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According to Feminist critical theories, what is the significance of Nathaniel’s differing treatment of Olympia and Clara in E.T.A Hoffmann’s “The Sandman”.

In this presentation I will be analysing E.T.A Hoffmann’s The Sandman with Feminist literary and psychoanalytic theory applied to the characters, mainly that of Nathaniel, Clara and the automaton Olympia, and the discourse that they engage in at certain points in the text. The main body of this presentation will focus mainly on the larger fourth section of the book, the actual narration of Nathaniel’s infatuation with Olympia after the three letters that establish the main characters of the text, however some basic feminist criticisms can be applied to the third of those letters. This is where, in accidentally intercepting a letter to her brother Lothaire, Clara has written to Nathaniel telling him that Coppelius is in his head, a manifestation of his darkest fears and the trauma he suffered as a child. In this third letter Nathaniel writes directly to Lothaire again and tells him about what she has said, and he says the following - ‘Indeed, one could not believe that the mind which often peers out of those bright, smiling, childish eyes, like a sweet charming dream, could define with such intelligence, in such a professor-like manner.’ He continues; ‘I suppose you read her logical lectures, that she may learn to divide and sift every thing acutely.’

This demonstrates the social attitudes to women in literature at the time of writing where Nathaniel not only expresses amazement at her suggesting the deeply psychological idea that Coppelius is a haunting aspect of Nathaniel’s own identity, but he goes further to suggest that her letter written to him had been proofread and doctored by Lothaire so that it reads accurately, and all her thoughts are in order. It was such attitudes in literature towards women that gave rise to Feminist critical theory and, I think, a suitable prologue to the themes and ideas that I am about to discuss in more detail.
Clara is later described in the narration thusly:

 ‘Clara had the vivid fancy of a cheerful, unembarrassed child, a deep, tender, feminine disposition, an acute, clever understanding. The misty dreams had but a chance with her, since, though she did not talk – as indeed talking would have been altogether repugnant to her tacit nature, her bright glance and firm ironical smile would say to them: “Good friends, how can you imagine that I shall take your fleeting shadowy images for real forms with life and motion?” On this account Clara was censured by many as cold, unfeeling and prosaic;’

Firstly, in the initial descriptions we have of her, she’s not only described as being very beautiful and pleasing to look at, but descriptors pertaining to her demeanour consistently uses the lexis of childishness, she has the vivid fancy of an ‘unembarrassed child’ where it could be argued there that it is implying that such feminine temperaments should be embarrassing and controlled and are undesirable. The description also states that she does not talk much openly, and doing so would betray her quiet nature, but when she does talk it causes her to be labelled as cold and dull. The idea that she is more agreeable before opening her mouth is one that can be applied to many characters who speak in a sardonic and unamused way across many spans of literature; what is more important is that she is seen as being more interesting and desirable when she is not speaking, as if speaking would dispel preconceived notions affixed onto her because of her aesthetic qualities and so called child-like demeanour.
Nathaniel also finds this aspect of Clara disagreeable as, since his regression into the terror of Coppelius after seeing the character of Coppola, his poems and writings have taken a darker, more tragic tone, and after crafting a piece of writing for her after not seeing her for some time, she rebuffs him and demands he destroy what he has written, which causes him to cry out ‘Thou inanimate, accursed automaton!’
 This further demonstrates how even Clara’s fiancé has grown unappreciative of her when she strays from the more typically feminine characteristics expected of her which are summarily to remain pretty and friendly in her demeanour. To an extent, this dichotomy between what Clara says and how she acts can be seen in relation to Judith Butler’s theory of female phenomenology and gender performativity. ‘In this sense, gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceede; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time - an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.’
 In this case it could be said that Clara’s problems with Nathaniel and others stem from her diversion from the strict expected identity of what a woman at the time of writing ought to be, and she faces negativity when she does diverge from the norms of what a lady is expected to act like. The line also, of course, acts as foreshadowing to the next female character in the narrative, Olympia.
One of the most memorable aspects of The Sandman is Olympia, the automaton created by Nathaniel’s tutor Spalanzani and his associate Coppola. In a narrative fraught with the confusion and tension of not knowing if Nathaniel is truly being stalked by a real nemesis or simple a haunting illusion, the surreal nature of the story is amplified by the twist revelation that the woman Nathaniel has fallen for is a highly intricate clockwork doll. Due to her unnerving presence in the narrative Olympia has been the source of traditional psychoanalytic readings.
Freud’s traditional psychoanalytical reading of The Sandman prioritised the idea of someone losing their eyes and other repetitive motifs whose reoccurrence seemed to imply a hidden meaning yet on the surface seemed to be completely random delusions that Nathaniel suffers – theorised to originate from his fear of castration – over Olympia’s character as the source of the Uncanny in the narrative. This was in reference to German psychiatrist Ernst Jentsch whose identification of Olympia as the primary uncanniness of the story was later referenced and refuted by Freud in his own essay, downplaying Olympia’s effect on the narrative in establishing his own theories of repetitive compulsion and castration anxiety. For the purposes of this presentation we will look at French Feminist theorist Julia Kristeva’s closely related concept of Abjection and how Olympia and her effect on Nathaniel can demonstrate this. Abjection is the horror that one is faced with when they can no longer distinguish between the Self and the Other, and thus their grasp on physical reality is compromised.  On Abjection, Kristeva says in her essay Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection.
‘It is death infecting life. Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.’

