [such texts] occasional reading” (83). As many contemporary observers pointed
out, ghosts as such became signifiers of Christmas.

18 The question of whether a woman or a man wrote this text is, perhaps, of some
importance, though the ambiguity of authorship only enhances the ambiguity of
femininity as such as it is presented within the text, in my admittedly convenient
estimation.

7 The cat’s role as witch’s familiar is well known in western culture. The relationship
between cats, women and the supernatural is even more prevalent in Japan, where the
bakeneko, the “monster cat,” is a fixture of the Japanese ghost story and horror cinema.
Shindo Kaneto’s atmospheric and furiously oedipal 1967 film, Kuroneko is an intriguing
example of this genre.

18 The Well-Beloved’s status as Hardy’s final novel is contingent on reading it as a
separate text from the novel it is a revision of, The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved, which
appeared in serial form in 1892, between the publication of Tess of the Durbervilles and
Jude the Obscure, more commonly regarded as Hardy’s fictional swan-song. Much of
the critical discussion of the two guises of The Well-Beloved revolve around the repetitive
process of revision, and its relation to the repetition compulsion of the hero of the novel.
See especially, J. Hillis Miller, Fiction and Repetition, pp 147-75.
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Chapter Four:
A Ghost Is Being Beaten

And soon as the time wears round,
The good old carle we see,
Coming a-near; -- for a creditor
Less punctual is than he!

He comes with a cordial voice
That does one good to hear;

He shakes one heartily by the hand,
As he hath done many a year.
And after the little children
He asks in a cheerful tone,
Jake, Kate, and little Annie,--

He remembers them everyone!
-Mary Howitt, “Old Christmas”

Every child must be made aware
Every child must be made to care
-Bing Crosby and David Bowie, “Peace on Earth/Little Drummer Boy”

The official website for the Coca-Cola Company features a page dedicated to “Coke
Lore,” much of which is given over to relating the role of Coca-Cola in promulgating the
current standard model of Santa Claus. The image of Santa as “jolly, with a red suit and
white beard,” a description that, taken metaphorically, could just as easily describe the
Coca-Cola logo itself, is credited with being introduced in a 1931 magazine
advertisement. “Because magazines were so widely viewed, and because this image of

Santa appeared for more than three decades,” the website claims, “the image of Santa
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most people have today is largely based on our advertising.” Tom Standage, in his lively
History of the World in Six Glasses, contests this claim, citing a 1927 New York Times
article that gives a detailed description of a “standardized Santa Claus” (246) with red
hood and white beard. Much of this description can be credited in turn to the work of the
nineteenth-century American cartoonist Thomas Nast, whose famous black and white
illustration of Santa in the January 1, 1881 edition of Harper’s Weekly gives no evidence
of red clothing, but does provide the requisite white whiskers, as well as cementing the
iconography of Santa as (not-so) morbidly obese [Figure 12]. Nast’s cartoon can in turn
be traced to influences like Clement Moore’s “A Visit from St. Nicholas” (1823), which
introduced to the lore both reindeer and St. Nick’s preferred method of delivering toys
through burglary. Moore most likely had Washington Irving’s pipe-smoking patron saint
of Old New Amsterdam from Knickerbocker’s History of New York (1809) in mind while
writing the poem. Prior to Irving, Santa Claus becomes a case for the cultural
anthropologist, and he is seen with varying degrees of similitude in the actual St.
Nicholas (a fourth-century Anatolian bishop), Father Christmas (a figure traceable to
fifteenth-century English Christmas carols), and Martin Luther’s Protestant-friendly
alternative to St. Nicholas, Christkindlein, or Kris Kringle.*

Clearly, attempts to pin down an ur-Santa would require a cultural calculus
outside the scope of this work, but even a superficial listing of iterations like the one
above demonstrates the parallactic quality of Santa: the perpetually re-inventing tradition.
He seems a figure ever in motion as we watch him transform down the decades and into
the centuries, the only constant image being the one that rests, invisibly, outside the

iconography: a picture of our need to constantly reinvent a figure that in his very nature is
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Figure 12: Thomas Nast’s Santa Claus (1881).
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static, unchangeable. Let us for a moment consider the current iteration: the American
Santa Claus. He is, as already mentioned, an elderly, overweight, red-suited Coca-Cola
enthusiast. He seems to exist on a fairly exact spatio-temporal plane: he lives at the
North Pole, but enters the home of any domicile with a child on Christmas Eve. These
co-ordinates would seem to make him easy to find — indeed, any adult with children need
nominally only stay alert during the early hours of December 25th to find him in her own
home — but even a cursory reflection of these coordinates renders them extremely
problematic. Itis, in fact, impossible for Santa to deliver toys (or coal) to every child-
rearing home on Christmas Eve: if we made a rough estimate that Santa would have to
visit, say, 500 million homes in the course of the evening, even at the rate of one visit per
second, Santa could only enter 1,036,800 of them (and this only if we grant him a twelve
hour window in each of 24 different time zones).? In the face of such facts, only two
alternatives are possible: Santa Claus is: 1) a god-like figure who exists outside of time,
and as such, is able to observe and judge the moral quality of every child on the planet
while simultaneously producing and distributing commodities to those children based on
his analysis outside the material restraints of the physical universe, or 2) he does not
exist. While reason would suggest the latter option as most likely, American — indeed,
global — culture has opted for the former. A vast majority of these people would argue,
of course, that they do not “believe” in Santa Claus, but again, a cursory reflection of
certain facts suggests they do. The Coca-Cola Company, which, in a feat to rival the
magic of Santa Claus, is able to produce and distribute 1.7 billion servings of its product
on a daily basis, became the target of controversy in 2011 when it released its holiday-

themed cans. Traditionally red, and often emblazoned with Santa’s image, the 2011 cans



219

were white, causing confusion among consumers, and in some cases, outrage: a
December 1 article in the Wall Street Journal suggested that the change in design
“bordered on sacrilege.” Coca-Cola’s embarrassment over this incident must surely be
tempered with a certain amount of pride: the chaos generated in part by not having Santa
Claus on their cans suggests some truth to their claim that Santa is indeed another product
of the Coca-Cola Company. The ubiquity of Santa’s image on Coke cans is only a small
part of his pervasiveness in late-capitalist culture, however. Hundreds, if not thousands,
of people every year enter the market as avatars of Santa himself, installed within and
without commercial space as bell-ringers and short-term babysitters. The cultural interest
of this admittedly limited market can be seen in a number of famous, even classic, texts:
the perennial Miracle on 34™ Street recursively asks if one of these ersatz Santas might
not indeed be the Santa. The fantasy of the film’s premise is balanced by the seriousness
with which that fantasy is accorded: the legal and cultural importance derived from the
question within the plot as to whether or not this department store Santa is in fact Santa
becomes, thematically, an injunction to believe. “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus” is,
presumably, a statement to be taken literally. In the film, as in real life, the ubiquity and
multiplicity of Santa Clauses — the commercial reproducibility of them, whether as Coke
cans or simply human beings — which would nominally seem to discredit his existence
(how could there be a real Santa in a sea of so many imposters?), serve instead to
reinforce belief. We can say we don’t believe in Santa, but why then do we still write his
name on the tags of our Christmas presents? Why do we so readily lie to our children
that he does exist if we don’t believe it ourselves? Why do we allow him to occupy so

much of our cultural space? Seen from the standpoint of a hypothetical Martian
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observer,? it would seem incredible that a culture so devoted to the idea of this jolly, toy-
obsessed deity could deny its own investment in him.

