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1 Introduction 
 
A door opened and a light so bright and sudden it hurt their 
eyes spilled through from the back. Aunt Margaret. [...] Her 
eyebrows were red as if thickly marked above her eyes with 
red ink but her face was colourless, no blood at all showing in 
cheeks or narrow lips. She was painfully thin. The high, fam-
ily cheek-bones stuck up gaunt and stark and her narrow 
shoulders jutted through the fabric of her sweater like bony 
wings. Like Mrs Rundle, she wore black  a shapeless 

down black shoes that slapped the floor sharply as she 
moved. She smiled a nervous, hungry sort of smile, opening 
her arms to welcome them as Finn had done. Finn put Victo-
ria in her arms and she sighed and cuddled the baby with the 
convulsive, unpractised hug of a woman who, against her de-
sire, has had no children. (MT 45) 
 

like dus

due to the unusual circumstances in which I come ashore  
for I never docked via what you might call the normal chan-
nels, sir, oh, dear me, no; but, just like Helen of Troy, was 
hatched. [...] The blonde guffawed uproariously, slapped the 
marbly thigh on which her wrap fell open and flashed a pair 
of vast, blue, indecorous eyes at the young reporter with his 

e-
s-

ing-stool [...] and confronted herself with a grin in the mirror 
as she ripped six inches of false lash from her left eyelid with 
an incisive gesture and a small, explosive, rasping sound. 
(NC 3) 
 

These lines are the first impressions readers get of two female characters appearing 

 fiction1. We encounter two women characters who could not be 

more different, two types of women who are worlds apart. This is what the British 

writer Angela Carter (1940-1992) is particularly famous for  her extraordinary re-

presentations of femininity. However, her depictions of women have not exclusively 

triggered positive responses n-

                                                                                                                      
1 The first quotation is taken from The Magic Toyshop and describes the character Margaret; the sec-

ond quotation portrays Fevvers, the protagonist of Nights at the Circus. 
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 1998: 5). 

portrayals of women excite  and thus open up a lot of room for discussion. 

But who is this author and how can we describe her writing? Angela 

prowl around the fringes of the proper English novel like dream-monsters  nasty, 

exotic, brilliant creatures (Sage 1977: 51). This statement 

, which is cer-

ughton 1997: 1) before her untimely death at the age of 51. 

pigeonhole as 

almost impossible to c  Nevertheless, there are themes and motifs 

which tend to reoccur frequently in the diverse oeuvre of Angela Carter, author of 

nine novels, three collections of short stories and many additional works such as ra-

dio plays and essays (cf. ibid.: 1).  

 the critical 

depiction of gender, sexuality and identity, most notably with the focus on women: 

 the cultural 

topics, Carter clearly takes a feminist position:  

the physical abuse of women in phallocentric cultures, of 
women alienated from themselves within the male gaze, and 
conversely of women who grab their sexuality and fight back, 
of women troubled by and even powered by their own vio-
lence. (Makinen 2000: 21) 
 

The analysis of these representations of wom is 

unquestionably a major area of the scholarly research which is done on c-

tion and it will also be an essential part of this paper later on.  

The mentioned in Merja leads us to 

determined by a patriarchal society, Carter often takes a radical path and is therefore 

-  20) by Makinen. 

s were known for the excessive-

lent exuberance of their excess  
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This characteristic of her fiction often caused disturbance among her readers and the 

literary establishment, u-

Interestingly, this was also the case with 

tions and 

strategies (cf. ibid.: 11). In spite of  or perhaps because of  their radical and sub-

career, particularly because of the success of her collection of short stories The 

Bloody Chamber (1979) and the novel Nights at the Circus (1984) (cf. ibid.: 1).  

are the strong philosophical 

influences which become apparent in her works, maybe most notably in her novel 

The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman from 1972 (cf. ibid.: 3). Moreover, 

in the middle of the 19 in 

inquiries into folklore, legend and fairy-  (ibid.), most remarkable in the above-

mentioned collection The Bloody Chamber, an innovative approach to traditional 

western fairytales. Carter uses the fields of myth, legend and fairytale to work 

w a 

Müller 1997: 60) of  the traditional dis-

courses.  

To sum it up  and enrage 

 , which is the reason why she and 

her works are at the centre of attention in this paper. The first time I encountered 

Angela Carter was through the study of Gothic literature, specifically through the 

The Bloody Chamber. The context of this first encounter strongly shaped my percep-

well. This is the reason I always perceived Carter as innovative postmodern Gothic 

writer, which is, of course, only one label which can be assigned to the author. In this 

s-

cinated me most about her works: the Postmodern Female Gothic mode of her writ-

ing and the unconventional and eccentric representation of femininity she employs in 

her fiction.  
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The purpose of this paper will be to closely i-

ninity in selected examples of her writings with the aim of demonstrating her very 

special approach to the portrayal of women. 

of femininity can mainly be divided into two types, which both, in different ways, 

express her feminist convictions. Furthermore, it will be demonstrated that her femi-

nist ideas are made clear with the help of her innovative use of the Gothic.  

To achieve this, I will begin with a theoretical part about the literary mode of 

the Gothic and its relation to the concept of femininity. In a first section, I will define 

the nature of the Gothic and will look at typical features appearing in Gothic fiction. 

In the following section, I will shed light on the roots of the Gothic as literary mode. 

After that, I will give an insight into the particular realm of the original Female 

Gothic. The end of the theoretical part will be constituted by a brief discussion of the 

genre of the Postmodern Female Gothic.  

fic-

tion, which are The Magic Toyshop [MT], F ireworks, The Bloody Chamber [BC] and 

Nights at the Circus [NC]2, and will analyse the representations of femininity which 

can be found in these literary texts. To facilitate this analysis, I will make use of a 

model which divides the different representations of femininity into two major types 

of femininity depicted  The first section will deal with Femininity-

Type 1, respectively with the analysis of the so-called -

second part will be dedicated to the analysis of Femininity-Type 2, which is labelled 

the I will explain the particular features of each femininity-type and 

will further illustrate them with the help of selected female characters appearing in 

the above-listed texts. The last section of the main part will deal with processes of 

transformation, i.e. with female characters changing from one femininity-type to the 

other.  

In the conclusion of this paper, I will reunite the two strands of research. I 

and will describe the specific way 

she uses the Gothic in her writings. To finish, a comparison will be drawn between 

epictions of femininity and the representations of femininity in original 

Gothic fiction.  

                                                                                                                      
2 From now on, these abbreviations will be used to refer to the listed literary works within a quotation.  
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2 The Gothic and F emininity 
 

r-

ent theoretical frameworks are suitable to facilitate an approach to her work. The 

probably most popular path to How-

ever, feminism will not be the main theoretical framework to be operated with in this 

paper, although it will necessarily play a role in the main part of the paper when it 

In other 

words, the concept of feminism will be of great use when interpreting 

women characters, but there will not be included a portrayal of the theory of femi-

nism in this paper.  

 

of postmodernism, which would, without doubt, trigger fruitful discussions about 

marginal role, which will be that of locating Carter within the genre of the Gothic.  

