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Abstract

In this study of narration, feminist theory, and grotesque Canadian fiction, my aim
is to provide a narrative model with which to read characters portrayed as both female
and monstrous in a way that criticism on the grotesque does not. | provide two systems
for the methodology of this study: via negativa, a well-established philosophical system
of definition by negation, which shows the strength of the grotesque to represent a
subject that is inherently paradoxical; and a narrative model called the "middle voice,"
which | developed to examine narratives that confuse or render ambiguous the identity
of subjects. Through these distinct but complementary frameworks | illustrate a literary
phenomenon in fiction of the grotesque: that authors develop and reveal the subjectivity
of characters by confounding identities.

Although | provide a concise definition of the term “grotesque,” my focus is on
feminist theoretical approaches to the grotesque. However, whereas feminist theory on
the grotesque examines the binary opposition of woman to man, this study shows that
the grotesque bypasses the “male/female” dichotomy in the representation of fictional
characters. Instead, the sustained contradiction of the central opposition
“woman/monster” works to undermine the notion of fictional characterization.

Specifically, this study focuses on the grotesque as a narrative strategy and
examines the use of the grotesque in the portrayal of female narrators. The prevalence
of female grotesque characters in recent Canadian fiction combined with the rapid
growth of interest in the critical concept of the “female grotesque” requires a theoretical
analysis of the literature.

In the fiction | examine by Canadian authors Margaret Atwood, Lynn Coady,

_Barbara Gowdy, Alice Munro, and Miriam Toews, narrators are contradictory. As
subjects, they have doubled identities. Authors situate identity (“subjectivity”) in the
realm of paradox, rather than in the realm of clarity and resolution. As a result, readers
and critics must rely on ambiguity and subversion as guides when posing the ultimately
irresolvable question “who is speaking?” Through analysis of this fiction, then, | argue for
nothing short of a new conceptualization of subjectivity.
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Résumé

Dans cette thése sur la narration, la théorie féministe, et le grotesque dans la
fiction Canadienne, mon objectif est de fournir un modeéle narratif permettant d’analyser
les personnages qui sont représentés simultanément comme femme et monstre. Ma
méthode comprend deux systémes : via negativa, un systéme philosophique de
définition par négation qui montre la capacité du grotesque de représenter un sujet
paradoxal ; et un modéle appelé « middle voice » que j'ai développé pour analyser des
récits dans lesquels l'identité des sujets est ambigué. En utilisant ces méthodes
distinctes mais complémentaires, je révele qu'avec le grotesque les auteurs développent
et exposent la subjectivité des personnages en confondant leur identité.

Je propose une nouvelle définition du terme « grotesque » et jexamine en
particulier les approches théoriques féministes du grotesque. Néanmoins, tandis que la
théorie féministe sur le grotesque établit une opposition binaire entre la femme et
homme, cette thése démontre que le grotesque contourne cette dichotomie dans la
représentation des caractéres fictifs. L'opposition centrale devient femme/monstre, ce
qui change la fagon dont les personnages sont représentés dans la fiction.

Cette thése étudie le grotesque comme stratégie de narration et la maniére dont
les écrivains s’en servent dans le portrait des femmes narratrices. La forte prévalence
de femmes grotesques dans la fiction et le fort intérét actuel des chercheurs pour le
concept de « grotesque féminin » exigent une analyse théorique de cette littérature.

Dans les fictions des auteures Canadiennes Margaret Atwood, Lynn Coady,
Barbara Gowdy, Alice Munro, et Miriam Toews que j'examine, les narratrices sont
contradictoires : elles manifestent une double identité. Cette double identité se situe
dans le paradoxe plutét que dans la sphére de la clarté et de la résolution. En
conséquence, les lectrices et les critiques sont obligés de faire appel aux notions
d’ambiguité et de subversion pour aborder la question : « qui parle ? » Avec I'analyse de
cette littérature, je présente une nouvelle conceptualisation de la subjectivité.
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INTRODUCTION

What is the significance of physically deformed and psychologically aberrant
women in contemporary Canadian fiction? With the development over the last three to
four decades of grotesque literature in Canada comes the need for criticism of the
grotesque to analyse the representation of the female monstrous. My aim in this study of
narration, feminist theory, and grotesque Canadian fiction, is to enable literary critics or
readers to approach characters portrayed as both human and monster in grotesque
literature in a way that existing criticism does not. | identify a contradiction at the level of
narration and provide a method for its analysis. Furthermore, | show that the irreducible
contradiction of doubled identity is a narrative strategy in literature of the grotesque that
reorients and destabilizes the notion of fictional characterization.

| focus on theorists of the grotesque and on the grotesque writing of Canadian
authors Lynn Coady, Barbara Gowdy, Alice Munro, and Miriam Toews. Chronologically,
the translation of Wolfgang Kayser's watershed The Grotesque in Art and Literature
marks the starting point of my study of grotesque theory. Although fiction of the
grotesque in Canada begins to emerge in the 1960s, as Margot Northey’s The Haunted
Wilderness: The Gothic and Grotesque in Canadian Fiction demonstrates, the literature |
analyse in detail belongs to a period ranging over the last twenty years, wherein the
particular phenomenon | identify--in which narrators have doubled identities--becomes
apparent. An introduction defines the terms that appear throughout the study: aesthetic,
subjectivity, gender, and of cburse, the grotesque (taken up again in chapter one in

more detail). As well, | outline the relationship and difference between the grotesque and
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the gothic, and between the grotesque and fantasy, as well as indicate the points of
divergence that set the grotesque apart as an aesthetic in and of itself.

| argue that the grotesque is a narrative strategy that oufwits the boundaries of the
classification of gender, and in doing so offers an exciting path for feminist and narrative
theory. Hierarchical categories of male/female do not apply in the analysis of women's
subjectivity in grotesque fiction. In other words, in narratives of the grotesque, female
identity is constituted in relation to the monstrous rather than in relation to the male.

My analysis of literature of the grotesque formulates a narrative strategy that
reconstructs, as far as narration, the philosophy of binary opposition. Feminist theory is
based on binary opposition. This same foundation underlies the notion of the “female
grotesque” as outlined by Mary Russo. Russo is the most popular critic of the female
grotesque. Because her pivotal work centers on feminist theory, and as | believe that the
grotesque has the potential to further feminism with the bridge that exists between the
grotesque, feminist theory, and binary opposition, | provide a survey of feminist theory in
chapter one.

As a whole, this study challenges the notion of the "female grotesque," a phrase
coined by Russo to emphasize the relation of gender to the grotesque aesthetic.
Conventionally, the gender difference of male/female defines the female as both inferior
to and an aberration of the male norm; Russo’s literary theory contends that since
women are defined as the opposite of man, representations of the female must by

necessity be grotesque.
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Instead, | claim that the grotesque brings readers closer to an understanding of a
subject through contradiction; women are paradoxical when they are portrayed as
“freaks™ or as monstrous--they simultaneously fit and do notfit into the category of
"women." Author Barbara Gowdy's character Sylvie, for example, from “Sylvie” in We So
Seldom Look on Love, is born with four legs and a second set of reproductive organs
that function independently of Sylvie when her twin sister does not finish developing in
their mother's womb. Sylvie is female, but she is also excessively female; her
subjectivity is confused for she is both one person and two. It is Sylvie’s monstrosity that
reveals the schism in her identity. All of her thoughts and actions are marked by this
doubleness. The grotesque, therefore, posits Sylvie as a subject by showing that she
belongs to two categories simultaneously (woman and monster). The narrative strategy
deflects readers from the power struggle between Sylvie and her male relations (which,
at first glance, seems to be the narrative focus). It points instead to the fundamental
doubleness of Sylvie’s own consciousness. In order to approach the "being" of Sylvie,
therefore, readers must leave behind rational and familiar categories of thought,

including gender norms.