The question, then, is not whether or not we believe in Santa Claus — his value as
a currency of cultural exchange, however fantasmic, proves that on a practical level at
least, we clearly do — but rather how and why we make that belief operative. Part of the
how has already been answered: Santa Claus -- ceaseless producer, distributer and
advertiser of commodities -- is literally the ghost in the machine of American capitalism.
While his image has changed through the years, the idea of Santa Claus remains
consistent: even if we allow that the Coca-Cola Company effectively invented him in
1931, he has always already been there. Reliably transcendent and eternal, he is the calm
eye at the center of the capitalist hurricane: paternally panoptic and domestically
ensconced at his North Pole address, he provides a ghostly focus to the endlessly shifting
and multiplying process of consumer activity. Like Krishna to Arjuna, Santa puts a
friendly face on a cosmic force, naturalizing the de-territorializing and re-territorializing
maelstrom of capitalism in a manner that allows us to see a process that is fundamentally
changing as something that has always been there. In short, he traditionalizes capitalism.

More interesting perhaps, is the question of why Santa enacts this remarkable
procedure. The immediate answer would appear to be: for the children, of course. But
the overwhelming energy invested by adults in promulgating the fantasy of Santa Claus
makes this answer problematic. Setting aside the commercial element, the local
dissemination of the Santa myth among individual families suggests something more is
going on here than the simple desire to enchant one’s children. While it is nominally the

child that believes in Santa, it is the parents’ job to instill this belief, and to conduct the
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child’s credibility, even after the child reaches the point of disbelief. Again, Miracle on
34" Street serves as a narrativization of this practice: even, perhaps especially, after a
child professes incredulity toward the concept of Santa, it becomes incumbent upon
unbelieving adults to keep belief alive. | found myself in precisely this situation during
the last holiday season. | entered into a conversation at a Christmas party with my
friend’s nine year old son, who rather proudly exclaimed that he no longer believed in
Santa Claus. The child wore a cryptic smile while offering this information, which gave
me little clue as to how to proceed with the discussion. Should | simply tender a polite
congratulation for his deductive prowess? Such a move would certainly serve as a
helpfully conspiratorial recognition of a laudable, if bittersweet step into the world of
adulthood (particularly as his three year old sister -- a far more orthodox, even
evangelical, believer -- was in the room, though out of earshot). However, what if the
child’s statement was more a question than declaration? What if he were simply
attempting to get confirmation for an idea he only half-suspected, half-dreaded were true?
Either out of cowardice or some ill-defined compulsion, I opted to play devil’s advocate.
With a cryptic smile of my own, I playfully advocated Santa’s existence. When the child
proposed that Santa didn’t exist in part because he hadn’t come to his house this year, and
he received no presents with his name on the label, I countered that his house had no
chimney. When he retorted that Santa has no need of chimneys (with what level of irony
I will never know), | lamely suggested that Santa surely had some valid reason for
avoiding his house. Mercifully, the child’s attention quickly wandered elsewhere, or I
would surely have lost the argument. But what surprised me was that | made the

argument at all. 1 have no particular fondness for Santa Claus, and see no valid reason
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why children should either. In fact, | suspect that a great deal of children do not like
Santa Claus. A photograph of my mother in childhood, seated on an unusually fake-
looking department store Santa, screaming in terror with tears streaming down her face,
was a perennial source of holiday humor during my childhood [Figure 13]. What was so
funny about this obviously traumatic moment? | suspect it was less the oddity of a child
afraid of Santa, than it was a recognition of a more general phenomenon. Who has not
encountered the child who expresses only fear and loathing when presented with Santa’s
lap? The queasy horror of the department store Santa is something of a fixture in holiday
films (Bob Clark’s 1983 film A Christmas Story being the most memorable example), but
| suspect the abjection children experience when confronted with this figure has as much
to do with the terrible power of the ‘real’ Santa Claus as it does with whatever
objectionable qualities any ersatz Santa possesses.

When presented baldly, Santa’s qualities appear less like those of a jolly old man,
and more those of a troublesome ghost. He breaks into people’s houses. He is seemingly
omnipresent, and apparently omniscient. He “knows when you’ve been sleeping, he
knows when you’re awake.” Indeed, he “knows if you’ve been bad or good, so be good
for goodness’ sake.” The chirpiness of the tune aside, such lyrical advice makes the
proposition that “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” more a threat than a promise. Santa’s
role as Father Christmas makes his close ties to the holiday an often anxious proposition
for children. A number of Christmas stories, notably the Rankin Bass productions Rudolf
the Red-Nosed Reindeer (1964) and The Year Without a Santa Claus (1974), and the
1966 film The Christmas That Almost Wasn 't, play with the idea that when Santa

becomes incapacitated by illness or mishap, Christmas itself will be cancelled. The
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Figure 13: The author’s mother endures a visit with St. Nicholas.



224

happiness of children, on a global scale, rests in the precarious health of a dangerously
overinvested icon. In this context, Santa’s power becomes as much a liability as a
blessing.

If there is something inherently terrifying about Santa Claus, it is not so much that
he is an adult with supernatural powers, but that he is essentially a child with what a child
might read as the powers of an adult. Like adults, Santa has the power of ethical
judgment over children: commodities are granted or withheld on a calculus of moral
behavior. Like adults, Santa has no legally mandated bedtime: he gets to work/play into
the wee hours of Christmas morning. But what makes Santa uncanny, and possibly
disturbing, is that Santa, finally, is not an adult: like a child, he has a fantasmic,
personalized relationship with the animal world. Like a child, he is obsessed with toys.
And perhaps most childlike of all, he lives in a neatly Manichean world where good and
evil are plainly signified by toys and coal.

Perhaps, then, the current iteration of Santa Claus is less a reification of American
capitalism, and more fundamentally a reification of the unstable boundary between the
adult and the child. Santa -- the child-adult/adult-child -- performs, as it were, the
difference between the two. Such a performance, by such a fantastic actor, seems
increasingly necessary the more one considers the difficulty in theorizing the difference
between adults and children as such. I imagine that many “adults,” myself among them,
have occasionally considered the fact that, on a purely temporal level, the only thing
separating their adulthood from their childhood is a more or less lengthy procession of
days and nights divided and demarked purely by the phenomenon of sleep. Without this

unconscious punctuation of consciousness itself, one is presented with the striking notion
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of an uninterrupted consciousness extending from infancy to death: a kind of endless day.
In such a configuration, the ideas of “child” and “adult” seem suddenly artificial, like
mile markers on a highway: they act as a structural fiction of progress, masking the
perhaps greater structural fiction of a uniform existence. From this perspective, sleep
itself seems a kind of anti-suture: while the blank space between frames of a motion
picture create an illusion of animation, sleep provides us with an illusion of difference
and event, allowing us to develop more complex, cultural milestones — like birthdays or
Christmas — that sustain an otherwise volatile and unpredictable subjectivity. If sleep, by
definition a lacuna in consciousness, a kind of phenomenological cessation of being as
such, can be read as the thing that makes the idea of “a day” possible, it does so as a
fundamental lack. It is, as we experience it, something that is not there, that does not,
from the perspective of consciousness, exist. In this sense, it is apropos that Santa can
only enter our homes when we are asleep: since he doesn’t really exist, he can only make
himself present when, in a manner of speaking, we don’t either.