 It is the literary mode of the Gothic, then, and its relation to the topic of femi-

ninity, which will serve as theoretical framework for this paper and which will be the 

centre of attention in this part. For better orientation, I have divided the following 

part into four sections. The first section will contain an introduction to the Gothic and 

will present the characteristics of this literary mode. This will be followed by a brief 

description of the historical development of the Gothic. The third section will intro-

duce the reader to the so-called Female Gothic, and the last section will deal with a 

relatively new branch of the Gothic labelled Postmodern Gothic, a genre which can 

be assigned to our author in question, Angela Carter.  

2.1 What Is the Gothic? 
 

Ever since, Gothic literature has fascinated readers of all ages, men and women alike. 

But what are the ingredients of Gothic literature, how can we define a Gothic text? 

1995: 3) as the atmospheres it describes. It seems almost impossible to clearly define 
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The Gothic emerged in the second half of the eighteenth century and has been popu-

lar down to the present-day  of course in metamorphosing shapes. Nowadays, we 

encounter the Gothic in literature, in the cinema, and as a lifestyle with its own way 

of clothing and its own cultural events. 

 Even though it seems difficult to define the Gothic as a literary mode, most 

Gothic writings share a number of characteristics which, in retrospect, have been 

categoris A comprehensive overview about 

Gothic (1996). The two most impor-

tant features he uses in his argumentation are  

 

over- Gothic literature depicts feelings 

and characters in their extremes, thus a  imagination 

and his or her emotions (cf. ibid.). Emotions which are depicted in Gothic texts and 

which are felt by the reader of these texts range from mistrust, fear and terror to love 

and desire. Due to the typically excessive nature of the Gothic, these feelings often 

appear exaggerated, which means that Gothic literature not only evokes terror but 

also laughter among its readers3 (ibid.: 1).  

What Botting means by transgression is 

that Gothic literature goes beyond the limits of what is commonly accepted. On the 

one hand, this concerns the exceeding of social and moral boundaries and, on the 

other hand, the transgression of the rules of reality and probability (cf. ibid.: 1-13). 

Situations which illustrate the first-mentioned category might be the deceitful seduc-

tion of a virtuous maiden by a lecherous villain, the murder of an innocent person, 

p-

erty. These situations are  Gothic plots and are one source of 

feelings such as horror and terror in Gothic fiction.  

The other possibility of transgression refers to the frequent use of the super-

natural in Gothic fiction. The appearance of supernatural beings like ghosts or mon-

sters and seemingly impossible incidents like the i-

                                                                                                                      
3 The parodic effect of the Gothic will be discussed in more detail in section 2.4. 
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tute a second important source of feelings like horror and terror. The element of the 

supernatural is often used to e-

Botting 1996: 1) 

1995: 3). This might be represented through a ghost appearing to its descendants and 

revealing their evil machinations The Castle of O tranto (1764), for 

example.  

As we have seen, Gothic fiction aims to provoke feelings of horror and ter-

ror4. This is not exclusively achieved by the outlined techniques of transgression, but 

6: 

Frankenstein (1818), a terrifying but at the same time magnificent sight for Victor 

Frankenstein.  

By now, we have looked at the most central elements of the Gothic: its qual-

ity of excess and transgression, the resulting emotions such as horror and terror, and 

its use of the supernatural. Of course, there are further characteristics which are im-

portant for the Gothic mode. For example, there is a typical setting in which a Gothic 

n-

Kelly 2002: xix), for example in medieval times and in countries 

like Italy or Spain, in order to detach it from established conventions and the ac-

cepted range of possibility at the time of the appearance of the text. Furthermore, 

medieval cas-

tle: . This setting helps to 

create the typical gloomy and suspenseful atmosphere in Gothic fiction. This atmos-

phere is often caused by a menacing darkness that surrounds the protagonists, which 

leads to the characters losing control over the situation and makes their imagination 

run riot.  

can be identified. 

the  respectively the , monks and 
                                                                                                                      
4 1996: 10.  
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nuns, criminals and bandits. Derived from these fundamental characters, there can be 

identified some typical Gothic plots, such as the persecution of a virgin heroine by a 

, most likely through the labyrinthine subterraneous passageways 

of his castle, as well as pl a-

tion of identity, : xix).   

The above-

men and women in original Gothic fiction. The most common depiction of a woman 

in a Gothic text is that of beautiful and young virgin, who is particularly pious, virtu-

ous and good-hearted. In most Gothic texts, this innocent girl catches the attention of 

a predatory  male villain who will henceforth be in pursuit of her and her life5. The 

l-

ternative than to attempt to escape her pursuer, who, in turn, has the active role of 

  

After this brief introduction to the typical elements of the Gothic as literary 

mode, I will turn to the description of the roots of the Gothic and how it developed 

into a distinctive literary genre.  

2.2 Historical Development of the Gothic Mode 
 

To understand the development of the Gothic as literary genre, one has to shed light 

tribe who lived on the northern and eastern borders of the Roman Empire

launched a widespread invasion of the empire in 376 AD . Ellis re-

lates that 

civi

(ibid.). Thus, the 

 and was therefore used as clearly pejorative 

attribute. By the end of the eighteenth century, however, the connotation of the word 

rgone a complex shift and it had by then 

ibid.)6.  

                                                                                                                      
5 The 

Castle of O tranto The Monk (1796). 
6 For an explanation of the nature of this shift of values see Kelly 2002: xviii. 
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distinguished it from the modern 

novel and referred to it a  (ibid.). Before turning to 

 to general condemnation as 

 Nevertheless, critics did not be-

stow the same amount of contempt upon the novel as on the romance. Romances 

es of knights, gi-

ants, fabulous entities and marvell due to 

orrence at depictions of 

 Thus, Gothic fiction, following the tradition of the romance, had to 

cope with the negative attitude towards the genre and its e-

 

 Despite its discredit among the literary establishment, Gothic fiction quickly 

became very popular and acquired a large readership. The work which has come to 

be known as The Castle of O tranto, 

published in 1764. The novel contains numerous features which later have been cate-

gorised as typically Gothic 

all the following Gothic writings. The Gothic genre experienced its production boom 

in the 1790s (cf. Wright 2007: 1), and by 1820 most of the key texts of the original 

Gothic had been published (Botting 1996: 15). The Gothic continued as successful 

literary mode during the following centuries, of course always reinventing itself be-

cause of the ever-changing Zeitgeist:  

In a world which, since the eighteenth century, has become 
increasingly secular, the absence of a fixed religious frame-
work as well as changing social and political conditions has 
meant that Gothic writing, and its reception, has undergone 
significant transformations. Gothic excesses, none the less, 
the fascination with transgression and the anxiety over cul-
tural limits and boundaries, continue to produce ambivalent 
emotions and meanings in their tales of darkness, desire and 
power. (Botting 1996: 2) 
 

In the nineteenth century, for instance, the locus of the Gothic castle was preferably 

substituted by the gloomy atmosphere of the modern city, the list of stock characters 
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, and the com-

Botting 1996: 10) changed into 

a internalisation of the sources of horror, meaning that the horror now emanated from 

the human being itself (cf. ibid.: 2-12) the 

boundaries between psyche and reality, opening up an indeterminate zone in which 

 

 

differe One sphere in which 

the Gothic resonates extremely powerfully is the cinema, with its numerous represen-

tations of But 

also in the literary field, Gothic influences are still powerful in the twentieth century, 

which will be discussed later on in this part. 