! Freakery belongs to the grotesque as it stands for physical or behavioural abnormalities.
Freakery, theorists hold, evokes a dual response of attraction and revulsion in the reader or
beholder (Grosz 56, Slay 100). As well, the “freak” combines recognizable and unrecognizable
human traits. Russo’s reference to conjoined (“Siamese”) twins, and hermaphrodites, for
example, indicates that “The freak and the grotesque overlap as bodily categories” (79).
According to Leslie Fiedler, the freak defies divisions of sex, size, and species, the latter between
humans and animals (24). “Freaks are those human beings,” Elizabeth Grosz maintains, “who
exist outside and in defiance of the structure of binary oppositions that govern our basic concepts
and modes of self-definition” (57). Jack Slay Jr. pursues the notion that in the literature he
studies, freakery is more about “the sameness between freaks and normals” than about
difference (99). About Dunn’s Geek Love he writes, “all the physical aberrations of the freak are
not stigmas, rather freakery is a life that distinguishes and individualizes” (109).
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It is necessary to address the issue of gender, if only briefly, since existing literary
theory on women and the grotesque centers on a concept of a specifically female
aesthetic, the “female grotesque.” Moreover, in feminist theory, the question of identity is
firmly associated with gender. Judith Butler argues that any analysis of identity must first
- be grounded upon gender identity: “It would be wrong,” she writes, “to think that the
discussion of ‘identity’ ought to proceed prior to a discussion of gender identity for the
simple reason that ‘persons’ only become intelligible through becoming gendered in
conformity with recognizable standards of gender intelligibility” (16). The grotesque
literature | analyse, however, does not construct or dissolve subjectivity through the
notion of gender and gender relations. Gender is based on difference, upon a binary
opposition: “one is one’s gender to the extent that one is not the other gender, a
formulation that presupposes and enforces the restriction of gender within that binary
pair,” Butler states (22). For Butler, “Intelligible genders are those which in some sense
institute and maintain relations of coherence and continuity among sex, gender, sexual
practice and desire” (17). Yet, Butler recognizes that “certain kinds of ‘gender identities’
fail to conform to those norms of cultural intelligibility . . .” (17). The existence of such
inconsistencies creates the opportunity to criticize the limits of the term intelligible
genders and “to open up . . . subversive matrices of gender disorder” (17). Characters in
the fiction | study who do not belong to the “either/or” categories of male and female
demonstrate to readers and critics the limitations of the norms Butler outlines and
criticizes. My analysis of fictional characters who fall under (I would claim) what Butler

terms “logical impossibilities” (17)--the freak being my main example throughout this
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study--moves narratives of the grotesque beyond categories of gender, and beyond the
gender opposition of male/female in representations of subjectivity.

| provide two systems for the methodology of this study: via negativa, a well-
established philosophical system of definition by negation, which shows the strength of
the grotesque to represent a subject (such as God) that is inherently paradoxical; and a
narrative model called the "middie voice," which | developed to examine narratives that
confuse or render ambiguous the identity of subjects. Through these distinct but
complementary frameworks, | reveal a literary phenomenon in fiction of the grotesque:
that authors develop the subjectivity of characters by confounding identities. This
paradoxical strategy of defining a self by confounding that self uncovers the paradox of
representing women in fiction: ambivalence and confusion are effective means of
revealing the irreducible doubleness of a subject. Moreover, | show that when a subject
is “two people in one,” there is always something hidden behind the representation of
that subject. Representations of characters in grotesque narratives, therefore, indicate
that the wholeness of a subject’s identity is inaccessible and unknowable to readers.

This study asks readers to think about “doubleness,” and the structures in our
language and thought that uphold dichotomy: namely paradox, ambivalence, and
contradiction, but also the sign of the monster or the freak--beings that are considered
both normal and not normal in some way, or half familiar and half unrecognizable. The
grotesque signifies a combination of opposites: the rational with the irrational, for
example, or the familiar with the unfamiliar. “By grotesque,” literary critic C. Delogu

writes, “I shall mean the abrupt juxtaposition or inventive combination of heterogeneous
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categories: animal, vegetable, mineral, material, spiritual, pleasurable, painful . . .” (63).
Betty Moss underlines that composite beings--half-human, half-animal--are decidedly
“one of the most elemental of grotesque figures” (175), and the means to portraying
otherness or difference (176). Similarly, Leonard Cassuto remarks:
The grotesque may therefore be seen as a breach of fundamental
categories surrounding the definition of what is human. Neither one thing nor
another, the grotesque is instead a distortion, conflation, or truncation that is
simultaneously both and neither--and it thus questions the image of the
human. (115)
Duality is the fabric of the grotesque; the response the aesthetic elicits in readers
operates through its inherent ambivalence. As Bernard McElroy observes, there is in
men and women a “capacity for finding a unique and powerful fascination in the
monstrous” (1).

In this way, absurdity or perversity in the novel are not enough independently to
conjure the presence of the grotesque; combined in some form with their antithesis,
however, the possibilities of the aesthetic begin to materialize. The dynamic between the |
margins of illuminated mediaeval manuscripts and the sacred writings that figure
foremost upon the pages offers an example of what | attempt to express here in relation
to the tension created between opposites in the grotesque aesthetic. Absurd images of
monsters or monstrous events adorn the margins of mediaeval illuminated manuscripts.
But while the drawings of composite creatures are in themselves grotesque, the

grotesque aesthetic actually occupies and plays out in a zone that stands between a
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centre (the page’s written text) and the margin (the area where monstrous drawings
appear). It is the interaction, in other words, upheld between centre and margin
(between what appears as the sacred and the profane) that embodies the grotesque,
rather than the scandalous drawings in and of themselves. Art historian Michael Camille
writes: “The centre is . . . dependent upon the margins for its continued existence” (10).
In the literature discussed here, the grotesque arises not through specific and sporadic
images of excess or absurdity, but through an effect upon readers created through
sustained opposition in the portrayal of subjects.