The question then arises: if one might just as easily abandon the distinction
between adult and child as a structural fiction, if, as so much recent scholarship suggests,
the idea of the child is indeed an “invention” of the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries,
why make the distinction at all? More pertinently, what do we make of the rigid
distinctions between childhood and adulthood that Christmas asks of us through agents
like Santa Claus, a figure who simultaneously clouds those very distinctions? In other
words, what makes Christmas such a site of contention between adults and children? A
less abstract way of framing this question might be to ask how Christmas came to be so

child-centric. For instance: the practice of gift-giving, a tradition that dates back to
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before the celebration of Christmas itself in the Roman Saturnalia, has only recently
become the cultural imperative to give to our children as many presents as economically
feasible on December twenty-fifth. That imperative, underwritten by a narrative barrage
in the form of Christmas carols, television specials and feature films, finds its apotheosis
in the figure of Santa Claus. As | noted above, there is a complex calculus to finding the
origin, or rather origins, of this strange, ancient, yet child-like demi-god. As much as
Ebenezer Scrooge, it is Santa Claus — post-modern colonizer of Coca-Cola cans — who
provides the face of our late-capitalist, Americanized Christmas. But, as | will show in
the pages that follow, Santa, like Scrooge, finds, to a compelling degree, at least part of
his mythic origin in the haunted houses and miasmic streets of nineteenth-century
London. If Santa Claus, and our post-modern Christmas, ever had a childhood, it is to be

found in the haunted, and haunting, ghost children of Victorian literature.

In December 2009, the satiric “newspaper” The Onion released its “Top 10 Stories of the
Last 4.5 Billion Years.” At number eight was the story, “Industrial Revolution Provides
Millions Of Out-Of-Work Children With Jobs.” The story dryly encapsulates, with
impeccable journalese, what might be called the crime of the century:
According to records, the introduction of machine-based manufacturing provided
a desperately needed solution to England's toddler-unemployment epidemic. Out-
of-work children, many of whom had struggled since birth to earn any kind of

wage at all, were now afforded the chance to work seven days a week, up to 19
hours a day, in such competitive industries as iron-smelting and steel-tempering.
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For those who prefer their comedy black, this story nicely digests the horror of reams of
Parliamentary Blue Books and the careers of Charles Dickens and Karl Marx, a literature
that has supplied us with perhaps the most iconic meme of Victorian capitalism: the
exploited child laborer. If Oliver Twist and Bleak House’s tragically exhausted street-
sweep Jo seem to us today mythic, perhaps stereotypical, examples of the Victorian
proclivity to both fetishize and torture its children, they were no less so for their original
audience. It is commonly understood that literature decrying the exploitation of child
labor, from Dickens to Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 1842 poem “Cry of the Children,”
played a significant role in the stream of Parliamentary activity regulating child labor
throughout the nineteenth century. The literature, agitation, and laws that speak to this
issue suggest that Victorian society was broadly and consistently engaged in wrestling
with the systematic economic destruction of its children even as it was occurring. Even
so, it was not until 1881 that the Education Act of 1871, mandating that all children up to
the age of ten attend school, was instituted nationwide, nearly eighty years after the first
regulatory acts were passed.’

Perhaps the reason such a struggle with such an obvious moral imperative for
resolution took so long to accomplish lies in a broader cultural context in which the social
role of children was ambiguously formulated. Industrialism and capitalism as such were
rarely the focused targets of Victorian rage at the treatment of its children. When one
considers that the typical literary vehicle for considerations of child exploitation and
abuse were fantasy narratives, this fact becomes hardly surprising. The young chimney
sweep hero of Charles Kingsley’s The Water Babies (1863) dies early in the narrative

into a world of fantastic trials of a Darwinian rather than Marxist nature; Alice’s
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traumatic trips to Wonderland and Looking-Glass World provide hints of a political and
economic “reality,” but they are subsumed by the overriding logic of nonsense; and the
child victims of Dickens, while clearly products of social injustice, are ultimately either
rescued or subsumed by the fairy-tale dictates of their narratives: Tiny Tim and Oliver
Twist “do NOT die” because of ghostly or angelic intervention, while Little Nell does die
in part because of a malignant dwarf, and Jo dies unheeded by a London wrapped up in a
far more delicious case of family mystery and spontaneous combustion.

It is, in short, the Oedipal fairy-tale that determines the Victorian narrative of
child abuse, and while this frame can illustrate the fabric of social relationships, it can
just as easily serve to obfuscate them. Even social institutions removed from the
fantasmic air of literature can be seen to be invested in this narrative. One of the primary
campaigns of the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in the 1890’s
was against the practice of taking out life insurance policies on children, a phenomenon
that, as early as 1843, was seen, by Thomas Carlyle in Past and Present, as a stain on the
national character, an example of the problematic “condition of England.” As Monica
Flegel points out, Carlyle’s reading of a notorious case of child murder in which a
Stockport mother and father poisoned their children to collect on their insurance suggests
“a kind of cannibalism, in which the child who cries for food is murdered so that others
might be fed,” as well as “a gruesome form of commerce: a child is converted into funds
that then become food; once that child is ‘eaten,’ the rest soon follow” (217). While this
kind of imagery is taken up in the NSPCC'’s literature forty years later, it differs from
Carlyle in that it attempts to remove the onus of guilt of child murder from society to bad

parenting. As Flegel argues, “the NSPCC, in an effort to maintain the Society’s classless
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stance, sought to reframe the debate surrounding child-life insurance by conflating stories
of poverty and starvation with horrific narratives of parental savagery” (218).

If the NSPCC’s tactic of negotiating thorny class issues in combating child
murder by effectively avoiding them makes political sense -- appealing to a bourgeois
plurality invested in a narrative of domestic universality requires an Oedipal, rather than a
social villain -- it was not unique in doing so. Carlyle himself, in Past and Present,
quickly moves from a generalized, essayistic condemnation of the condition of England
to a narrative of medieval St. Edmundsbury. In exploring social and economic problems
by narrativizing a localized hegemonic culture safely rooted in the past, Carlyle, like the
NSPCC, moves from a social imaginary to a cultural one, where the family romance
trumps political economy, and where the psychological explains the social. This is what
makes Dickens’ Christmas Carol — itself deeply indebted to Carlyle’s Past and Present —
operative as both social critique and fantasy: the reduction, or elevation, if you prefer, of
issues of economic injustice to a psychological study of Ebenezer Scrooge. The issue of
child neglect, child abuse, and child death is never far from A Christmas Carol’s
narrative, whether it focuses on the precarious fate of Tiny Tim, The Ghost of Christmas
Present’s twisted children, or Scrooge’s own lonely, neglected childhood [Figure 14].
But it is always filtered through Scrooge’s ghost-haunted consciousness, and distilled into
Scrooge’s transformation at the end of his narrative into both father figure to Tiny Tim
and a self-professed “school-boy” (118) and “baby” (119). At the beginning of A
Christmas Carol, Scrooge is a disturbing version of Carlyle’s Midas, and as such,
dangerously readable by the charity workers who invoke his aid. When confronted with

such pleas, Scrooge is deft at countering them. He demonstrates a coldly efficient



230

Figure 14: John Leech Illustration from first edition of A Christmas Carol (1843).
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knowledge of the law in asking if the prisons and workhouses are in operation (44). But
this is before we get to know Scrooge and his story. Scrooge’s social position is
effectively erased by his ghostly narrative, and he emerges at its end a cultural myth: like
Santa Claus, he is an adult child/child adult, a second father to Tiny Tim, but also his
peer. Both Tiny Tim and Scrooge, threatened throughout the Carol with a seemingly
inevitable death, emerge at the end newborn, and culturally, immortal and perennial.