2.3 Female Gothic 
 

It might have been noticed that in my brief account of the historical development of 

the Gothic mode I did not mention any facts related to women writers or women 

readers of Gothic fiction. This seems odd because women played a significant role in 

the production of Gothic texts Therefore, this topic 

will be treated separately in the following section. 

 Before turning to the topic of the Female Gothic itself, one has to recall the 

role of women and their reputation prevailing in the time of the emergence of Gothic 

fiction: 

Writers in a wide range of discourses, from medicine through 
moral philosophy and aesthetics to conduct books and ser-
mons, represented women, and especially young women, as 
less rational and self-disciplined and more liable to fantasy 
and desire than men, and thus as particularly susceptible to 
the seductions of novel-reading and particularly impaired by 

ives, moth-
ers and professionalised domestic managers. (Kelly 2002: 
xvii) 
 

First, this statement explains the negative attitude in general that men had concerning 

women and their potential in the eighteenth century. Furthermore, it also illustrates 

how men regarded women in relation to their roles as readers of fiction. As men-
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tioned above, reading fiction had the reputation  (cf. 

Kelly 2002: xvii); and women were seen to fall into this trap even more easily than 

men. Nevertheless (or perhaps because of their bad reputation), novels and romances 

were extremely popular and quickly gained an immense readership (cf. ibid.: xix). 

Women avidly read fiction also because this was a discourse accessible to them. As 

they were denied access to higher education, it was almost impossible for them to 

participate in discourses concerning fields like philosophy, politics or science (cf. 

ibid.: xxviii). a-

, which signified a severe discrimination of their rights as human 

beings.  

 However, women found ways to partly  the obstructions set up 

by a male-dominated society, and one of these ways was the writing of Gothic fic-

tion: 

Though women writers were virtually excluded from genres 
and discourses of high cultural status, those genres with low 
status, especially the novel, were open to them. These were 
the very kinds that had the widest circulation, and because the 
novel was the most widely read form of print, apart from 
newspapers and magazines, its writers could reach a wide 
segment of the reading public  the revolutionary class of the 
time. (Kelly 2002: xxviii) 
 

r-

mally not have been allowed to talk about by fictionalising s that 

were of pressing interest to the reading public (ibid.: xxiv). This was particularly 

easy within the developing genre of the Gothic

texture7 [...] could be used to appropriate and diffuse all kinds of discourses other-

Therefore, women eagerly engaged in the pro-

duction of Gothic texts, not only for pleasure but also with the aim to diffuse political 

and philosophical ideas they were otherwise denied to express.  

As 

These women 

writers have not always stood in the focus of research about Gothic fiction. In the last 

                                                                                                                      
7 -

xxx. 
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decades, however, the interest in the so-  sig-

nificantly. The term Female Gothic was originally coined by Ellen Moers in her 

work Literary Women le Gothic is easily defined: 

the work that women writers have done in the literary mode that, since the eighteenth 

century, we have called the Gothic (Moers 1976: 91). So, who are these women 

writers of Gothic fiction? Unfortunately, with the exception of the d-

cliffe, many writers of the Female Gothic are still rather unknown today.  

As the two pioneering writers of Female Gothic might be considered Clara 

Reeve and Sophia Lee (cf. Kelly 2002: xxxi-xxxiv). The Old English 

Baron from 17788 The Cas-

tle of O tranto The Recess; or, A Tale of O ther Times 

(1983-  (cf. ibid.: xxxii), a reason for Clery to 

describe these O tranto  (Clery 2000: 37). What are the 

characteristics, then, of these early examples of the Female Gothic? As Kelly ex-

plains, the novels avoid 

elements of the Gothic romance that were considered ex-
travagant and exaggerated, such as the supernatural, and in-
corporate[d] the domestic and social realism of the contem-
porary novel of manners. It does use [my emphasis] central 
Gothic elements and themes, such as concealed identity, 
usurped rights, plots and conspiracies, persecution by malign 
opponents and persecution by unjust institutions. (Kelly 
2002: xxxiii) 
 

Another feature -

, which means that they usually revolve around a female protagonist and her 

dilemma (cf. ibid.). Moreover, these women writers had a clearly political agenda 

-century po-

litical discourse of reform, but in the interest of concerns, knowledges and social 

 

 The Female Gothic experienced a further development with the writings of 

Charlotte Smith and Ann Radcliffe during the late 1780s to the mid 1790s (cf. ibid.: 

xxxv). Ann Radcliffe, probably the best-known writer of Female Gothic today, was 

very successful with her Gothic fiction at the time (e.g. The Mysteries of Udolpho 

                                                                                                                      
8 Originally published one year earlier (1777) under the title The Champion of Virtue. 
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from 1794) Kelly 

2002: xxxvi). c-

tive merit of a female protagonist through measured and restrained use of Gothic 

incidents and especially through increasing amounts of picturesque description and 

xxxvii). 

genre of poetry and skilfully  shows the reader that 

, which, in turn, 

leaves the reader with a positive image of women and their potential.  

 The question I want to pose now is how is femininity depicted in Female 

Gothic fiction? Does it promote images of femininity fixed by a patriarchal society or 

does it oppose these ideas? Can it be consid

-  (cf. ibid.: xiii)? 

to these questions; the opinions of critics on this topic differ significantly (cf. Ellis, 

K.F. 2000: 258).   

 On the one 

Wright 2007: 130). Kelly suggests 

eed emphasising 

roles, these women writers showed that the asymmetrical polarisation of public and 

 

 On the other hand, there are critics who believe that the Female Gothic rather 

-

l-

edges and celebrates passivity and dependence t 2007: 141). The argument 

of Diane Long Hoeveler goes into a similar direction. Wright explains that Long Ho-

masquerade as victims in 

(ibid.: 142).  

This discussion focuses on the typical representation of the Gothic heroine as 

victim of male persecution. Next to this portrayal of women as innocent, virtuous and 

good-hearted, we can find another important representation of femininity in (Female) 

Gothic fiction. A prime example of this type of femininity is Bertha Mason in Char-
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Jane Eyre (1847). She is a typical example of how sexual women were 

depicted in Gothic fiction (cf. Becker 1996: 71): 

In the deep shade, at the farther end of the room, a figure ran 
backwards and forwards: what it was, whether beast or hu-
man being, one could not, at first sight tell: it grovelled, 
seemingly, on all fours: it snatched and growled like some 
strange wild animal: but it was covered with clothing, and a 
quantity of dark, grizzled hair, wild as a mane, hid its head 
and face. (Jane Eyre 321) 
 

negative image of sexual women that was spread in original Gothic fiction: They 

were described as animalistic, dehumanised creatures who have lost their sanity and 

the control over their passions. Like Bertha Mason, they should better be locked 

away and silenced, in order to prevent that the public finds out about their existence. 

Susanne Becker puts it in a nutshell: 

prototype of the sexual woman in the feminine Gothic: affirmative femininity turned 

into the monstrous  or, in narratological terms, into a voiceless textual object  

(Becker 1996: 72). 