In literary theory, the grotesque signifies the abnormal, monstrous, exaggerated,
unfinished, and irrational, but in a way wherein these concepts are coupled (by artists
and authors) with their exact opposite.?2 Geoffrey Galt Harpham indicates that “most
grotesques are marked . . . by the co-presence of the normative, fully-formed, ‘*high’ or
ideal, and the abnormal, unformed, degenerate, ‘low’ or material” (9). As example,
Harpham refers to drawings of grotesque human heads by Leonardo da Vinci: “Barely
but recognizably human, they grade toward some species lower down on the
evolutionary or ontological scale, toward a principle of formlessness, primitivism, or
bestiality” (9). Because the grotesque “belongs to more than one domain at a time”
(Harpham 4), ambivalence reigns as the heart of the aesthetic. In a way suggestive of
Sigmund Freud'’s study “The Antithetical Sense of Primal Words,” the aesthetic of the

grotesque at once denotes a concept and its polar opposite, and most importantly, the

2 Here, | present a general definition and summary of the grotesque aesthetic as it appears in
literary theory. However, chapter one expands upon theoretical definitions of the aesthetic and
offers an alternate way (hegation) for readers to grasp the subject.
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relations between the two. In doing so, the grotesque is “a mediating principle in the
confrontation between order and non-order” (Robertson 1). Cassuto remarks that:
This idea of disorder is central to the working of the grotesque. Tension is
the common element to virtually every definition of the term, and
transformation is its most common association. . . .From distorted bodies to
oddly twisted tree branches, it appears in the form of anomalies, departures
from the norm that carry a peculiar power. These category problems disturb
particularly because they question the way in which human beings impose
order on the world. The grotesque causes profound distress by bridging and
thereby attacking these categories. (114-15)
The aesthetic thus involves incongruous features of different subjects that have been
| mixed together (Kayser 79, Barasch 10). For Kayser, the grotesque is “the distortion of
all ingredients, the fusion of different reaims, the coexistence of beautiful, bizarre,
ghastly, and repulsive elements, the merger of the parts into a turbulent whole . . .” (79).
Grotesque representations involve physical and psychological abnormalities.3
Mikhail Bakhtin, Harpham, Kayser, and Thomson, as Alton Kim Robertson summarizes,
“have noted the importance of the human body and its deformity or dissolution in

operations of the grotesque” (120). Freakish characters often populate grotesque

% As Michael Quigley writes, “The grotesque is commonly associated, of course, with physical
deformity” (24). In his study of the grotesque psyche and morality of a fictional character,
however, Quigley espouses that the common thread of the grotesque--whether it deals with the
physical or the psychological—is incongruity (24). McElroy, observing the predominance of
physical deformity in the grotesque, writes that hyperbolism and hybridity, for example,
emphasize “the undignified, perilous, even gross physicality of existence . . .” (10).
Representations of psychological aberrations, however, occur in grotesque depictions of bizarre
behaviours (McElroy 12) and in the “defects of character or of humanity’'s generally detestable
nature” invisible to the naked eye (Giriffiths 34).
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literature, inspiring questions within readers on identity and standards of normalcy. As
Elizabeth Grosz states in her study on freaks:
Fascination with the monstrous is testimony to our tenuous hold on the
image of perfection. The freak confirms the viewer as bounded, belonging to
a “proper” social category. The viewer’s horror lies in the recognition that this
monstrous being is at the heart of his or her own identity, for it is all that
must be ejected or abjected from self-image to make the bounded, category-
obeying self possible. In other words, what is at stake in the subject’s dual
reaction to the freakish or bizarre individual is its oyvn narcissism, the
pleasures and boundaries of its own identity, and the integrity of its received
images of self. (65)
The grotesque is a world disturbing to readers because it is one in which absurdities can
and do take place (McElroy 5). Readers respond to the effect the grotesque creates
through ambivalence with repulsion, but also a “fascination with the limits of our own
identities . . .” (Grosz 65). Similarly, Thomson examines the psychological effect of the
grotesque upon readers, maintaining that disgust and amusement (24, 59-61) are
aroused, for example, as in the case with the humorous grotesque.4 Michael Steig
argues that the grotesque incites ambivalence and anxiety in readers (256). Typically,
the grotesque work of fiction refuses closure, instead leaving readers to deal in
ambiguity (Corey 46).
Studies on the grotesque trace the etymological origins of the term to the fifteenth

century when archaeological excavations uncovered Nero's Domus Aurea (the Golden

* | take up the notion of the humorous in more detail in chapter three.
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Palace) in Rome. The excavations of the ancient palace unearthed walls with strange
ornamental paintings of hybrid forms: "an intricate symmetry of graceful fantasies,
anatomical impossibilities, extraordinary excrescences, human heads and torsos, all
delicately intertwined and convoluted with indeterminate vegetation" (Robertson 10). It is
to the composite forms on these murals that the term "grotesque” was applied. The word
originates from the Italian “groffesco,” meaning grotto, or cave, since the drawings were
unearthed from what had become underground rooms on the ancient site. Harpham’s
research, which relies on Arthur Claybourgh’s The Grotesque in English Literature,
makes the link between the location of the drawings, their subject matter, and the
meaning that was attached to both:
More because of the setting than because of any qualities inherent in the
designs themselves, a consensus soon emerged according to which the
designs were called grottesche--of or pertaining to underground caves. Like
Vitruvius’ judgment, this naming is a mistake pregnant with truth, for
although the designs were never intended to be underground, nor Nero’s
palace a grotto, the word is perfect. The Latin form of grotta is probably
crupta (cf. “crypt”), which in turn derives from the Greek KpUmmm, a vault;
one of the cognates is Kputrmrely, to hide. Grotesque, then, gathers into itself
suggestions of the underground, of burial, and of secrecy. (27)
Thus, the aspect of the hidden, as well as the singularity of the binary opposition of the
hybrid forms--both features | discuss at length in chapter one--form part of the

grotesque phenomenon.
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Art of the grotesque, therefore, exists since ancient times; the term itself, since the
fifteenth century. The word has taken on new meanings with time,> becoming a literary
term in the seventeenth century in France, and later, in England.® Frances K. Barasch
has researched the history of the grotesque, focusing on the period between 1500 and
1800 in order to outline its modern use today. His work, 7he Grotesque: A Study in
Meanings looks at literature of the grotesque ranging from Chaucer (Canterbury Tales),
Francois Rabelais (Euvres Complétes), Edgar Allan Poe ( Tales of the Grotesque and
Arabesque), poetry by Robert Browning, H.G. Wells's 7he /nvisible Man, a Grofesque
Romance, and “The Grotesque School” of Italian playwright Pirandello. As a literary
term, Barasch points out that, originally, the word appeared in “general histories,” such
as Thomas Wright's A History of Caricature & Grotesque (1865), and in criticism like
John Ruskin’'s famous pronouncements on the grotesque in 7he Sfones of Venice
(Barasch 156), published between 1851 and 1853. However, it was only in the twentieth
century that the term began to take shape in literary criticism (158). Barasch determines
that incongruity and absurdity are at the fore of the grotesque (161) and that ultimately
“There is no agreement in usage; ‘grotesque’ is an aesthetic category, a specific genre,

a particular style, a form, a repulsive image, and an indeterminable ‘world™” (164). The

® One subsequent branch in the visual arts of the discovery, in the Renaissance, of ornamental
designs in Rome was “grotto décor”: eighteenth century furniture and decoration that features, for
example, mixed media such as shells and metal all meant to evoke “secret, naturally hidden
places” (Renée Huang, “Grotto Décor Unearths Subterranean Style,” Globe and Mail Sat. 12 Apr.
2000, R7).

® Griffiths 15; “Grotesque” The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Art and Artists, 22 April 2004
<http://oxfordreference.com>.
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grotesque, he concludes, turns our attention to “the complex disorder of experience and
art” (164).