In ceasing to be an intersubjective social agent, one alive to the iniquities and
injustices of his time (however coldly and ironically he engages and debates them),
Scrooge becomes instead what Salvoj Zizek calls an interpassive subject, one who no
longer is embedded in a social framework dictated by questions of knowledge (“Are there
no prisons?”) but one who has found the answer of belief, provided by the big Other (“1
will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future! The Spirits of all Three shall strive
within me.”). The big Other here is Christmas itself, personified by its trinity of ghosts,
transcendental signifiers that guarantee Scrooge’s belief is not misplaced. In fact,
Scrooge need not believe at all: the spirits that “strive within” (118) him will do it for
him. As Zizek points out, this is how belief operates:

In an uncanny way, belief always seems to function in the guise of such a ‘belief

at a distance:” in order for the belief to function, there has to be some ultimate

guarantor of it, yet this guarantor is always deferred, displaced, never present in

persona. (“The Interpassive Subject” p 5)

Scrooge can believe in Christmas because Christmas itself, through the agency of its
spirits, is already clearly operative.

What is interesting here is how Scrooge’s Christmas apotheosis keeps the

Lacanian chain of signification going: once Scrooge becomes a stand-in for Christmas

itself, so invested in the idea that its spirits literally strive within him, don’t we, Scrooge’s
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readers, then become interpassive subjects ourselves? Doesn’t Scrooge, like Santa Claus,
now believe for us? We too can now believe in Christmas, because Scrooge has done the
heavy lifting: his narrative allows us to believe through him.

In fact, it is probably necessary for Scrooge to provide this function. As |
explored in Chapter 1, the narrative of A Christmas Carol not only stresses the injunction
to enjoy Christmas, it stresses the necessity of death: in order for Scrooge to understand
the importance of Christmas, he must know that he will die; he must, in fact, see his own
grave. The narrative power of A Christmas Carol stems from the fact that its dual
imperatives, Christmas and death, are intertwined. We know that Scrooge and Tiny Tim
must die, but we know just as surely that Christmas cannot let that happen: Scrooge will
be reborn, and Tiny Tim will NOT die. Only the fantasy of Christmas can portray this
paradox: only the spirits of Christmas can allow Scrooge to witness his, and Tiny Tim’s
death while simultaneously avoiding them. Reading A Christmas Carol, we know that
Scrooge and Tiny Tim are doomed, just as surely as we are. But thanks to Scrooge’s
ghostly encounter, we can believe they, and we, aren’t.

How do we let others believe for us? Zizek provides some illuminating examples
in his essay “The Interpassive Subject”: the canned laughter of a television sitcom allows
us to enjoy a comedy that might not be all that funny (p 7); a VCR can record, and
effectively, “watch” all the movies a film buff doesn’t have time to watch himself (p 12).
Similarly, children can be read A Christmas Carol or become invested in the figure of
Santa Claus so that we might believe in Christmas too. Conversely, it could be argued
that children can be made to believe in Christmas so that we don’t have to. As Zizek

suggests, this practice is more widespread than we might think:
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There are some beliefs, the most fundamental ones, which are from the very
outset ‘decentered,” beliefs of the Other; the phenomenon of the ‘subject supposed
to believe,” is thus universal and structurally necessary. From the very outset, the
speaking subject displaces his belief onto the big Other qua the order of pure
semblance, so that the subject never "really believed in it"; from the very
beginning, the subject refers to some decentered other to whom he imputes this
belief. All concrete versions of this ‘subject supposed to believe’ (from small
children for whose sake parents pretend to believe in Santa Claus, to the ‘ordinary
working people’ for whose sake Communist intellectuals pretend to believe in
Socialism) are stand-ins for the big Other. So, what one should answer to the
conservative platitude according to which every honest man has a profound need
to believe in something, is that every honest man has a profound need to find
another subject who would believe in his place... (p 2)
There is much in the Victorian relationship to its children to suggest a desire, a need, to
invest in a belief in childhood to oppose, and in a way, redeem the unbelievable realities
attendant upon such a childhood. In 1875, the infant mortality rate in England was 158 in
every 1,000. The mean lifetime in England in 1851 was forty years.> Setting aside the
exploitation of child labor and the culture’s self-constructed image of “cannibalizing” its
own children, it is not hard to imagine a widespread difficulty in believing that Tiny Tim
did NOT die. Nor is it hard to understand how a culture conscious of the systematic
abuse of its own children might prefer to invest in a libidinal belief in the transcendence
of its children while haunted by knowledge of the inefficacy of curtailing the practical
destruction of those children. In one sense, A Christmas Carol is about the appalling
children hiding under the cloak of The Ghost of Christmas Present, decrying the social
sins of Ignorance and Want (101). In another sense, Dickens’ fantasy is a means by
which we can erase those children, and put in their place the delightful, transcendent

children that Scrooge and Tiny Tim become: children we can believe in, or who can at

least believe for us.
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In one respect, A Christmas Carol is only the most famous example of a
particularly English form of Kindertotenlied, the ghost-child story. Whether we read A
Christmas Carol as a social protest or a kind of gospel, it is the inaugural canto in a genre
which conflates the guilt, anxiety, and dread of the dead child, and its revenant, with the
pleasure and comfort of Christmas. It is a genre marked by its determination to shake our

incredulity in ghosts and other horrors by believing in them for us.

One of the first and most effective ghost-child stories is Elizabeth Gaskell’s contribution
to the 1852 Household Words Christmas number, “The Old Nurse’s Story.” It is one of
the most famous and widely anthologized of Victorian ghost stories. Its wide appeal
stems in part from the artfulness with which it balances the horrific and the sentimental,
in its ambiguous presentation of the Victorian child as both tragic victim and terrifying
nemesis.

The story takes place at the strange and creepy Furnivall Manor, where Hester,
the titular nurse, and her five year old charge Rosamond come to stay with their elderly
relation Grace Furnivall, after the death of the girl’s parents. As winter draws near,
Rosamond becomes drawn to the ghost of a child her age, and the nurse hears strange
music from an organ in the east wing of the house. Fear builds in the house when the
ghost-child lures Rosamond out into the freezing snow, and, after rescuing her, the nurse
takes steps to protect the girl from the ghost’s plaintive cries at the window. It eventually

emerges that the ghost is the illegitimate daughter of the sister of Grace Furnivall, cast
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out into the cold to freeze to death by the late cruel lord. At the end of the tale, Grace
Furnivall falls dead after seeing the ghostly reenactment of her sister and niece’s
banishment, which she was, in part, responsible for.