But, as always, there are exceptions to a rule. Not all women characters in the 

Female Gothic were depicted as either innocent and virtuous or as mad, monstrous 

and, as a consequence, silenced. One example is the writer Charlotte Dacre, whose 

novel Zofloya, or the Moor (1806) shares particular a-

tional The Monk from 1796.  -heroine Victoria di 

Loredani [is] tempted to act upon her passions by a Moorish Satan, the eponymous 

Zofloya  (Wright 2007: 143). In contrast to the common depiction of the female 

n-

The critic Adriana Craciun 

s to master her world and those in it and is de-

(Craciun 2003: 146). -confident 

and sexually active female character is not silenced and locked away, but freely acts 

upon her own wishes. But, of course, this depiction of a sexual woman still has a 

negative connotation, as the protagonist is incited by the devil and as her actions are 

particularly cruel and pitiless. 
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This section has shown that Female Gothic itself is not easy to define and generalise, 

and neither is the depiction of femininity in this literary mode. It is important to keep 

these representations of femininity in mind in order to compare them with Angela 

 

2.4 Postmodern Female Gothic 
 

After having explained the origins of the Female Gothic, I want to make a leap in 

time and look at a Female Gothic which was written two hundred years later than its 

ancestor. Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik explain how this relatively recent literary 

mode of the Postmodern Female Gothic came into being: 

In the 1970s 
found in the traditions of Gothic the potential for writing 
transgression that challenged patriarchal assumptions and ex-
pectations in the late twentieth-
hybridity they discovered ways of opening up parodic spaces 
to comic and liberating effect. Through self-reflexive and 
parodic writing they challenged the scripts of femininity as 
they manifested themselves through religion, culture and fic-
tion itself. (2005: 116) 
 

In order to comprehend this quotation, one has to familiarise oneself with the 

is essentially a form of parody [my emphasis], a way of assailing clichés by exagger-

ating them to the limits of  1960: 452). If we bring back to 

our mind the above-mentioned characteristics of the Gothic, it becomes obvious that 

let Gothic fiction appear absurd and ri-

diculous. This effect is intensified by the use of the so-

typical plots which can make Gothic novels rather predictable.  

Exactly this inherent parodic quality of the Gothic is what writers of Post-

modern Female Gothic such as Angela Carter find useful and work with in their fic-

tion. Emma Pi-tai Peng points out 

(2004: 101). A typical characteristic of C h-
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creates a cathartic alternative to established values and meanings

120).  

Through the technique of parody, the usage n-

Female Gothic creatively reinvent the Gothic mode in order to discuss contemporary 

fears and problems in our society (cf. Butter and Eitelmann 2007: 165). 

case, the fears and problems which are discussed mainly have to do with questions of 

sexuality, gender, and female identity, and the fictional discussion of these topics 

aims to critique the patriarchal assumptions on which Carter sees our world to rest. 

How Carter deals with aspects like femininity and sexuality will be analysed further 

in the following section of this paper. 
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3 Representation of F emininity  
 

drawn to one particular aspect of her writing: her depiction of femininity. 

women protagonists stand out  they provoke, they shock, they surprise. They also 

stir pi e-

fore. They can make the readers laugh or cry, they can provoke sympathy or con-

characters.  

 in her fiction will be the 

main subject of analysis in this paper. As it would go beyond the scope of the paper 

to take into consideration all of the female characters appearing in her writing, I 

chose to work with representatives of two of her most influential novels, The Magic 

Toyshop (1967) and Nights at the Circus (1984), and of two of her collections of 

short stories, F ireworks (1974) and The Bloody Chamber (1979). Due to the fact that 

depiction of femininity is multifaceted, it is useful to bring into play a 

model9 which helps to roughly categoris  is 

simple: It divides , which I 

would like to label Femininity- - Femi-

ninity-Type 2 New Woman In the following two parts of this pa-

per, I will closely look at these two sides of the model. One after the other, I will 

explain the femininity-types women characters 

who fit into this category. In a third part, I will take a look at processes of transfor-

-type 

to the other.  

3.1 Femininity-Type 1: The -  
 

The idea to came to 

my mind after the reading of 

                                                                                                                      
9 The model is based on a very similar pattern p
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 from 1997. 

found the suggestion of a 

p-

proaches. -

i  (Palmer 1997: 31). A further suggestion made by 

t from the former to 

the latter

-type and the women characters in 

- -type.  

 

to my idea of the representation of wo -

Type 1. This first femininity-type Angela Carter represents in her fiction was  and 

still is  a very common type of woman. As Paulina Palmer expresses it, 

manifestations of the first femininity- r-

forming scripts assigned to her by a male- In this state-

ela 

Carter and the understanding of her first femininity-type. A puppet is the embodi-

ment of passivity, as she does not have any power of her own. Instead, she is com-

pletely controlled by another person, the puppet player, who freely exerts his or her 

power over the puppet. 

characters belonging to the first femininity-type, the puppet-type.  

 The above-mentioned quality of passivity is a fundamental characteristic of 

- . One sim

Nights at the Circus,  of Madame 

an Monsters: 

daughter and bright and merry as a grig, until, one morning in 
her fourteenth year, the very day her menses started, she 
never wakened, not until noon; and the day after, not until 
teatime; and the day after that, her grieving parents watching 
and praying beside her bed, she opened her eyes at supper-

 (NC 70) 
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Madame Schreck hears of this extraordinary girl and, under false pretences, manages 

to obtain Sleeping Beauty for her bizarre brothel. The beautiful girl is fast asleep now 

all the time and only wakes up at sunset for a few minutes. Every night, naked Sleep-

ing Beauty is part of the 

stared at by lustful men. The state of sleeping can be seen as an unmistakable meta-

phor for passivity. Interestingly, the girl falls into this state of ongoing sleep when 

her menstruation starts, that is when she becomes a woman. Thus, the state of being a 

woman is clearly equated with an extreme passivity and lack of control over oneself. 

Therefore, the Sleeping Beauty in Nights at the Circus can be regarded as prototypi-

-type of femininity.   

 Further representations of Puppet-  can be found in the female 

protagonists of one of s, The Magic Toyshop, a story pervaded 

by a distinctly Gothic atmosphere. Both the fifteen-year old Melanie and her aunt 

Margaret can be considered to be representations -type of feminin-

ity. An essential characteristic both female characters share is that they can literally 

be regarded as puppets on strings which are controlled by the omnipotent male pro-

 (cf. Armitt 2000: 205). Both Melanie 

and Margaret are completely dominated by Philip 

live in fear of his cruel actions, unable to ever freely express their own wills or act 

according to their own wishes. s become clear, amongst others, in 

the following passage: 

She saw her uncle only at mealtimes but his presence, brood-
ing and oppressive, filled the house. She walked warily as if 
his colourless eyes were judging and assessing her all the 
time. She trembled 
sensed his irrational violence in the air about him. (MT 102-
3) 
 

Aunt Margaret feels the same when being in the presence of her husband, but seems 

d flower, 

seemed too MT 82).  
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A visible sign of the total control Philip has over his wife Margaret is the choking 

necklace he wants her to wear on Sundays (cf. Armitt 2000: 202): 

 
The necklace was a collar of dull silver, two hinged silver 
pieces knobbed with moonstones which snapped into place 
around her lean neck and rose up almost to her chin so that 

l-
 Bristling with 

moonstones, the collar was primitive and barbaric; the mastiff 
of a prince of medieval Persia might have worn it for going 
out hawking in a miniature. (MT 126-7) 
 

The most impressive incident of Philip exerting his power over the women in the 

household, in this case over Melanie, is the r-

What is new in this example of his abso-

sexually. 

