CAEN 6074: Reading & Writing Gender

The Life and Death of Harriet Frean

- May Sinclair, pseudonym for Mary Amelia St. Clair (1863-1946)
Introduction 

Wallace comments (very usefully) on Sinclair as neglected modernist:

· Rewriting earlier texts (eg Martineau, Deersbrook) 

· Rewriting own texts 

Both strategies to explore and construct alternative trajectories – a female tradition of sorts (as with Woolf and continued on into the 70s feminists and their inheritors)

TEXT EXPLORES

(i) Body & Mind

· Ideas of sickness and health of different kinds; diff kinds in hysteria. 

· The body: ideas of the interrelation of body and mind 

· Impossibility of sublimation because no separation. (Female sexuality essay; the relation of mother and daughter.) 

· Consider the role of the classical literature in Victorian lit. Harriett has no depth to appreciate it - can only appreciate any kind of literature through her mother; cannot read the intellectually challenging material preferred by her father (and Sinclair) 

· Priscilla as hysteric because of her own background – a kind of pleasure in Harriet’s lauding over her competitive
(ii) The construction of the (female) self

· Mother/daughter relationship (cf the destructiveness of the mother in Mansfield’s Prelude; the problematic relation of Mrs Ramsay and her daughters/Lily/Minta)

· Value of psychoanalysis (sublimation v repression) plus using psychoanalysis to read against itself: sees ‘normative femininity’ as a form of ventriloquism – a mask that represses and hence presents the expression of desire = a form of neurosis.

· Complexity of relations not built on binary oppositions (an area explored by many including Adrienne Rich of course)

(iii) Themes

· The romance plot - and after 

· The spinster (after the Great War)

· The veneration of appearances over everything else 

· The hidden selfishness of ‘beautiful behaviour’ - refusal to take responsibility on any level for results of individual actions 

(iv) Modern take on Victorian themes catapulted into 20th C 

· Food as desire;* 

· Fainting and anaemia ;

· The Victorian Patriarch; 

· Class relations;

· The impact of female relations;

· Symbolic decay through cancer (the same cancer)

Sinclair’s deceptively simple style 

· Stream of consciousness and omniscient narrator

· Blurring of pronouns (reflects difficulty of separation)

· Clarity and irony: reading as double consciousness Virtue revealed as vice.

· Rewriting 19th c form of Bildungsroman from perspective of one who does not leave home. The cost of the male adventurer (Frean’s father) - but Harriet returns to being a little child in a white cot

· The damage of female self-sacrifice on the men.

· The treatment of individuals as commodities – a fantasy of circulation that is damning when translated into reality.

· Books and ideas – compare to the pressures on HD or the opening out of the modernist short story 

* Food 

· Helena Michie Flesh made Word – see also food in Mansfield (‘Tiredness of Rosabel’; ‘Daughters of late Colonel’; ‘Garden Party’. See also the dinner party in To the Lighthouse; food in 19th C novel and the cult of the pale thin heroine/child) 

· Foucault and power – micro relations

· Giving and receiving of nourishment are at the core of human bonding Klein even more emphasis than Freud.

· Feeding is established psychologically as the locus of love, aggression, pleasure, anxiety, frustration and desire for control (ingredients of power)