Gaskell’s story may at first seem something of a departure from the work that
made her name, the celebrated “condition of England” novel of 1848, Mary Barton.
While an argument could be made that Gaskell’s depiction of the Manchester working-
poor in that novel is often more horrific than anything in “The Old Nurse’s Story,” its
explicit engagement with the burning social issues of working class poverty, labor
relations, and Chartism makes it seem worlds away from the ultimately cozy domestic
fantasy of “The Old Nurse’s Story,” which, after all, first appeared in a periodical titled A
Round of Stories by the Christmas Fire. But the great novel of social protest and the
great Christmas ghost story both owe their genesis, to a greater or lesser degree, to the
tragedy of child mortality. In her Preface to Mary Barton, Gaskell comments: “Three
years ago | became anxious (from circumstances that need not be more fully alluded to)
to employ myself in writing a work of fiction” (5). The circumstance that Gaskell alludes
to is the death of her ten month old son William in 1845, of scarlet fever. If Gaskell is
reticent here to fully explain the personal influences that led to Mary Barton, she
elsewhere allegedly invoked the same issue in more broadly social terms:

Elizabeth allegedly told Travers Madge of the moment which inspired Mary

Barton. One day, visiting a poor family, she was trying, like Susanna Winkworth,

to argue against their suspicions of the rich, ‘when the head of the family took

hold of her arm, and grasping it tightly said, with tears in his eyes, “Aye, ma’am,
but have ye ever seen a child clemmed to death?”” This is the question which

John Barton, the weaver-hero of her novel, hurls at the rich: have they ever seen
their children starve? (Uglow 192-3)
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“The Old Nurse’s Story” more or less answers this question in the affirmative, as it
unveils the tragic story of Furnivall Manor. As in the above anecdote, “The Old Nurse’s
Tale” addresses the class-inflected aspects of the issue of child death obliquely, couching
its questions of how “the rich” deal with the tragedy of child mortality in the narrative
voice of the working class, and as an appeal to the imagination: the class consciousness
which Gaskell attempts to address in the anecdote is effectively stopped by the pathos
and horror of the poor man’s question: “have ye ever seen a child clemmed to death?”
Similarly, the class distinctions between Hester and her charge — a poor relation of Lord
Furnivall — and the seemingly settled aristocratic residents of Furnivall Manor is
subsumed within the more sensational goings-on of a ghostly pipe-organ and a
dangerously seductive ghost child.

Orisit? If Mary Barton can be seen as a social rendering of personal tragedy —
the working-through of the personal grief of the death of a child via a consideration of
child-death on a mass scale in which the rich are taken to account for the death rates of
the poor, “The Old Nurse’s Tale” can be read as its inverse: a rendering of the social as
the psychological. In other words, instead of seeing “The Old Nurse’s Tale” as a retreat
from social criticism into fantasy, we can read this story, like Dickens’ Christmas Carol,
as a kind of transcendence of social criticism via fantasy: here, the child “clemmed to
death” impossibly speaks for itself, and in doing so, works its vengeance on the
aristocrats of Furnivall Manor in a way that would be impossible in a realist text like
Mary Barton. If John Barton can only make an impotent plea for revolution, the child-
ghost can actually enact it, if only on a domestic, and fantastic, level. In doing so,

however, the child-ghost of “The Old Nurse’s Tale” does something the beleaguered



237

Chartist of Mary Barton cannot: it can bring the social and political implications of its
own neglect and murder to the cozy hearth of the Christmas fire. Indeed, as the first
sentence of the story makes clear, this is a tale of child abuse told directly to children
(12).

As in A Christmas Carol, it is the interpassive subject that draws us into this
arrangement. The nameless nurse, like Scrooge, and countless narrators of other
Victorian ghost stories, is the subject who believes in ghosts for us. Gaskell is perhaps
more artful in beginning her tale than the legion of Victorian ghost stories that begin with
a promise to the reader of the credibility of the tale about to be told. Gaskell’s narrator
need not, as, say, Charlotte Riddell’s narrators so often do, attest to her trustworthiness in
relating the supernatural incidents of her story, nor does she appeal to the credulity of the
reader. Her authority and reliability is suggested at the outset by clues to her
longstanding domestic service and care for children:

You know, my dears, that your mother was an orphan, and an only child; and |

daresay you have heard that your grandfather was a clergyman up in

Westmoreland, where | come from. | was just a girl in the village school, when,

one day, your grandmother came in to ask the mistress if there was any scholar

there who would do for a nurse-maid; and mighty proud | was, | can tell ye, when

the mistress called me up, and spoke to my being a good girl at my needle, and a

steady honest girl, and one whose parents were very respectable, thought they

might be poor. (11)

The nurse’s diction accentuates the pride she has in her working class background, while
her remembrances conveniently supply a three generation resume of service to this

family. Her authority is most deftly articulated by the fact that she is addressing the next
generation of this family here, rather than the reader herself. Compare Gaskell’s opening

with that of Riddell’s “The Open Door,” which winkingly plays with the convention —

which Riddell was instrumental in codifying — of the narrator’s appeal to credibility:
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Some people do not believe in ghosts. For that matter, some people do not
believe in anything. There are persons who even affect incredulity concerning
that open door at Ladlow Hall. They say it did not stand wide open — that they
could have shut it; that the whole affair was a delusion; that they are sure it must
have been a conspiracy; that they are doubtful whether there is a such a place as
Ladlow on the face of the earth; that the first time they are in Meadowshire they
will look it up.

That is the manner in which this story, hitherto unpublished, has been
greeted by my acquaintances. How it will be received by strangers is quite
another matter. | am going to tell what happened to me exactly as it happened,
and readers can credit or scoff at the tale as it pleases them. (39)

The defiant posture of Riddell’s narrator slyly acknowledges the burden of the narrator of
the ghost story to make his story as believable as possible.® His offhand dismissal of the
need for reader corroboration of his narrative also serves as a passive-aggressive
condemnation of any unbelieving readers: the litany of excuses by those who disbelieve
his story tends to highlight a foolish, if not desperate need to rationalize among his
detractors, and his insinuation that people that don’t believe in ghosts probably “do not
believe in anything” suggests belief in ghosts is as important as belief as such. Riddell’s
narrator makes plain the position of the interpassive subject: you can believe in his story
or not — it’s enough that the narrator himself believes. Gaskell’s nurse, on the other hand,
works a much more subtle operation on her readers: since she’s not even addressing a
readership, but rather a group of children, she draws in reader complicity not only with
her bona fides as a “steady honest girl,” but by the fact that as a “subject supposed to
believe,” her position is enhanced even more by her interaction with a group of subjects
supposed to believe: children. In beginning her tale with a conspiratorial “You know, my

dears” Gaskell nicely places her readership in the position of the nurse’s children. The

nurse makes no statement as to the authenticity of her tale, or her own credibility as



239

witness, because she doesn’t have to: her first words interpellate us within her narrative
as credible children.

It is as such that we enter the nurse’s, and Rosamond’s, diegetic space. And as
such, it is easy for the reader to miss the class divisions that mark Rosamond’s progress
to Furnivall Manor. Rosamond’s mother was, as the nurse relates, “a real lady born” (11)
who married a “curate, son to a shopkeeper,” “a right-down hard worker” (11-12). The
nurse, in addressing her young audience, does not dwell on the class problematic of this
match, but its disastrous results are quickly hinted at:

When your mother, little Miss Rosamond, was about four or five years old, both

her parents died in a fortnight — one after the other. Ah! That was a sad time. My

pretty young mistress and me was looking for another baby, when my master
came home from one of his long rides, wet and tired, and took the fever he died
of; and then she never held up her head again, but just lived to see her dead baby,

and have it laid on her breast, before she sighed away her life. (12)

The fairy-tale structure of this edited-for-children narrative suggests much that is not
said: is it the curate’s status as a “right-down hard worker” that precipitates his illness
and death? What are the conditions of Rosamond’s home that allow the curate’s fever to
kill his wife and newborn child? Economic hardship — a condition Gaskell explores in
excruciating detail in Mary Barton is here only hinted at. For the sake of the children in
the audience, explication and analysis do not go much further than “Ah! That was a sad
time.”