-

swan, controlled by her uncle Philip: 

The swan settled its belly on her feet. She felt it. Looking up, 
she could see Uncle Philip directing its movements. His 
mouth gaped open with concentrati

deep and solemn as the notes of an organ, moved dark and 
sonorous against the moaning of the fiddle. The swan made a 
lumpish jump forward and settled on her loins. She thrust 
with all her force to get rid of it but the wings came down all 
around her like a tent and its head fell forward and nestled in 
her neck. The gilded beak dug deeply into the soft flesh. She 
screamed, hardly realising she was screaming. She was cov-
ered completely by the swan but for her kicking feet and her 
screaming face. The obscene swan had mounted her. (MT 
186-7)  

 

By means of the swan, Philip is able to give vent to his sexual fantasies concerning 

Melanie and to rape her, even though the act of the rape is carried out indirectly 

through the swan. This is the most striking example of how Philip has turned 

in the place of 

As a result of the 
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not herself, wrenched from her own personality, watching this whole fantasy from 

MT 186). s-

bear the loss of dignity and the feelings of horror and shame, she has to distance her-

self from herself MT 188). This aspect of 

Melanie losing her own identity nicely leads over to the next characteristic both fe-

male protagonists in The Magic Toyshop share. 

 It seems that both female characters are so much oppressed by Philip, the 

incarnation of male authority, that their personalities slowly fade away. One remark-

MT 

41). Thus, the fact of being married to Philip literally turned Margaret into a voice-

less being, a woman not capable of contradicting her husband. Her dumbness is even 

visualized by the above-mentioned necklace, which seems to strangle her and which 

makes it impossible for her voice to come out. Moreover, the loss of her voice impli-

cates the loss of a facet of her personality, as she is hardly capable of expressing her 

thoughts and desires to other people. Thus, the presence of her husband Philip se-

verely limits her capabilities as human being.  

 

away is their clothing and outer appearance. Particularly interesting is the dress Mar-

garet wears  respectively has to wear  every Sunday: The dress itself was old-

fashioned and made of cheap, unyielding woollen material in a deadly, flat shade of 

grey, a shade which was a negation of colour, an annihilation of any possibility of 

prettiness, an ultimately dejected and miserable grey. MT 124). Uncle Philip likes 

to see his wife in this dress, a dress which expresses her lack of joy and happiness, 

her unfulfilled desires and dreams and the negation of her very own personality. 

Every time Margaret puts on this dress, it individuality. In 

the same way, her body seems to be worn out by 

MT l-
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-type of femininity 

and which can be found in the characters of Melanie and Margaret is the internalisa-

tion of traditional role models. Especially for Melanie, traditional roles assigned to 

men and women seem natural; she subconsciously accepts them without questioning 

their rightness. The first incident where this attitude announces itself is when 

trying to imitate cer-

tain representations of femininity: 

 A la Toulouse-Lautrec, she dragged her hair sluttishly across 
her face and sat down in a chair with her legs apart and a 

for a Titian or a Renoir but she contrived a pale, smug Cra-
nach Venus with a bit of net curtain wound round her head 
[...]. (MT 2)  
 

o the male gaze to 

fulfil her interpretations of various fantasies of women produced by male artists 

Moreover, Melanie has completely internalised 

woman should fill

marri MT 7). In addition, she relatively quickly accepts the role of a mother she 

has to fill after her parents died and left Melanie and her younger brother and sister 

nd 

Victoria pulled up seat cushions to see what lay beneath them and Jonathon studied a 

MT 35). Al-

though this last statement shows that Melanie grasps the nature of the situation she 

finds herself in, she nevertheless has internalis

so much that she thinks there is no alternative than leaving herself to her fate.  

 Another example which shows that Melanie has quite concrete ideas of what 

women apparently have to endure can be taken from the kissing scene with Finn:  

When she saw him do this, Melanie knew he was going to 
kiss her or to try and kiss her. She could not move or speak. 
She waited in an agony of apprehension. If it was going to 
happen, it must happen and then she would know what it was 

y-
thing went black in the shocking folds of his embrace. She 
was very startled and near to sobbing. (MT 117) 
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Melanie clearly does not want to be kissed by Finn; nevertheless she thinks it is her 

duty as woman to make this experience and to endure this situation, no matter how 

much disgust and horror this triggers in her. This sit

as she is not capable of believing that there is an alternative to a life in which all the 

rules are laid down by men. Melanie may not appreciate these rules, but she never-

clear when Melanie refrains from talking to anybody about the fact that Finn kissed 

her against her will. She remains silent about the incident and thus accepts what she 

believes to be her natural fate as a woman.  

 A last impressive example which shows how both women have internalised 

the traditional roles of men and women appears in the scene in which Melanie asks 

Margaret for some money in order to buy Christmas presents: 

credit at the shops. I 

passed between them; they were poor women pensioners, 
planets round a male sun. (MT 157) 

  

3.2 Femininity-Type 2: The  
 

After having dealt with the first femininity-type Carter represents in her fiction, I will 

now turn to the second type. This type corresponds to what Paulina Palmer has 

-invention and role mobil  and is 

labelled New Woman

Nights at the Circus. As it is common practice with two-sided models, the second 

type of femininity can be considered the opposite of the first type of my model. It is, 

thus, a deliberate negation of the concepts that define the puppet- type of femininity.  

In comparison to the passive - , it is the quality of being ac-

tive that fundamentally characterises the second type of femininity. In Paulina 

degree of agency and self- , which is a clear sign of their 

activeness. -W  do not let them-
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and live their lives according to their own rules and ideas. Consequently, women 

belonging to this type of femininity are much more self-confident and self-assured, 

which can be seen both as result of the control over their lives and as source for the 

control they have achieved. Of course, this self-confidence also influences their 

sexuality: Women of this type are more aware of their sexual needs and desires and 

deal with their sexuality in an open way. They enjoy flirting and mostly they are the 

  

Moreover, women of the second type are 

role models for women and men. They are open for changes regarding these conven-

tions and believe that these changes can be successful. In fact, they live

these changes in the way that they constantly reinven

and the way how men and women live with each other.  

 is 

Fevvers, the female protagonist of her highly praised novel Nights at the Circus 

(1984). Fevvers is certainly a character who stays very vividly. 

. As Mary Russo 

 2000: 137). First and foremost, this statement can be applied to 

NC 13), the reader is told; or more 

of inches in order t NC 9). 

NC 46) 

could easily crush him to death in her huge arms, although he was a big man with the 

strength of Californian sun NC 57).  

literal and in a figurative meaning. 

self-assured and considering oneself to be valuable and significant in life, so that one 

literally feels the right and the power to claim a certain space for oneself. In this re-

spect, Fevvers differs greatly from women of the puppet-type, for example from 
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the natural right to take up space; the m

more they are accepted in this world governed by men. 

itself is a rebellion against traditional gender roles.  

bizarre aspect of her physical appearance is, without doubt, the fact that she has 

wings:  

Then she spread out her superb, heavy arms in a backwards 
gesture of benediction and, as she did so, her wings spread, 
too, a polychromatic unfolding fully six feet across, spread of 
an eagle, a condor, an albatross fed to excess on the same diet 
that makes flamingoes pink. (NC 13) 
 

Talkative as usual, she reports about the 

what you might call the normal channels, sir, oh, dear me, no; but, just like Helen of 

Troy, was hatched

NC 3). Half woman, half bird, Fevvers can be seen as the embodiment of the 

n-

cept of the typical female body and thus, again, can be seen as symbol of rebellion 

against traditional male expectations of women.  