Theorists of the grotesque have always pointed to what are considered the “gaps”
of the grotesque, elements that make its manner of operation and its effect difficult to
articulate. These gaps arise through the conflict of the grotesque that creates a moment
of confusion in the readers’ understanding. Robertson describes the grotesque as "the
locus of conflict between two contradictory principles” (5). This mirrors Thomson's well-
known statement that the grotesque's basic feature is " the unresolved clash of
incompatibles in work and responsée' (27). The “clash” of the grotesque, as Thomson
describes it, or the “locus of conflict” in Robertson’s words--the moment when, for
example, a grotesque paradox appears in the novel, or absurdity becomes oddly paired
with the rational--is often described by theorists as unspeakable, or beyond words. For
example, the term grotesque, Harpham states, “designates a condition of being just out
of focus, just beyond the reach of language” (3). Similarly, Michael D. Greene notes that
“When the grotesque is at work in a piece of art or a lived experience, it generally
becomes difficult to fit such art or experience into familiar categories or patterns. So
potent is this resistance that language itself is hardly adequate to describe the field of
the grotesque or to delineate the meaning of the word itself’ (7). Such articulations about
the effect of confusion are in a way reminiscent of what Rudolf Wittkower writes about
the depictions of monsters (“composite beings”) whose “ethnological shadow existence
sank back into the sphere of magic whenever the innate awe of the monster came to the

fore” (197). Theorists tend to describe the effect of the grotesque as one in which
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language no longer suffices. The “magic” of the grotesque and the strange response it
inspires in readers set it apart from the rules of linguistics and, Harpham and Greene
maintain, for example, definable categories of art.

Harpham’s On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature
compares the response of readers of the grotesque to a paradigm crisis (1982). Using
Thomas Kuhn's example of the crisis in science that occurred when Copernicus's sun-
centred model collapsed existing paradigms in astronomy, Harpham compares the
grotesque realm in art and fiction to:

the time of transition when scientists shift from one explanation of a given
set of phenomena to another . . . when enough anomalies have emerged to
discredit an old explanatory paradigm or model, and to make it impossible to
continue adhering to it, but before the general acceptance of a new
paradigm. The paradigm crisis is the interval of the grotesque writ at large.
(17)
In Harpham’s analogy, the grotesque signifies a moment in a search for understanding
when what is perceived cannot fit into the existing models that normally serve to process
and make sense of information. In other words, the confusion of the grotesque forces
alternate ways to perceive material. In this study, | shift to a new model of narrative
analysis in order to frame the particular phenomenon of the grotesque | observe in
fiction.
As | view it, the grotesque as narrative strategy is not something that comes into

being “when other words have failed,” as Harpham writes (4), but that emerges as a
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function of strategic device in the telling of a story. Certainly, in the narratives | study,
the grotesque is a locus of confusion because it is a paradox; the grotesque, | would
say, makes sense of non-sense (and vice versa). And although, as | discuss in chapter
one, there are elements of the grotesque that transcend language, in literature the
aesthetic nevertheless begins in language and is created through it, which is to say that
it can be “reached” by the critic through language. It is the medium of choice through
which the authors | study articulate the aesthetic and, in fact, a particular narrative
strategy of the grotesque. There is a slight distinction, therefore, that can be made:
whereas Harpham articulates that the grotesque’s “widespread use indicates that
significant portions of experience are eluding satisfactory verbal formulation,” and
whereas the readers’ experience of the grotesque indeed moves beyond images
furnished by an author, | would emphasize that it is nevertheless a verbal formulation
that has put the grotesque to work, and that, equally, can render the grotesque
approachable for critics and readers.

For example, Harpham shows a sixteenth-century image of a devil playing a pipe’?
and explains how, because of the strangeness and absurdity of the depiction, we cannot
describe it in its whole because of the restrictions of language. He writes:

The quality of grotesqueness arises not so much from the specific contents
of the image as from the fact that it refuses to be taken in whole because it
embodies a confusion of type. If we did not have the word devil, a category

that which, like temptation, serves as a storage-place for demonic non-

” Figure 3 in Harpham'’s text.
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things, we would have no word for it at all. Nor could we describe it easily in
its parts, for “chest,” “belly,” “torso,” and so forth do not apply here, although
we have no others to substitute for them: the figure is more like a vertebrate
than anything else, but of course it is not like a vertebrate. (6)
Harpham thus concludes that " Grotesque is a word for this paralysis of language” (6).
But the theorist cannot become tongue-tied (and indeed, Harpham himself is not silent
on the subject); | do not believe that there is any artistic form that truly defies expression
in language, even if it is merely to indicate, as Harpham does above, that a
phenomenon “refuses to be taken in whole.” The grotesque and its operation may be
“easier” to summarize through example of visual art--for example, a gargoyle embodying
the combination of the monstrous with the divine; a painting that shows half-hidden
forms in a disturbing jumble of arms, legs, and scales; the illuminated manuscripts |
briefly described earlier. It is an act of “efficiency” to point to a painting by Goya, for
example, and remark that “this is grotesque” if it both attracts and repulses viewers, both
piques their curiosity and leaves it unsatisfied because the depiction leaves something
half-hidden, disturbing viewers through the unfamiliar yet vaguely familiar forms of its
image. Yet, the grotesque exists in fiction, and functions for the same reasons it does in
art. It does so in words, of course, and for this reason when the grotesque is described
as a zone that exists outside of language, | would insist, rather, that it merely “moves” in
various ways within readers’ sensory perceptions as art is wont to do.
Therefore, even though, as Harpham says, "it is always difficult to think clearly

about confusion” (xv), and the grotesque is indeed a domain wherein confusion reigns,
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rather than designate the complex and chaotic to the fuzzy realm of "the unspoken" (and
hence non-definable for the critic), | examine instead how the grotesque is evoked
through the literary critic's medium: language. In the literature | discuss here, the
grotesque represents a specific narrative strategy that has come into play. Although |
show a paradox of the grotesque--that narrators reveal their identity by telling the story
of the loss of their identity--there is no “gap” at work in the actual sfudy of the strategy of
the grotesque in fiction.

My work focuses on the grotesque as a narrative strategy, and in particular, the
use of the aesthetic in the portrayal of female narrators. The prevalence of female
grotesque characters in recent Canadian fiction combined with the rapid growth of
interest in the critical concept of the female grotesque drew my attention to the need for
a theoretical analysis of the literature. Although | provide a concise definition and history
of the term here (and expand upon a definition of the grotesque throughout the study),
my focus is on feminist theoretical approaches to the grotesque rather than a detailed
review of the aesthetic from a general scope.8 Robertson's work, 7he Grotesque
Interface, is parallel to the line of study | take in this study in the way that the critic tries
to build on watershed theories of the grotesque by focusing his critical framework on the
aesthetic’s operation of mediation. However, if by model Robertson means a “set” of

propositions, he does not propose a model per se. His approach is to look at conflict in

8 Numerous studies outline the various meanings of the grotesque aesthetic in literature and art.
Mary Catherine Griffiths's “Stranger in a Strange Land: The Grotesque in the Fiction of Margaret
Laurence,” for example, aptly sums up the history of the term based on the work of influential
grotesque theorists, as does the introduction of Greene’s disseriation on the grotesque in fiction
by Michael Ondaatje, as well as foundational studies by Arthur Clayborough, Wolfgang Kayser,
Harpham, Michael Steig, and Thomson. Chapter one of this study offers a detailed and novel
approach to its definition.
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three novels that touch on the theme of reason or the body--that is, to look at what he
calls the "zone of the grotesque” and the processes that work there (14). His model thus
consists of a definition, a view of the grotesque “as a function of the conflict between
order and disorder” (119), which he subsequently applies to his analysis of different
literary works. My work, in contrast, proposes a fuil method--the middle voice--with
which to observe the processes of the aesthetic in Canadian literature.