The nurse offers further hints of the economic and social backdrop of this tale,
and their relative importance to it, when she describes the ride to Furnivall Manor:

And now it was long past noon on a September day, and we stopped to change

horses for the last time at a little smoky town, all full of colliers and miners. Miss

Rosamond had fallen asleep, but Mr. Henry told me to waken her, that she might
see the park and the Manor house as we drove up. (13)
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Once again, the nurse’s child-like diction reduces an environment that, in another
context, would require two novels, Mary Barton and North and South, to adequately
observe, to “a little smoky town, all full of colliers and miners.” But the nurse needs no
further description, as the heroine of her story is fast asleep. Her conscious attention to
this quaint industrial smogscape is not required: she need only wake to see the impressive
grounds of the Manor. And we, the ingeniously infantilized readers of Gaskell’s story,
need not pay any attention either (though I suspect Gaskell’s attention to detail is as
strategic here as her old nurse’s). There is a striking double articulation in Gaskell’s
handling of this “throwaway” background. Though Rosamond, her children the nurse is
addressing, and the stand-in reader need none of this information, it nevertheless colors
our sense of the Manor and its twisted family history. It also lends greater authority to
the nurse, who, awake to a social and economic history her readers are implicitly
welcomed to sleep through, knows more than we do, and as the only adult in the room, so
to speak, she is someone we can believe in. As David Ellison observes in his essay,
“Glazed Expression: Mary Gaskell, Ghosts and Glass,” Gaskell’s art often describes
...a visual system that routinely fails to see the poor. In Mary Barton, this is
identified as a central threat to political stability. But Gaskell complicates this
problem, drawing connecting lines between the imperfectly glimpsed, if not
spectral bodies of the poor, the emaciations of famine and the concurrent removal
of labor-traces from the spectacular display of commodities set behind glass.
(485)
These connecting lines can be seen in this story as well, in the offhand references to the
unseen poor and the spectacular, and spectral, Furnivall Manor. If Hester encodes these
connections in a language fit for children, she nevertheless is the one that is able to

encode them. Perhaps more interesting, though, is the manner of unseeing the

unconscious Rosamond enacts in the tale.
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Hester, as narrator, plays the traditional role of interpassive mediary in her story’s
call to believe, but that role is also occupied by Rosamond. It is Rosamond who makes
first contact with Furnivall Manor’s ghosts, and it is her ambiguous relationship with the
ghost-child that forms the dramatic and thematic core of the story. The interaction
between Rosamond and the ghost-child create an atmosphere of moral ambiguity: the
mystery of the ghost initially calls into question not only the motives of the ghost itself,
but those of Rosamond. When Rosamond is brought back from the snowy Fells, her
veracity is questioned when she claims she was called out by the ghost. When Hester
investigates the child’s story, and finds only one pair of footprints in the snow, she
suspects the child is lying, calling her a “naughty little girl” and admonishing her for
“telling stories” (22). Rosamond’s excuse is equally morally inflected: she insists that
she “could not choose but go” because the ghost-child was “so pretty and so sweet” (22).
But Miss Furnivall’s servant Mrs. Stark, aware of the ghost, quickly insists that the ghost
is an “evil child,” a “wicked, naughty child” that will “lure [Rosamond] to her death”
(23). Both the mystery and frissons here center on the moral qualities of both the girl and
the ghost-child. Is the ghost good or evil? Is Rosamond simply “telling stories”? The
latter question is not a minor one, considering the weight the Victorian ghost story places
on veracity: Hester’s moral and narrative authority is of course predicated on the truth of
her own story.

Interestingly, the resolution of this moral quandary is delayed by the fact that
Rosamond is once again asleep. Her account of her ghostly rendezvous is compromised

by the fact that the ghost-mother, upon seeing her, “hushed her weeping, and smiled very
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proud and grand, and took me on her knee, and began to lull me to sleep” (23).
Information is delayed further when Rosamond returns to the Manor:

At last Dorothy knocked at the door with Miss Rosamond’s breakfast; and she

told me the old ladies were down in the eating parlor, and that they wanted to

speak to me. They had both been into the night-nursery the evening before, but it
was after Miss Rosamond was asleep; so they had only looked at her — not asked

me any questions. (23)

Rosamond’s ghostly interaction, then, is figured in large part on her being unconscious.
Her unconsciousness, in turn, puts her own veracity in question, and by extension, the
moral atmosphere of the whole of Furnivall Manor — by now clearly recognizable as a
haunted house with unspeakable secrets.

Is it too much to suggest here that Gaskell, arguably the most impassioned social
realist and literary advocate of the working class, is drawing a parallel between a political
and psychological unconscious in this tale? As a child, Rosamond is by necessity
unconscious of the socio-economic environment which she inhabits. But her
unconsciousness also brings to the fore the reality of the Furnivall ghosts: her very status
as a child makes her the victim/confidant of the ghost-child, which in turn allows, in the
climax of the story, the tale of injustice and tragedy of the ghost-child to emerge in full to
the adults of the house. The climactic procession of the Oedipal triad of ghosts -- Miss
Furnivall’s father, sister, and niece — is immediately preceded by yet another description
of Rosamond sleeping (29), who awakes with an uncontrollable urge to join them: “Just
at that moment my darling wakened with a sudden start: ‘My little girl is crying, oh how
she is crying!” and she tried to get up and go to her” (30). Rosamond’s struggle to join

the ghosts is intercut, as it were, with the phantasmagoric repetition of the expulsion of

Lord Furnivall’s daughter and grand-child:
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All at once, the east door gave way with a thundering crash, as if torn open in a
violent passion, and there came into that broad and mysterious light, the figure of
a tall old man, with grey hair and gleaming eyes. He drove before him, with
many a relentless gesture of abhorrence, a stern and beautiful woman, with a little
child clinging to her dress [...] They passed along towards the great hall-door,
where the winds howled and ravened for their prey; but before they reached that,
the lady turned; and I could see that she defied the old man with a fierce and
proud defiance; but then she quailed — and then she threw up her arms wildly and
piteously to save her child — her little child — from a blow from his uplifted crutch.
(30-1)
This scene, and the family plot of fallen women and illegitimacy that informs it, has been
read as an echo or recapitulation of Gaskell’s novel Ruth, written the same year and
dealing with similar subject matter.” However, in the scene’s abstract, primal violence,
think one could just as easily read this as a child-eye view of injustice as such, an echo of
the fundamental pain that served as the genesis of Mary Barton: the death of a child.
Readers of Ruth will recognize that the topic of the fallen woman in that novel is itself a
springboard for wide-ranging social interrogation, and Ruth’s journey a kind of pilgrim’s
progress through the myriad inequities of the English class system. Here too, though in a
much more compact, fantastic form, Gaskell offers a local incident to stand in as a
ghostly indictment of social injustice. More importantly, it is the subjectivity
constructing the incident that provides the indictment, both as a projection of the ghost-
child’s history of abuse, and Rosamond’s affective investment as spectator of that
projection — she literally wants to jump into the picture to quell its horror. In this primal
fantasy, in which, to paraphrase Freud, a ghost is being beaten, that which was unseen is
now seen, to the edification of adults as well as children. The potency of injustice on full
display here is perhaps what led Dickens to plead with Gaskell to make this spectacle

visible only to Rosamond.® It is ultimately a more disturbing image of child abuse than