 Not only her wings are a revolt against the typical female appearance as it is 

accepted by men, also her face is described in a manner quite untypically for a 

wheel out of NC 9). In another passage it is described that her face 

NC 37). These 

descriptions do not have anything in common with the usual portrayal of women as 

angel-like, tender, beautiful and well-proportioned. 

described is shocking; readers have the subconscious feeling that this is not the way 

. This 

is the case because we as readers are used to the practice that a successful, admired 

and popular woman is also described in a positive and complimentary way, by em-

phasising the above-listed qualities such as tenderness and symmetry. 

case, the coarseness of her appearance is a symbol of her denial of male expectations 
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of how women should look like p-

pearance and through the fact that she is proud of her body and loves to attract men 

with it, the traditional norms of how women should look like are undermined and 

destabilised.  

 This destabilisation is achieved not only through her body, but also through 

her . One revealing example is the following passage:  

Free and easy as his American manners were, they met their 
match in those of the aerialiste, who now shifted from one 
buttock to the other and   let a rip-
ping fart ring around the room. She peered across her shoul-
der, again, to see how he took that. (NC 8) 
 

With a clearly provocative intention, Fevvers emphasises all physical phenomena 

which elegant and honourable women usually tend to hide: 

but her mouth was too full for a ripost as she tucked into this 

She gorged, she stuffed herself, she spilled gravy on herself, 
she sucked up peas from the knife; she had a gullet to match 
her size and table manners of the Elizabethan variety. Im-
pressed, Walser waited with the stubborn docility of his pro-
fession until at last her enormous appetite was satisfied; she 
wiped her lips on her sleeve and belched. (NC 21) 
 

Fevvers gulps down gigantic 

Müller 1997: 63) as belching and farting and undermines in every possi-

ble way the typical ladylike behaviour people would expect from a woman of her 

status:  

[S]he yawned. But not as a tired girl yawns. Fevvers yawned 
with prodigious energy, opening up a crimson maw the size 
of that of a basking shark, taking in enough air to lift a Mont-
golfier, and then she stretched herself suddenly and hugely, 
extending every muscle as a cat does, until it seemed she in-
tended to fill up all the mirror, all the room with her bulk. 
(NC 57) 
 

culture as illustrations of typical male behaviour. When dealing with men, this kind 

of behaviour is normally accepted and even interpreted as sign of their manliness. 

When transferring this behaviour to women, however, it is quickly regarded as dis-

gusting and appalling. Once again it becomes clear that Fevvers deliberately pro-



27 
  

vokes people  mainly men  with her behaviour. With consciously behaving unlady-

like, she calls attention to the existing norms for women constructed by a male-

centred society

women and repress their nature and, silently, she poses the question why women 

should not belch and fart in public with the same right as men do.  

 Besides her grotesque body and her unladylike behaviour Fevvers shows an-

other quality that is important for the second type of femininity i

fiction, a quality which gives this femininity-type its title: Fevvers considers herself  

and is considered by others  to 

time this theme comes up is in exclamation after having seen Fevvers 

pure child of the century that just now is waiting in the wings, the New Age in which 

The theme reappears later in 

the novel when Fevvers and Lizzie travel through Siberia, and Fevvers, in love with 

the reporter Walser, wonders which steps to take next. Lizzie answers: 

you should do or how to do it. You are Year One. You ha-

NC 232) 
 

tional being caused by 

her wings. Nevertheless, her statement also implies the assumption that Fevvers be-

longs to a new kind of woman, one which has never existed before. She considers 

Fevvers as the starting point of a revolutionised femininity, as a beginning of chang-

ing relationships between men and women. Fevvers herself confidently believes that 

she can transform the way men and women live with each other, which becomes 

clear when she ponders how a relationship with Walser could look like: 

 Liz  think of his malleable look. As if a girl could 
e-

cency to give himself to me, when we meet again, not expect 
the vice versa! Let him hand himself over into my safekeep-
ing, and I will transform him. You said yourself he was un-
hatched, Lizzie; very well  sit 

march hand in hand into the New Century (NC 334) 
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Fevvers dreams of a relationship with Walser in which she will not be the downtrod-

den and helpless wife of a dominating husband. She expects to have equal rights in 

this relationship and she wants to influence Walser so that he accepts her as equal 

partner. She wants to play an active part in the relationship and design the partner-

ship according to her wishes. Even more passionate and optimistic are her plans for 

 

old world has turned on its axle so that the new 
dawn can dawn, ah, then! All the women will have wings, the 
same as I. This young woman in my arms, whom we found 
tied hand and foot with the grisly bonds of ritual, will suffer 
no more of it; she will tear 

brothels will spill forth their prisoners, the cages, gilded or 
otherwise, all over the world, in every land, will let forth their 
inmates singing together the dawn chorus of the new, the 
transformed NC 338-9) 
 

In her vision of the future, Fevvers imagines all women with wings; in this context a 

powerful symbol of freedom and self-determination. 

ir oppression and their discrimination, freeing 

themselves from male supremacy. 

ore complicated than that NC 339). Lizzie realises 

that such an abrupt change might be unrealistic and that it might still be a long way 

to go for women to become independent. Nevertheless, it is important that Fevvers 

sees the chance for herself as woman to change her life and to create new ways how 

men and women will live together in the future.  

3.3 Processes of T ransformation 
 

After having illustrated the main characteristics of the two different types of feminin-

now discuss instances of transformation from 

one type of femininity into the other. As Angela Carter is a distinctly feminist writer, 

these changes mostly occur from Type 1 towards Type 2. This movement mirrors the 
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development of women throughout history and echoes C

should see themselves.  

 The central question which lies behind these processes of transformation is 

brought up by : 

BC 108). This 

is a powerful metaphor for the question if it is possible for women to break free of 

their old, rusty roles and to reinvent themselves. This question is essential for Carter 

and her fiction and in the following I will look at a couple of examples of her writ-

ings which deal with this topic. 

 The first female character whose transformation I want to analyse is Lady 

a-

tion can be seen as the most basic, but at the same time as the most vivid one to be 

-type of 

femininity as outlined above because she is, in fact, a puppet. She is the heroine of 

puppet performance (F ireworks 26), playing the role of a 

murderous femme fatale, a men-devouring vamp who, in the end, falls into misery 

because of her own immoral lifestyle (ibid.: 29-33). Worthy of note in this story is 

the ambivalence between the facts that Lady Purple is a puppet who is not able to 

exert any power herself and that, during the puppet play, she performs the role of a 

femme fatale who manipulates all men around her. The actual transformation I want 

to look at is the passage when the puppet Lady Purple mysteriously comes to life. As 

usual, the Asiatic Professor kisses his favourite puppet good night, when suddenly 

ibid.: 36). Interestingly, the story permits two different read-

ings: On the one hand, the puppet could have come to life; but on the other hand, she 

could have been a living woman all the time, being kept in a lifeless  puppet-state 

by her master (cf. ibid.: 37).  