Whereas whether Olympia is an element of the Uncanny in The Sandman was debated, Kristeva’s theory of Abjection can certainly be applied to the character of Olympia and her effect on Nathaniel’s mental state. The discomfort that Olympia made others feel can be ascribed to her still manner and lack of coherence – ‘death infecting life’ in the automaton’s mockery of life as a lifeless being that subconsciously turned the other men away in suspicion and ridicule in a very subtle form of Abjection. True Abjection however, is the intense horror and disgust that Nathaniel feels when he discovers in one fell swoop that Olympia is a lifeless robot made by none other than the evil Coppelius and his tutor Spalanzani. The resulting Abjection disturbs Nathaniel’s identity in a marked way, with his already fragile mental state from Coppelius’ previous visit to his father giving way and leading to him attempting to murder Clara before finally committing suicide.
With Kristeva being heavily influenced by Freud and Lacan, Olympia as a characterisation of the Other is another valid interpretation of her destruction of Nathaniel, as per Lacanian psychoanalysis the Other is that which is desired by the Ego but can never be attained. Nathaniel becomes close to the object of his affections but the reality that they are illusory and were never theirs to be claimed breaks him and sends the already unstable man over the edge. It could be possible that, in his obsessive infatuation with Olympia, he made her the objet petit a of his Other’s desires and allowed himself to be deceived by the fake woman, overlooking her mechanical nature because she – to him – was his idealised stereotype of what a woman ought to act like.
The character of Olympia can also be analysed in a way that is both Feminist and Structuralist. When Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of binary opposition, where two opposite absolutes are formed through and predicated by language, is mapped onto gender, it is often found that one term is the more central and superior of the two. This is characterised in male and female with male being the active and female being the passive, male being content and female being an empty vessel, and male being the producers whilst the female are blank canvasses that are defined by the male. Nathaniel’s personality and his relation to Olympia typify this archetype perfectly, with Nathaniel’s dream partner being nothing more than an inanimate doll onto which he projects his affection, his idealised image of a perfect female – an astute listener to which he can profess his love and read his work to her with no criticism or rebuke. However, it must be said that, as we see with Sigismund’s interjections, these behaviours of Nathaniel’s are treated with ridicule by other men and Olympia is avoided by the other men, who see her vacuous nature and strange movements as something that is undesirable. As such these criticisms of the text become more disparaging towards Nathaniel as a character and a protagonist and his attitude towards women rather than the wider society in The Sandman. 
In his recounting of the panic that Spalanzani caused by introducing an artificial person into the society, Hoffmann’s narrator states that the incident caused a paranoia that is described as such:

‘Many lovers, to be quite convinced that they weren’t enamoured of wooden dolls, would request their mistress to sing and dance a little out of time, to embroider and knit, and play with their lap-dogs, while listening to reading etc.; and, above all, not to listen merely, but also sometimes to talk, in such a manner as presupposed actual thought and feeling.’

Here we can see the men encouraging their partners to do the very things that Nathaniel disliked in Clara in the first place, with it being specified that the men desired their partners not to merely listen, but to speak as only a human could, and that this strengthened some relationships. It could be said that, in a narrative that tries to obscure what is objective reality with the insanity of the protagonist, the most and perhaps singular coherent moral of this weird story – one that seems to be affixed into the conclusion somewhat independently of the end of Nathaniel and Clara’s story – is one of female empowerment where the by-product of Olympia’s creation motivates men to encourage their partners to speak and not just act as objects that are modified and defined by their interactions with their spouses. This is however marred by the fact that this reaction was spurred by the infectious uncertainty that the story of Nathaniel and Olympia had spread, with only paranoia that other automatons live among them being the humorous catalyst for these changes in the local men.
In conclusion, a Feminist critique of the narrative posits that Clara and Olympia are treated differently by Nathaniel due to the way they interact with him, with the more outspoken Clara’s relationship with him marred by disputes and arguments between the pair when Clara speaks her mind and upsets Nathaniel. As such Nathaniel’s loyalties grew weak enough that he ends up falling in love with Olympia in such a short space of time. Whilst his falling for her is farcical and humorous once we know the fact of Olympia’s being, to Nathaniel Olympia comes to typify all that he desires of a woman, a receptacle for his affection and ideas. His pathological obsession with the pretty, malleable doll onto which he can project his false ideal of a relationship with no resistance is what leads him to try and murder Clara and ultimately himself when reminded of the Abjection that the reveal of Olympia’s true nature aroused in him, that she is indeed a doll and not a submissive human woman.
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