Studies on the topic of the grotesque in Canadian fiction do not view the grotesque
as a narrative strategy. Neither do they explicitly examine subjectivity through the
structure of binary opposition so important to the grotesque aesthetic and feminist
theory. Catherine Mary Giriffiths, who treats the grotesque as a genre, touches on the
question that “there may be a special relationship between the grotesque vision and the
female experience” (10), but does not take her inquiry any further in her focus of study.®
Margot Northey’s 1976 publication, The Haunted Wilderness: The Gothic and Grotesque
in Canadian Fiction was the first study to devote critical attention to the grotesque
specifically in Canadian literature. Unfortunately, Northey does not distinguish between
the terms grotesque and gothic, claiming instead that the grotesque is “a mode of the
gothic, although with its growing importance in twentieth century literature it begins to be
a genre in its own right” (8). Her lack of a distinction incites E. D. Blodgett to point out,
aptly, that her definition “is so inclusivg of both that one wants to know why the need for

two terms. Analysis of the two kinds of fiction indicates, moreover, that both modes

® At the time Griffiths's study was done, Mary Russo’s The Female Grotesque had not yet
appeared nor, obviously, the articles that have since followed Russo’s publication that view the
grotesque as a female literary form.
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serve different purposes” (98). In addition to this major oversight, my point of contention
with Northey’s study is its tendency to sideline the role of ambivalence in the grotesque.
Northey’s analysis emphasizes despair and darkness, “the horrifying or fearful aspect”
she perceives in the grotesque (“linking it with the gothic,” she states) rather than the co-
existence of opposites so fundamental, in my view, to the grotesque.

The grotesque aesthetic is neither fantasy nor a mode of the gothic. Whereas the
gothic and the grotesque in particular were often conjoined in literary criticism
(Northey,'0 Kahane), or the differences between the two were merely overlooked, the
grotesque now figures prominently in contemporary fiction (Canadian fiction included)
and has been recognized, as | will show, as a distinct category in literary theory. The
intersection of the grotesque with fantasy and with the gothic, however, requires
clarification.

Certain literary traits overlap between the gothic and the grotesque. Excess (for
example, excess in the physical appearance of characters, or the representation of
exceedingly violent events) is an important characteristic to both the grotesque and the
gothic. Quoting Giorgio Vasari, an eminent sixteenth century art scholar and painter,
Harpham indicates that the gothic style is about disorder and confusion (Harpham 26).
And both the grotesque and the gothic, Harpham claims, are difficult to seize upon
wholly: “Like the grotesque (with which it overlaps in the area of gargoyles and
chimeras), the gothic resists precise conceptualization . . . Still the task is not hopeless

because the gothic form is so well defined and its origins so undisputed” (xvij). But other

'% See also Northey’s note 17 from her introduction wherein she lists several critics who have
conflated the two terms.
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characteristics of the gothic ultimately set it apart from the grotesque in their marked
difference. The most conspicuous of these is that the gothic has always “celebrated its
anti-realism” (Becker 1). While Barasch points out that the two terms were related in
literature for the Romantics in the 1820’s (155), McElroy observes that “the modern
grotesque detaches itself from the supernaturalism and Gothic tradition that permeates
the mainstream of the nineteenth century grotesque in the works of such writers as
Edgar Allan Poe and E. T. A. Hoffman” (22). Griffiths, relying on Philip Thomson,
confirms that for the grotesque to function there must appear something realistic and in
this way, the grotesque can be distinguished from the gothic (Griffiths 36).

The difference between the element of the supernatural present in the gothic and
its absence in the grotesque rings true, | would add, as the principal difference between
fantasy and the grotesque. Contrary to the grotesque, the effect of the fantastic on
readers requires that a tension exist between two worlds in the minds of readers: the
natural and the supernatural (Todorov 25). Thomson shows, for example, that in 7he
Metamorphoses the grotesque is present for the very reason of the story’s real-world
setting: "Kafka is at pains to prevent our taking his story on the level of the supernatural
or fantastic, and he explicitly says ‘It was no dream" (7).

Nevertheless, an important point of convergence between fantasy and the
grotesque in terms of this study is Rosemary Jackson’s articulation of fantasy as “a
space for a discourse other than a conscious one” (62). In my discussion, narration is an
act that is not clearly a conscious one on the part of the characters who narrate a story

(chapter two). Jackson’s view, therefore, that “doubling” and “transformation of the
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subject, were expressions of unconscious desire” rather than a manifestation of the
supernatural (62) underline the similar possibilities fantasy and the grotesque offer in the
understanding of identity in the novel, and its paradoxical active/passive dynamics.

Like the link made between the female and the grotesque by Russo, fantasy and
the gothic have been paired with the female in literary criticism. Pat Miller's
interpretation, for example, of the work of one novelist of the grotesque, maintains that
the author uses “fantasy scathingly to attack the myth of romance and marriage . . .
most women succumb to” (88).1" Both fantasy and the grotesque, it is argued, serve to
subvert institutions of authority in literature. Miller observes the presence of ambiguity in
fantasy literature that “uses the politically feminist implications of fantasy to criticize the
status quo . . .” (88); Betty Moss’s analysis of Angela Carter’s fiction and the female
grotesque links fantasy with the grotesque through Carter’s “admiration for,
appropriation of, and reinvention of wonder tales” (175).

The female gothic, writes Ellen Moers, is a literary mode that refers to gothic
literature written by women beginning in the eighteenth century (5). Generally, the gothic
novel is one “in which the central figure is a young woman who is simultaneously
persecuted victim and courageous heroine” (Moers 91). Contrary to the strategy of the
grotesque, Moers demonstrates that "the gothic has to do with fear. In gothic writings
fantasy predominates over reality, the strange over the commonplace, and the
supernatural over the natural, with one definite auctorial intent: to scare” (90). Claire

Kahane argues that it is the confusion of “boundaries of female identity and its relation to

! Miller examines fiction by Rachel Ingalls.
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power, sexuality and the maternal body, that makes the Female Gothic attractive to
female criticism” (243). In Gothic Forms of Feminine Fictions, Susanne Becker believes
that the reason gothic fiction has survived for so long is because it is “feminine,” and
thus “powerful” (2). In my analysis, however, | perceive that the grotesque aesthetic
does not concern itself with gender or gender difference. In this way, | agree with
Russo’s statement that "the category of the grotesque is crucial to identity-formation for
both men and women as a space of risk and abjection” (Russo 12).

Griffiths makes the leap to a view of the grotesque “not as a concept of aesthetics,
but rather as an ontological one: that which concerns the nature of being” (34). Before
beginning my discussion of the question of identity, however, | will first define the term
aesthetic to outline in what ways the processes of identity formation take place in the
fiction | examine. A response to what is meant by "aesthetic”" would point first of all to the
identifiable characteristics considered “common” to the art of the grotesque in literature,
binary opposition being a principal feature of interest here. But the term also indicates
the aesthetic experience of readers who react to the effects created by an author. Thus,
the grasp of the meaning of a literary text by readers is mediated by the senses, a
"cognitive/sensuous/affective relationship” of the readers to the art,’2 or in a sense, from
the reason of the artist, to the feelings of readers. An aesthetic is "the experience
derived from an aesthetic object. . . .” (Dickie 37). In this study, the aesthetic object is, of
course, fiction of the grotesque. The grotesque in literature becomes “the proper locus of

appreciation and criticism (with criticism understood as including description,

'2npesthetics: Theories of Art and Creativity" course by Robert Sinnerbrink, Maquard University
of Australia. 29 April 2003 <http://.phil. mg.edu.au/ug/2003/250/lecture.htmi>.
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interpretation, and evaluation)," a site, in other words, that cultivates aﬁ attitude within
readers once readers have mediated events and their implications through their senses
(Dickie 37). One could argue that all art appeals to the senses in one way or another.
What distinguishes the grotesque from other art forms is its play on the logic of
ambivalence to create meaning. Furthermore, the role of the negative in the sign of the
monster, as expounded in David Williams's work, is a constant reminder to readers of
grotesque fiction that representations of reality are consistently undermined and called
into question. Consequently, such an aesthetic challenges readers’ perceptions, and
forces them to function in ways to which they are perhaps not accustomed.