the visions discretely afforded to Scrooge, in that the psychological horror has finally
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become social: if Scrooge’s private epiphanies lead to his reformation, the public
unveiling of Miss Furnivall’s past causes her to drop dead. “The Old Nurse’s Tale” ends
not with a conventionally cozy epilogue from the narrator, but with the anguished cries of
Miss Furnivall. If most Victorian ghost stories end with a reassuring affirmation of
exorcism, Gaskell’s ends on a note of uncertainty. Hester, who opens her tale with a
carefully modulated exposition crafted for the pleasure of children, lets the horror of her
ghosts supply the ending. Her story is in part a tale of abuse that, willfully or not, goes
unseen. Fittingly, it ends not with telling, but with an almost cinematic burst of seeing.
“The Old Nurse’s Tale” is a seminal example of the increasing power of ghosts,
particularly child-ghosts, in Victorian fiction. As Jennifer Bann observes in her essay
“Ghostly Hands and Ghostly Agency: The Changing Figure of the Nineteenth-Century
Specter,” “In the supernatural fiction of the later nineteenth century, death began to bring
freedom: shackles, silence, and regret were cast aside, and ghosts became active figures
empowered rather than constrained by their deaths” (664). As she memorably puts it,
“the powerless hand-wringing of Marley’s ghost” gives way to “the controlling, guiding
or demonstrative hands of later ghosts” (664). While this formulation is somewhat
reductive — the three other ghosts of Dickens’ Carol suffer no such constraints — it
adequately describes the trajectory of the child-ghost over the Victorian period. The
child-ghost of “The Old Nurse’s Tale, like the silent, moping child-ghost of Charlotte
Riddell’s “Walnut-Tree House,” act largely as mute signifiers, trapped within their
respective environments. Increasingly, these ghosts will expand their territory, as well as
their ability to move, and transform, those they haunt. This increase in the power of the

child-ghost can be largely attributed to a shift in their affective, and moral, agency. If
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earlier child ghosts, like Dickens’, were objects of horror and disgust, or, like Gaskell’s,
ambiguous in motive and deadly in their power to shock, later ghosts increase the scope
of their power to haunt largely by becoming pathetic, even friendly, rather than
malevolent, spirits.

The child-ghost of Margaret Oliphant’s 1885 story, “The Open Door” (a popular
title and trope of the Victorian ghost story), provides a liminal example of this shift. The
ghost here is the child of a housekeeper who died in a ruined building which once was
servants’ quarters. In repeating his cry “Oh, mother let me in!” night after night, he
draws the attention of the wealthy new tenants of Brentwood House: Mortimer, a colonial
bureaucrat (whose pride in his new estate is testified by nearly three pages of self-
satisfied description at the opening of the story), his wife, and their “fragile” son Roland.
Oliphant’s story is more direct in its treatment of class issues than “The Old Nurse’s
Tale.” As Melissa Edmundson notes, the ruined doorway the ghost haunts “immediately
brings to mind a symbolic ‘doorway’ between two social classes,” that also “comments
on the transitory, uncertain lives of the servants, whose fortunes must rise and fall with
the status of the house they work for” (59-60). Oliphant’s “poor ghost,” haunting the
bureaucrat’s property like a tape loop, forces a class confrontation reminiscent of
Dickens’ Carol: Mortimer, prone to extended visits to London to dine and drink with
friends at his club (155-6), learns in confronting the child-ghost to be a more attentive
father and husband.

As in “The Old Nurse’s Story,” it is a child who initially makes the most visceral
contact with the ghost-child, a contact which threatens the safety of the living child.

Roland, who has heard the ghost’s cry, develops, like Rosamond in “The Old Nurse’s
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Story,” a dangerously sympathetic obsession with the ghost. Fearing his son will die,
Mortimer, along with a skeptical doctor and a clergyman, attempts to lay the ghost in an
effort to save his son. Roland’s illness is the occasion for redemption and understanding,
between both the living family and the child-ghost and his mother. If the ghost is initially
a figure of fear and dread, his true nature is divined by Roland: his injunction to his father
to “go and help it” challenges, and allows, his father to conform to his son’s expectation
that “Father will know” (172). It also allows us to read the ghost more sympathetically
than the ambiguously threatening child-ghost in Gaskell’s story, in part because
something can be done to free the ghost from its repetitive behavior.

What distinguishes Oliphant’s story from so many of its peers is its relatively
overt religious sensibility. In laying the ghost, a minister earthily gives the ghost spiritual
advice to “‘Go home, ye wandering spirit! [...] Do ye think the Lord will close the door,
ye faint-hearted creature? No!’”, as well as imploring the Lord to “‘take him into Thy
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everlasting habitations’” (198). In doing so, the minister not only exorcises the ghost, he
effectively gives the ghost an agency quite different from that of Gaskell’s: the ghost is
not trapped in a repetitive loop after all, but is free to go to Heaven, where it belongs.

In creating a ghost pathetic rather than frightening, one redeemable rather than
repeating, Oliphant’s ghost-child blurs the line between ghost and angel, and opens up
the figurative space in which the ghost-child can operate. If Gaskell and Riddell’s child-
ghosts are housebound slaves of repetition, Oliphant’s bursts through its open door --
Mortimer feels a physical jolt from the ghost’s escape: “I sprang forward to catch

something in my arms that flung itself wildly within the door” (198). The laying of the

ghost increases, rather than decreases its potency: Roland becomes “strong and well”
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(202) after the ghost departs, attaining a well-being he never possessed prior to his
connection with the ghost. Mortimer becomes more attentive and thoughtful, and,
perhaps most importantly, goes from being an unbeliever in ghosts to a reliable evangelist
for them, boasting at the end of the tale at how he can make the skeptic town doctor
doubt his own disbelief in ghosts: “I must add that when the doctor defies me, I can
always bring back gravity to his countenance, and a pause in his railing, when | remind
him of the juniper-bush [a piece of evidence suggesting the ghost was real]” (203).
Oliphant’s combination of religious sensibility and class comment raise the stakes of
belief in this story. The ghost, in moving from an earthbound revenant to an explicitly
theological spirit, entwines the belief in ghosts with belief in God, and provides a
convenient religious justification for perpetuating the class system. Mortimer becomes a
reliable advocate for this ghost — a fitting subject supposed to believe — by transcending
the class differences between his family and the ghost’s. The social and religious
transcendence Mortimer brings about through his engagement with the ghost-child also
serves to negate the troubling specter of class conflict: at story’s end, Mortimer has
successfully evicted not only a ghost, but a threatening and irritating revenant of the
suffering working class. Believing in ghosts — and their rightful place with God, rather
than on Mortimer’s property — allows one not only to get rid of ghosts, but to believe in
the class system as well.

The ghost of “The Open Door” is a transitional one. While it retains, to a lesser
degree, some of the malignant ambiguity of the ghosts of “The Old Nurse’s Story” — the
negative influence of the ghost on Roland’s mental and physical health; the gothic

trappings of the ghost’s milieu — it also, through the mediation of those trying to lay it,
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arguably generates more sympathy than Gaskell’s ghosts. Its more pronounced role as a
vehicle for the interpassive subject makes it ultimately a beneficial ghost. However
repetitively and passively the ghost initially behaves, through the action of the subjects
that try to exorcize it by believing in it, it acquires a second-hand power to change the
lives of the living for the better. The ghost charts a trajectory over the course of the story,
from being a figure of fear, to a figure of faith.

This transition finds its completion in “The Ghost-Child,” a 1906 story by
Bernard Capes. This well-crafted, if slightly bathetic, fairy-tale develops the figure of the
ghost in surprising, transformative ways. The most fascinating novelty of the tale is that
the ghost is seemingly generated by belief itself (or at least a kind of wish-fulfillment)
rather than being a revenant of the dead.