 However, Lady -type to a free and 

self-determined woman is not very successful. Although she has come to life, she 

still performs n-

aided, she began her next performance with an apparent improvisation which was, in 

reality, only a variation upon a theme. She sank her teeth into his throat and drained 
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him (F ireworks 36). Being held in the puppet- n-

tained only the scantiest notion o  Al-

though she is her own master now, Lady Purple still has internalised the principles 

like a homing pigeon, out of logical necessity, to the single brothel [the town] con-

She continues her life as before, not knowing how to use the 

chance to finally revolutionise it. One could say that in this example of transforma-

tion the basic change from puppet to woman is successful; nevertheless Lady Purple 

cannot take advantage of her newly won freedom and falls back into the patterns she 

was accustomed to from her time as puppet.  

 The next example of transformation deals with the female protagonist of 

Again, the protagonist has an 

ambiguous role: On the one hand, she is a bloodthirsty vampire who murders and 

devours her victims; but on the other hand, she is a typically passive and unconfident 

illustration of the - . She is completely controlled by the expectations 

 (BC 107) m-

pire n-

(ibid.). She is imprisoned in the traditions that her ancestors deter-

r-

BC 108). Her belonging to the puppet-type becomes even clearer when the 

reader gets to know the thoughts of the young soldier who happens to be her guest:  

[S]
more, like a great, ingenious piece of clockwork. For she 
seemed inadequately powered by some slow energy of which 
she was not in control; as if she had been wound up years 
ago, when she was born, and now the mechanism was inexo-
rably running down and would leave her lifeless. (BC 118) 
 

However, in the young soldier she sees a chance to finally change her life and, per-

haps, to fulfil   (BC 109). n-

prejudiced attitude and the fact that he is seeing her the way she is  and not how 

others want her to appear  gives her the strength to revolt against her ancestors and, 

at last, to change her life. She does not kill the young soldier  what would have been 

the expected behaviour by her ancestors  but decides to let him live (BC 123). This 

is a brave decision, as it entails her own death. She finally makes her own decision, 
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even if the sacrifice for her freedom is death. 

BC 124). When comparing this 

transformation with the one of Lady Purple, it can be seen that here, again, the trans-

formation does not succeed entirely. The protagonist of the second story manages to 

free herself from her puppet status and is successful in taking an important decision 

for herself, which is a good progress on the way from uppet-Woman  to New 

Woman . Nevertheless, she cannot make much use of her newly-won freedom, be-

cause the price of this freedom is death.  

 A transformation which goes further than the ones explained above is illus-

ollection The 

Bloody Chamber from 1979. The female protagonist in this story is again a typical 

example of the puppet-type of femininity. She is controlled by the male world around 

with the furi-

ous cynicism peculiar to women whom circumstances force mutely to witness folly, 

BC 56) Her 

mask 

BC 58) in order to hide his true 

identity, which is that of a tiger. As a child, the girl has always been warned of the 

danger and evilness of beasts like him and she was told that the beast would surely 

BC 62). Now, she finds herself in the hands of The Beast, who 

has the only wish to see the girl naked (cf. BC n-

i-

BC 71). She is so impressed by his openness that she 

freely shows him her naked body in return, an act which triggers extreme feelings in 

BC 72). 

 Later in the story, she willingly visits The Beast in his room; again she is 

stark naked. The two come closer and, unexpectedly, the tiger begins to purr: 

sweet thunder of his purr shook the old walls, made the shutters batter the windows 

BC 75). His purr 

is the sound of revolution, the sound of old conventions and traditions breaking 
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BC 75). The final stage of the 

 

And each stroke of his tongue ripped off skin after successive 
skin, all the skins of a life in the world, and left behind a nas-
cent patina of shining hairs. My earrings turned back to water 
and trickled down my shoulders; I shrugged the drops off my 
beautiful fur. (ibid.) 
 

Merja Makinen 

m-

selve

them, but which, when embraced, gives them power, strength and a new awareness 

on succeeds because 

she recognises her sexual needs and desires and, through that, finds to her true self. 

 A transformation which is not quite as magical as the ones outlined before 

happens to the character Mignon in Nights at the Circus. She is the embodiment of 

an oppressed and tormented woman: Her husband, the Ape-Man treats her like a 

piece of meat on which he can vent his anger. The Ape-Man marries Mignon when 

NC 163). Their 

marriage quickly falls into a well-kno

beat her because she burned the cutlets. [...] On the fourth day, he beat her because 

she forgot to empty the chamber-pot [...]. On the fifth day, he beat her because he 

NC 164). 

 After the Ape-Man finds out that Mignon had sex with the Strong Man, she is 

s-

band. NC 147). She asks Walser for help and, with the support of Fevvers, they 

tend her and manage to get her a role in the performance of the Princess of Abyssinia 

(cf. NC 

does and finally finds something she has not experienced in her life before  true 

love. She and the Princess of Abyssinia become a loving couple and both flourish in 

the light of their new happiness. Mignon has transformed from a downtrodden victim 

of male violence to a self-determined and self-confident young woman who freely 

lives out her sexual desires in a happy and fulfilling relationship.  
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When recapitulating the illustrated processes of transformation, it can be said that the 

first two examples only show the initial starting phase of a transformation from the 

-  into the . The women in the third and fourth exam-

ple, however, go further in their transformation and can be regarded as having suc-

show a female character who seems to have already completed her transformation 

and who can be considered, next to Fevvers, as another prototype of the New 

Woman .  

ttle Red Riding Hood. Already at the be-

ginning of the story, the protagonist is described in a way that reminds the reader 

- BC 

BC 133). On her way to her grandmother she 

meets a handsome young man with whom she makes a bet on who will arrive first at 

her grandm  (cf. BC 134). The young man, having arrived first at their 

destination, turns out to be a (were)wolf and devours the 

the girl finally gets there, she realises that something is terribly wrong and that she is 

BC 137). Nevertheless, she does not lose control over the situa-

[S]ince her fear did her no 

BC 138). Instead of passively waiting for her own 

death, she becomes active and takes off her clothes of her own accord. Unbidden, she 

also begins to undress the wolf and even gives him a kiss. What is following is the 

key scene of the story: 

What big teeth you have! She saw how his jaw began to 
slaver and the room was full of the clamour of the forest
Liebestod but the wise child never flinched, even when he 
answered: All the better to eat you with. The girl burst out 

him full in the face, she ripped off his shirt for him and flung 
it into the fire, in the fiery wake of her own discarded cloth-
ing. (BC 138) 
 

The fact that the girl bursts out laughing and her active sexuality make 

threats seem ridiculous, with the result that his intimidations completely lose their 
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menacing power. The girl, empowered by her own self-confidence and inner 

strength, simply refuses to be eaten by the wolf. She does not let herself be made the 

victim of this situation, but rather takes control over the situation and changes it ac-

cording to her wishes. At the end of the story, both characters end up as affectionate 

BC 139). Not only does the girl take control of the situation, she also 

acknowledges her natural sexual desires and freely fulfils them by entering a rela-

tionship with the wolf. 

a feminine libid

case, embraced and acknowledged by the female protagonist. Because of her behav-

iour and her typical characteristics the girl is another representative example of the 

who is self-assured, who actively takes control of her life, 

and who recognises and fulfils her sexual desires.  
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4  Conclusion 
 

In this paper I have looked at a number of different topics, ranging from the literary 

mode of the Gothic and its relation to femininity to the fiction of Angela Carter and 

her way of representing femininity in her writings. The following conclusion will 

serve the purpose of bringing these different thematic strands together and of pre-

senting central theses which can be derived from my findings. To achieve this, this 

conclusion will be divided into three parts: As a starting point, I will take up the dis-

-types presented in the main part of my paper. In a 

mode. To conclude my paper, I will compare the representations of femininity in 

 

 In the main part of my paper I have used a model to classify the central types 

mentioned that this 

mod s-

tics; not every female character presented in her works fits into this pattern. Never-

theless, the model succeeds in showing two very important types of femininity we 

can find in her writings.  