We tend, in fact, to perceive an object through its presence. To illustrate through
an example in visual art, the typical approach to drawing a subject--a nude model
seated on a chair, for instance--would be to draw the form of the model, and then the
objects that fill up the background around her. In this way, the seated model takes
precedence over the shapes and objects in her surroundings. The representation of the
seated figure materializes in a positive, ordered, and privileged manner in relation to the
negative space around the model. As Robertson writes, such a reliance on the
perception of presence over absence predominates in thought structures:

The notion of order is very likely the most compelling and pervasive concept
in Western thought, and it could quite easily be considered our “categorical
imperative.” It is the founding principal of all epistemology, of all science, and

of all metaphysics, and no theory of intelligibility would be possible without
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some preconceived and axiomatic understanding of structure, rule and

method. (4)
In grotesque fiction, however, subjects are represented through paradox, that is, through
an environment that is in opposition to them in some way. Just as, in my example, |
define the model seated on a chair by her environment in a way that disturbs the notion
of positive over negative,'3 so too are the characters in the novels | discuss defined by
theirs. Between Nomi Nickel and her Mennonite community, for example, in Miriam
Toews's A Complicated Kindness, exists a tension that plays a major role in the
rendering of Nomi's identity. And in Gowdy'’s short story “We So Seldom Look on Love,”
about necrophilia, the narrator’s identity rests on the transgression of a social taboo. In
this way, the grotesque obliges readers to place the negative on par with the positive,
and to examine familiar “objects” that have become, through the writer's flourish,
unfamiliar. Readers of the grotesque aesthetic, therefore, interpret a subject in relation
to what is around that subject in a play of space in which there is no “foreground” or
“background,” only what could be called a particular kind of middle ground. This is what |

refer to as the strategic construction of the subject in literature of the grotesque.

3 Certain drawing exercises, for example, help the artist to emphasize negative space and to
bring it up to par with positive space. Perhaps more importantly, these exercises also oblige the
artist to forget what she already knows about form and to look and render on paper what she
sees rather than what she is accustomed to perceiving, or what she second-guesses, or
assumes. One method has the artist begin with a sheet of paper that has been blacked out (with
charcoal, for example). The subject is then drawn through the strokes of an eraser. This forces
the artist to move in reverse order, from negative to positive. In another exercise, the artist can
approach the rendering of the subject by drawing only the objects and spaces around the
subject. Thus, instead of drawing the head of the woman posing, the artist draws the armoire
behind the man, the space of wall to his right, etc. Forced to create the space around the model,
the artist must forget what she knows or assumes about the form of her model, and instead study
the variety of shapes surrounding the object, in other words, the forms that ultimately and
“indirectly” define the object in question.
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A person’s identity--what | refer to throughout this study as subjectivity--is
generally the “internal” characteristic(s) that are traceable within a person and that mark
that person’s identity as distinct over time (Butler 282). For my working definition of
subjectivity, | combine both linguistic and philosophical accounts. Linguist Emile
Benveniste’s definition of subjectivity refers to “the propeﬁy of language by which
utterances reflect the standpoint of the speaker.” In philosophy, subjectivity refers to
“the subject and his or her particular perspective, feelings, beliefs, and desires.” It is a
“phenomenological experience, or ‘what it’s like to be’ a certain conscious being . . .”15
As the roots of the term suggest, subjectivity--regardless of whether it plays a role in
grotesque narratives or not'6—is not without its own contradiction: “the very term we use
as a mark of self-reference (subjectivity) comes from the Latin verb subicere-to place or
throw under, to submit, subject . . .” (Robertson 4). Thus, in the sense of the word,
subjectivity implies that we actively posit ourselves when we refer to ourselves as “I”;
there is also, however, a passive, submissive meaning to the term as its etymology
indicates.

Catherine Belsey's article "Constructing the Subject” helps to define what | mean
by “the construction of the subject” in grotesque literature (although accordingly, | need

to emphasize that my argument points to both the simultaneous construction and

' “Subjectivity,” The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Linguistics, P. H. Matthews. 1997, Oxford
Reference Online, Oxford U P, 19 March 2003 <http://www.oxfordreference.com/>.

15 “Subjectivity,” The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, 19 March 2005
<www.oxfordreference.com/>. The definition of “subject” is discussed at length in chapter two.

' In this study, | show the contradiction of identity formation in narrative through a non-grotesque
novel (Alias Grace) as well as through grotesque literature.
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dismantling of the subject in fiction). Subjectivity materialises when an individual
participates in discourse (Belsey 660)--to speak, in other words, is to be. Pointing to
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith’s research, Belsey writes that it is language that provides
subjects with a range of different positions through which subjects render themselves
and their connections with the world. In my study of literature, however, | point to
Benveniste’s notion that characters are only identifiable as subjects in the exact moment
in which they speak. Characters positing themselves as the “I” of a narrative are not
necessarily the same “I” in another situation of the same narrative. Furthermore, in my
discussion on the “middle voice,” | show how authors confuse the notion of agency so
that even within a specific speech act, a person seems to be two people in one, and |
thus the concept of identity becomes obscure.

My study of fiction of the grotesque and its “doubled” female characters shows
extreme contradictions at the level of fictional characterization. The grotesque
confounds the identity-formation of fictional characters. Because | analyze identity in
fiction of the grotesque and the conundrum of representations wherein identities are
doubled and confounded for readers, | address theories that explicate how a subject is
constituted in literature. In Jackson’s and Belsey’s work, there is a strong link between
subjectivity and ideology. This relationship underlines that in the fiction | study, the
grotesque aesthetic disturbs founding principles of representation. Belsey establishes

that in fiction subjects are constructed through ideology. Furthermore (and here | am

reminded of Robertson’s statement about the contradictory meaning of the term
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“subject™7), becoming a subject through ideology is both an active and a passive
process. Jackson shows that subjectivity-formation occurs at an unconscious level.

“One of the central issues for feminism is the cultural construction of subjectivity,”
Belsey states (657). The way that the subject is constructed is through ideology: an
individual becomes a member of society when he or she enters into language and
accepts the systems of culture and society that language embodies. Only when the
individual enters this system of language does he or she become a "full subject" (660).
According to Belsey’s reading of Louis Althusser, the constitution of the subject through
language and ideology is both an active and a passive process for the individual:

The subject is not only a grammatical subject, “a centre of initiatives, author
of and responsible for its actions,” but also a subjected being who submits to
the authority of the social formation represented in ideology as the Absolute
Subject (God, the king, the boss, Man, conscience) . . . (gtd. in Belsey 660-
61)
Literature, "as one of the most persuasive uses of language," plays a role in the process
of the construction of the subject in the way readers relate to fictional circumstances
and, subsequently, their own relations with the real world (Belsey 662).