It opens with the obligatory invocation to belief, conveyed with an inimitable fin
de siecle purple prose that conflates the psychological and the moral, promising to be as
forthcoming as possible in presenting the truth. As the narrator avows: “...to withhold
from evidence, in these days of what one may call a zetetic psychology, anything which
may appear elucidatory, however must be pronounced, | think, a sin against the Holy
Ghost” (442). Interestingly, much of the elucidatory evidence the narrator presents,
including the ghost-child itself, are not witnessed by the narrator, but related to him
second-hand. The narrator’s remove from the action of the tale nicely mirrors the
circumstances of the arrival of the ghosts of the story. If he takes the story on faith, it can
be said that the ghost-child itself is a product of faith.

The story is simple: Tryphena, a girl who lives by the sea in the “east of England”

(442), is engaged to the restless Jason, who, in a fit of pride, breaks the engagement and
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goes to sea. He swiftly repents his hastiness, and promises to return to the faithful
Tryphena, but dies at sea en route home. Jason’s ghost appears to Tryphena in a dream,
and “all night he lay there, blest and forgiven, till in the morning he melted away with a
sigh” (446). Nine months later, at Christmas, a child, “naked, and his pink, wet body
glazed with ice” (447), arrives at her door. He looks remarkably like Jason, and when
Tryphena asks him his name, she finds that Jason is the child’s name as well. She asks
the child:
‘And who am I? [...] If you are Jason, you must know what to call me.’
‘I know,’ he said; ‘but I mustn’t, unless you ask me.’
‘I won’t,” she answered, with a burst of weeping. ‘It is Christmas Day,
dearest, when a miracle of a little child was wrought. 1 will ask you nothing but
to stay and bless our desolate home.” (447)
The ghost stays, until Tryphena finally feels compelled to ask the ghost-child who he is.
In a nicely rendered intersection of reader conjecture and narrative revelation, the ghost-
child tells her “I was to call you ‘mother’!” (448), before he disappears into the gathering
snow. In a brief epilogue, the narrator informs us that “Tryphena made this confession,
on a Christmas Eve night, to one who was a believer in dreams. The next morning she
was seen to cross the causeway, and thereafter was never seen again” (448).
In this story, the ghost has almost completely shed its more disagreeable traits.
The ghost-child here is neither threatening, nor particularly ambiguous: it offers
straightforward answers to questions, even those it can’t answer. The ghost is received
instead as an unequivocal miracle and blessing, bearing comparisons to Christ Himself.
It is rather the outside world that becomes malevolent, or at least depressingly indifferent.

When the ghost-child reveals his nature, he dissolves into a bleak environment:

Even as he spoke, his pretty features wavered and vanished. The snow broke into
him, or he became part with it. Where he had been, a gleam of iridescent dust
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seemed to show one moment before it sank and was extinguished in the falling

cloud. Then there was only the snow, heaping an eternal chaos with nothingness.

(448)

This is a much gentler ghost than Gaskell’s and Oliphant’s, who engage the material
world with aggressively repetitive behavior that create physical, as well as mental, effects
on the people they haunt. The narrator describes his story as a “butterfly to be broken on
a wheel” and a “delicacy” (442) that presents a danger of insensitivity even in its telling.
The ghost-child’s fragility becomes a mark of his peculiar power: he is a miracle and
blessing ever threatening to merge into a chaotic nothingness. There is a sense that this
ghost, the impossible child of a dream encounter with a dead man, is more real than the
world he is born into. The oneiric, fairy-tale trappings of the story (the narrator compares
Tryphena variously to a mermaid and an elf), in which dreams and ghosts are the
vitalizing agents of procreation, make the ghost paradoxically more solid, in spite of his
evanescence, than his surroundings.

Biographical material on Bernard Capes is scarce, but he was apparently a lapsed
Catholic, which may account for the ease with which he mixes religious symbol
(Tryphena shares her name with a Christian women in the The New Testament Book of
Romans; the ghost-child is a stand in both for the baby Jesus and the Holy Ghost) and
pagan myth and fantasy (Jason is clearly modeled on the Greek Argonaut and deserting
husband).® This self-conscious mixture of referents heightens the un-reality of his fairy-
tale world, making its ghost-child a ground for meaning and faith to a narrator who is a
“believer in dreams.” In this world, the ghost-child becomes an acceptable stand in for
the Son of God, appearing on Christmas to incarnate his parents’ ghostly dream. If

Gaskell and Oliphant suggest that ghosts can lead us to a higher social truth, Capes’
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ghost-child becomes that Truth itself: he is precisely something to believe in, in that he
was never anything else. He is also the ultimate reification of the dead child: this ghost-
child circumvents death by having never been alive. Gaskell and Oliphant’s ghosts
suggest ideals that have been misplaced in their implicit ideological critique: both
literally and figuratively stand at a doorway between class divisions. Capes’ ghost-child
makes no ideological critique, perhaps because it was never part of the material world in
which such critiques make sense in the first place. He is rather a transcendent, implicitly
religious figure, supplying the impossible third piece of a failed Oedipal triad.

Viewed this way, Capes’ ghost-child, is, for all its fragility, the most powerful of
Victorian ghost-children: sidestepping its own tragic failure to be born, it ceases to be
even a reflection or revenant of child abuse. Instead, it is a purely benevolent force, and
an avatar of benevolence itself in a world of “eternal chaos” and “nothingness.” This
child, who never had to be a child at all, is a child to believe in. It is, after all, its only
function. It arrives neither to frighten nor edify, but to comfort and bear witness to its
own impossible being. This perfectly hypothetical child can be seen as the ultimate
alternative to the millions of real children that society, and culture, could not protect in
the nineteenth-century. More real than real, the ghost-child possesses a power that mere
mortal children, in their faceless numbers, do not. We can view Capes’ ghost-child as the
distilled essence of the century’s other ghost-children: Oliphant and Gaskell’s ghosts can
create social awareness and change through an agency never possessed by their
victimized living selves; and Tiny Tim, another child who never was, and can never die,
lives in a way that millions of real children like him never could. The power, then, of

ghost-children, and what makes then such an appealing alternative to real children, is
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precisely the fact that they do not exist. Whatever terrors they evoke are nothing
compared to the horrors of the plight of the real children that inspired them. Such terror,
in fact, is what constitutes the pleasure they give. To idealize children in this manner,
particularly as a means to assuage the fact of their systemic abuse, is, paradoxically, to
invest them with an uncanny agency and power. But the investiture of such power, such
agency, in children — the subjects supposed to believe — is not, as we shall see, without its

problems.

Henry James’ 1898 “Christmas-tide toy,”*® The Turn of the Screw, is famously either the
crown-jewel of Victorian ghost-stories, or a harrowing account of delusion and child-
abuse. Or both. The story opens on Christmas Eve, with a round of ghost stories,
“gruesome, as on Christmas Eve in an old house a strange tale should be” (1). James
immediately sets his tale within a discussion of the genre of ghost stories centering on
children: the group around the fire keep upping the ante on horrifying stories of ghosts
possessing children. Through a convoluted chain of narrators, we finally hear the story of
a governess and her (possibly) haunted charges, Miles and Flora, in her own words. The
governess increasingly becomes convinced that the two children under her care have
become corrupted by the ghostly influence of two dead former servants, Quint and Miss
Jessel. The nature of their evil, and by association, the children’s, is never made explicit,
though the suspense of the tale is made palpable by the governess’s rising sense of alarm.

Flora is eventually removed from the house, and Miles, in the final scene, dies in the
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