Femininity- has been il-

lustrated with the help of the characters Melanie and Margaret from The Magic Toy-

shop. It has been shown that these women characters are literally degraded to pup-

pets by the omnipotent men in their surroundings. They are not in control of their 

own lives and have to watch how the male-dominated society takes the decisions for 

them. The puppet-type is the embodiment of passivity, and this also holds true for 

their sexuality: They are not able to fulfil their own sexual needs and desires, but 

have to endure the fact that men unscrupulously use  and abuse  them to live out 

their passions. In addition, women of the puppet-type do not have a chance to de-

velop their per

p-

pet- that she resigns herself to her fate and that she accepts her disadvan-

taged status as inevitable. She does not believe that there is a possibility for her to 

change her life and her position in society.  
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-

with the help of Fevvers, the flamboyant protagonist of Nights at the Circus. It has 

been shown that this femininity-type is characterised through a strong self-

confidence and a high degree of self-determination. 

takes decisions and plans her life according to her own wishes. Moreover, she openly 

deals with her sexuality and eagerly pursues her erotic desires.  

Like Fevvers, her appearance and behaviour may not correspond to what is 

manners the 

creates her own form of femininity, a sort of femininity she herself 

feels comfortable with. -

traditional role models concerning men and women; for her these roles are change-

able and she believes in a future in which men and women will live together in a 

revolutionised way.  

As Paulina Palmer pointed out10, 

concerning her use of the first and the second type of femininity. In her earlier works 

(to which The Magic Toyshop - e-

vails, whereas her later works (e.g. Nights at the Circus) chiefly portray characters 

This has to be seen in relation to her 

development as decidedly feminist author. The puppet-type of femininity mirrors the 

traditional image of women, an image kept alive throughout the last centuries. This 

image of women as helpless . Better 

said, she criticises the patriarchal society that turns women into these passive and 

-

against as feminist critic and writer: the powerlessness of women, their disadvan-

taged position in society, and their abuse by men. In her earlier works, she calls at-

- o-

nists in her fiction. With the help of characters such as Melanie and Margaret she 

wants to make the readers aware of the current situation of the majority of women 

and wants to make them realise that they should stand up and fight against this injus-

tice. - -type Carter would like to 

see eliminated.  

                                                                                                                      
10 See p. 17 of this paper. 
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After having made clear against what she fights, Carter dedicates herself to clarifying 

- . This 

works. For Carter, this type of woman 

see achieved in the future. 

the future to bring self-confident and powerful women, 

women who autonomously take decisions and who acknowledge and live out their 

sexual needs and desires.   

-

also portrayed in the above-illustrated examples of transformations which happen in 
11. As I have shown, not all of these transformations are fully suc-

cessful. The main reason why some of them have failed in the end is that the tradi-

tional image of femininity and of a woma is still deeply-rooted in 

. They are not aware that they are, in fact, able to 

change their fates and, in addition, they are still unsure of what to make of their 

newly gained freedom and power12. The protagonists in the other examples, how-

ever, show that they are able to change their ways of thinking and thus prove ready 

for transforming their lives. This obviously has to be seen in relation to the develop-

ment of women and their self- . Women 

in our society had to  and have to  go through the same kind of processes of trans-

formations, and this is what Carter impressively mirrors in her works.  

also dealt with the literary mode of the Gothic, a mode that has not lost its fascination 

over the centuries. The question I want to pose now is why Carter chooses to work 

with the Gothic in her fiction. What does the Gothic offer her? On the one hand, the 

transgression13. These are exactly the techniques Carter uses in her literature: She 

transgresses limits, she shocks and she provokes. Furthermore, the Gothic proves 

useful for Angela Carter because of its rather fixed conventions concerning charac-

                                                                                                                      
11 See section 3.3. 
12  

see p. 28 of this paper. 
13 See section 2.1. 
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ters, settings and plot developments. The fact that these conventions exist enables 

Carter to deconstruct them   

Thus, she creatively reinvents the Gothic; she plays with its conventions and 

rewrites the literary mode according to her own wishes. The purpose of this rewriting 

to contemporary problems, mostly related to her 

feminist viewpoint. Thus, Carter uses the Gothic, amongst others, as a foil to reflect 

upon depictions of femininity. An example for this can be found in her short story 
14. The original Little Red Riding Hood fairy tale, upon 

which this story is based, cannot be counted to the literary mode of the Gothic as 

defined above, but it is unquestionably a fairy tale which contains distinctly Gothic 

elements. Merja Makinen explains how Carter uses the original fairy tale in order to 

express her feminist ideas: 

the first time, with a positively imaged heroine. It is read, 
with the original story encoded within it, so that one reads of 
both texts, aware of how the new one refers back to and im-

h-
r-

lier Little Red , 
before she is saved by the male woodman. We recognise the 

the damage done by the old inscriptions of femininity as pas-
sive. (Makinen 2000: 24) 

 

As Makinen has shown, Carter uses the original figure of Little Red Riding Hood as 

a foil for her own female protagonist. Only through the comparison with the passive 

can be fully understood and 

 

 This aspect nicely leads over to the third part of my conclusion, which is the 

  

As I have stated above15, the most common type of femininity in original Gothic lit-

erature is that of the , a passive 

and helpless character who is usually pursued by a male villain. If we compare this 

type of feminin it corre-

                                                                                                                      
14 See section 3.3. 
15 See section 2.1. 
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sponds to her puppet-type of femininity. Both representations of femininity, the 

-

passivity and powerlessness, for example. However, the attitude towards this type of 

While in origi-

nal Gothic texts, this type of femininity is praised as the ideal kind of woman, Carter 

considers this representation of femininity as abominable and wants to free women 

-

used, but the intention behind the usage is a completely different one.  

 Another representation of femininity which can be found in Gothic literature 
16. As explained above, this type represents the 

sexual woman who is regarded as monstrous and insane by the public and who is 

locked away and silenced in order not This 

representation of femininity has undergone a significant change in the fiction of An-

object

(ibid.) 

 

seen as detestable anymore, but is regarded as necessary for a fulfilled life by Carter. 

 

 and a re-

volt against male expectations of femininity. So, again, attitudes towards this type of 

 

 This paper has demonstrated that Angela Carter uses the Gothic to present 

femininity in a very distinct way. The purpose of her special representations of 

women is to express her feminist convictions and to make her readers aware of prob-

lems women had and have to face. Here, we see the connection to C precur-

sors, the writers of the original Female Gothic. Just as Angela Carter, these women 

writers used the literary mode of the Gothic to diffuse their political and philosophi-

                                                                                                                      
16 See section 2.3. 
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cal ideas17. The methods they used unquestionably differ from those of Carter, but 

the intention behind their writings is the same: To revolutionise the perception of 

women and their position in society. 

 

 

 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

                                                                                                                      
17 See section 2.3. 
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