In the literature | examine, women are constituted as subjects through language
and ideology, but they are also, paradoxically, constituted as beings that resist identity
formation. Authors establish connections between the fictional subject they represent,
and the coming into being of that subject in the way that they position their speaking

subject in language. As well, authors constitute the coming into being of their subjects

"7 As cited in this study on page 24.
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through the connections made (or dismantled) between them and their society. |
discuss, by means of the concept of the "middle voice" in chapter two, fictional
characters who are portrayed as simultaneously active and passive in the very process
in which, as fictional characters, they "normally” become recognizable as individuals.
This active/passive dynamic confounds the readers’ understandings of the fictional
character, and plays out ideologically, for when the subject's consciousness is
fragmented or unstable, so too are his/her beliefs, and thus the manner in which s/he
interacts as a member of society.

The construction of women as subjects in fiction is thus a cultural, ideological act.
Relying on Althusser, Belsey points out that readers are in a position wherein they are a
"subject in (and of) ideology," a position from which they can make sense of the text,
and which the text relies on to be made sense of (657).'8 In the words of Glenn Deer,
“All literature . . . presents world-views or ideologies, and, often, critical attitudes to
particular social institutions, to the use of power, and to the nature of particular forms of
authority” (9). Ideology is "a system of representations (discourses, images, myths)
concerning the real relations in which people live" (Belsey 657). Jackson’s examination
of how texts treat the relationship between ideology and the subject in fantasy literature
defines ideology as something that inhabits and plays out in the unconscious:

Ideology--roughly speaking, the imaginary ways in which men experience
the real world, those ways in which men’s relation to the world is lived

through various systems of meaning such as religion, family, law, moral

18 Belsey refers specifically to realist fiction here (657).
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codes, education, culture, etc.--is not something simply handed down from

one conscious mind to another, but is profoundly unconscious. (61)
Jackson shows that fantasy literature is about how subjectivity is constituted through the
unconscious. The relationship between self (“1”) and other (“not-1) in fantasy literature
revolves around desire, Jackson states, which is unconscious (51). A subject is formed
through what she desires unconsciously, and fantasy literature is a way of representing
this unconscious material. Alienation, doubling, and metamorphosis are all expressions
of unconscious desire. In fiction of the grotesque, | examine characters whose identity
should, theoretically, become clear through their speech. instead, they become
confused subjects for readers because, when they narrate, the act of their speech is
simultaneously a conscious and an unconscious act. The construction and confounding
of women as subjects in the grotesque fiction | examine is a system of representation. it
is ideological because it upholds "both a real and an imaginary relation to the world . . ."
(Belsey 658).

In chapter one, | survey existing criticism of the grotesque and the feminist
grotesque in order to establish a working definition of the grotesque aesthetic for this
study, illustrating the definition through a comparison of non-grotesque writing (Gabrielle
Roy) and grotesque fiction (Alice Munro). In chapter two, | identify the grotesque’s
central strategy: at the narrative level characters become doubled, their identity
perpetually confounded for readers. Chapter two contributes to feminist and narrative
theory by showing that the alternative to binary opposition (male/female) lies in

grammar. This theoretical framework, based on the "middie voice,” is illustrated through
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analysis of fiction by Barbara Gowdy and Margaret Atwood. In chapter three, | explore
the reasons why authors might adopt the grotesque as an aesthetic that allows for
sustained contradiction and thus a very open-ended and complex representation of
character. In this way, | demonstrate what critics have overlooked: a remarkable
contradiction at the level of fictional characterization. Doubled, ambivalent identities in
literature of the grotesque undermine the fundamental notion of ﬁctional
characterization: namely, that it is consistent. However, through analysis of fiction by

Coady and Toews, | argue for a new conceptualization of subjectivity.
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CHAPTER ONE

My working definition of the grotesque is a narrative strategy wherein contradiction
is sustained, and subjectivity simultaneously created and confounded. Up until now, |
have derived this definition from a survey of critical literature on the grotesque and its
main characteristics, as well as from theoretical approaches to the meaning of and
processes behind subjectivity in fiction, all of which have led me to determine the
grotesque’s key feature: the problematic formation of central fictional subjects. As
discussed in the introduction to this study, subjectivity refers to the identity or
consciousness of a fictional character revealed through a character’s speaking act.® A
The introduction traces definitions of the grotesque in criticism and distinguishes it
specifically from the gothic. The importance of the characteristics of absurdity (and non-
absurdity), exaggeration (and accuracy), irrationality (and rationality), and deformity in
confounding readers’ understanding of a “monstrous narrator” in the grotesque aesthetic
were indicated. In this chapter, | provide an extended version of the definition of the
grotesque. | also examine how the grotesque has been viewed as a specifically feminine
literary form and argue that this approach is inadequate for the analysis of fiction.

This study defines the grotesque aesthetic as a narrative strategy authors employ
to construct subjectivity. | do not look at women in terms of how they are represented in
relation to men, but rather at how they are fashioned through the grotesque. Therefore,
the power struggles at the basis of first-wave and second-wave feminism that rely on the

male/female opposition do not apply. What then do we discover in contemporary

19 See the definition of subjectivity in the introduction.
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Canadian fiction about the representation of "subjectivity” in an aesthetic whose
dichotomy “subject/monster” bypasses the conventional relation of female subjectivity to
gender?

| demonstrate that the aesthetic strategy of the grotesque functions to
simultaneously confuse and enlighten readers in their perception and experience of
fiction. My original analysis of this strategy of the grotesque is an attempt to cultivate a
method that can engage with narrative representation in contemporary fiction. Once |
have outlined the important grotesque structure of via negativa, | will focus primarily on
what is known as the “female grotesque” and on my own literary response to this theory.

| will also examine at length--as it relates to feminist theory and the notion of the female

grotesque--the dialectical structure of the aesthetic in fiction and the way this opposition
plays out upon readers of grotesque literature.

Although critics have not categorized the aesthetic as such until now, | argue that
the grotesque aesthetic is a narrative strategy, as the Canadian fiction | examine
demonstrates. Through the grotesque, authors are able to express to readers, in two
important ways, qualities of abjection that narrators experience in fiction. The first is that
the grotesque has an effect upon readers that distinguishes it from other kinds of literary
narrative: readers experience abjection at several different levels, | demonstrate, and in
such a way that, as Harpham and Williams stress in their discussion of the aesthetic’s
effect, the grotesque in literature transcends words to inhabit readers’ sensory
perception. The second expressive capacity of the grotesque is that it enables authors

to portray women's experience in a way that is not related to gender, at least not in the
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way that feminist grotesque theory, principally Russo’s The Female Grotesque, has so
far established the grotesque as “gendered writing,” or as a “feminine aesthetic.” That is,
feminists and critics of the grotesque have neither contested the notion of the “feminine”
grotesque nor regarded the strategy of the grotesque as one that side-steps gender
notions of male/female.

Definition of the grotesque (as what it is-nof) and via negativa

One aspect of the grotesque in literature is that it is not merely the presence of the
monstrous, the unfamiliar, or the chaotic. As an aesthetic it involves, rather, a struggle
that occurs between opposites within a text, between a monstrous act, for example, and
its non-monstrous counterpart. Readers will likely respond to something that seems both
familiar and unfamiliar, both chaotic and orderly, with ambivalence. "Torn in two"
because of simultaneous feelings of attraction and repulsion, or negative and positive
feelings toward a literary event in the grotesque novel, we can say that the opposition of
the aesthetic breeds opposition (ambivalence) in readers.

The struggle of the grotesque aesthetic exists only as long as some form of
opposition continues, and a paradoxical "balance"” is sustained, which means that no

dominant element--such as utter confusion in a novel, or characters so deformed that

readers cannot recognize anything typical about them--upsets the equilibrium. When,

however, theorists of the grotesque, such as Wolfgang Kayser, focus on the grotesque
as the purely absurd (Kayser's main thesis), or the low (Robert Doty’s argument?0), we

lose sight of the dual nature of this literary strategy, and the very "state" of the grotesque

% Doty’s text, Human Concern / Personal Torment: The Grotesque in American Art, has no
pagination.
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escapes us. But if we are to envision the workings of the grotesque in literature, which
have to do with concepts of paradox, contradiction, and readers' "ambivalent emotional

reactions” (Harpham 8)--concepts that are themselves dual in structure rather than
singular--then we must maintain the double-mode of the grotesque in our approach to it.

What is required, therefore, is a manner of examining the grotesque that can
accommodate what | believe is, and define as, the essential configuration of the literary
aesthetic:

The grotesque is this, and it is the negation of this.
My definition marks a shift from Philip Thomson's statement that the grotesque is "the
unresolved clash of incompatibles in work and responsé' (27) by stressing the
opposition inherent in the aesthetic and its sustained positive and negative elements. |
also, by way of this statement, position the grotesque within the system of negation in
theology and philosophy known as via negativa.

As a means of reaching the grotesque state of "it is this, and it is the negation of
this,” | will draw loosely on the system of via negativa, as outlined by David Williams in
Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval Thought and Literature.
The act of affirmation ("the grotesque is") and subsequent denial ("the grotesque /s-not')
are the very acts involved in contradiction, paradox, and ambivalence; these literary
strategies transcend, in the minds of readers, the struggle of opposing forces in the
grotesque novel. "When 'yes' turns into 'no,” Anne Carson writes of the
"transformations™” of denial, "there is a sudden vanishing and a shift to meaning, there is

a tilt and realignment of the listener's world-view" (4). Whereas Kayser, for example,
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writes that "THE GROTESQUE IS THE ESTRANGED WORLD" (184), | believe it
necessary, in an examination of the aesthetic, to move from the limitations of such an
affirmation to a statement that recognizes a condition of contrariety. Williams, for
example, evokes the example of the iconograph of the "bearded maiden,” a saint with
both male and female physical traits: “the audience encounters simuitaneously the
imperative of gender as the basis of identity and knowledge and the imperative of
negating gender as a means of transcending identity and knowledge" so as to reach a
state of "knowing from the inside . . ." (320).

The grotesque evokes the nature of human subjectivity (the focus of this study)
but does so, as Williams writes (in reference to the divine), by the negation of what
readers normally rely on as "the criterion of understanding and through the negation of
similitude as the basis of representation” (321). To demonstrate, | argue that Alice
Munro's short story, "Fits," provides a good example of contrariety and negation at work
in the grotesque aesthetic; Gabrielle Roy's writing, on the other hand, while at times
displaying the same themes and devices found in Munro's grotesque fiction (thus ’
making it an excellent point of comparison), ultimately resists the aesthetic effect of the
grotesque and prevents it from occurring. Through comparisons of the writing of Alice
Munro (grotesque) and Gabrielle Roy (non—grotesque); therefore, | will regard the
grotesque through what it "is" and "/s-not' in order to attain, in the process, the
possibilities of evocation.

In the context of what does and does not qualify as grotesque literature according

to the characteristics of the aesthetic | will describe shortly, Gabrielle Roy's fiction in its
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darkest, most disturbing moments, elicits the following questions: what are the aspects
of Roy's writing that distinguish it from grotesque fiction? If Roy's fiction contains
elements of the grotesque, what prevents the aesthetic from operating as it does in
writing by an author such as Munro? A comparison of the distressing elements in Roy's
The Tin Flute, Alexandre Chenevert, and Enchanted Summerwith Munro's short story
"Fits" is helpful in illuminating the differences between fiction in which the grotesqﬁe
aesthetic functions (Munro's), and fiction like Roy's in which readers are never quite
placed in the realm of the grotesque. This is not to say, categorically, that Roy's work is
not grotesque: several of Roy's early short stories, for example, published in small
magazines in the 1940s certainly contain grotesque images,?’ although they lack the

sophistication of the author’s later fiction.22 A study of Roy's well-known work,2?

! There is a difference between a grotesque image and the grotesque aesthetic. In a novel, if a
man suddenly loses his foot, the image becomes grotesque because the man has become
incomplete, unfinished, because there is violence that is destabilizing, and because of the clash
of opposites between what was once an extension of the leg and what has become a disturbing
gaping absence (a "normal” leg vs. an unexpectedly abnormal leg). But the grotesque aesthetic
involves the overall effects of a text and a characteristic | term "hiddenness," which | will
elaborate upon shortly. A novel may contain a grotesque image without being a novel of the
grotesque aesthetic.

Z |n the 1940s, Gabrielle Roy wrote several short stories, some of which she published in small
magazines. From the primitive caveman in "Dieu” (1948) whose wall drawings show his
obsession with death, to the swollen cadavers polluting the waters of Roy's version of the story of
Noah's Ark ("Le déluge" 1948), to domestic violence in "La lune des moissons” (1947), to
overeating and the hoarding of food in “La grande voyageuse" (1942), many of Roy's early
stories present a consistent concern with exaggeration, violence, and the bizarre. If anything, as
far as the grotesque is concerned, these writings raise the question of whether the aesthetic can
operate when there is an over-abundance of shocking and absurd elements. But the main issue
that underlies their exclusion from this study is that the sophistication of Roy's canonical writings
has little in common with the level of writing of these early stories, and their subject matter does
not lend itself easily to comparison with the subject matter of Roy's well-known work, or to fiction
by Munro. What these short stories do make evident is that Roy's canonical fiction is, for the most
part, much less graphically violent than many of her earlier unpublished or "semi-published" short
stories (stories published in small magazines). Whether Roy suppressed a tendency toward the
sombre after the 1940s is, however, a matter for another study. | would like to express a special
thank you to Yannick Roy for his insight regarding Roy's early short stories.
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however, provides the opportunity to consider how the mode of perception of "negation”
reveals, in a sense, what ultimately cannot be shown. It also points to a fundamental
aspect of the grotesque that | term "hiddenness."

Susan Corey summarizes the work of theorists Robert Doty, Geoffrey Galt
Harpham, and Mikhail Bakhtin and proposes the following definition of the grotesque in
literature and art:

an aesthetic form that works through exaggeration, distortion, contradiction,
disorder, and shock to disrupt a sense of normalcy and stimulate the
discovery of new meaning and new connections. In its capacity to shock and
offend . . . it taps the resources of the body and the unconscious to open up
new worlds of meaning and to expose the gaps in our conventional meaning
systems. (32)
In other words, for Corey, the grotesque is the means "to bring the reader up short, jolt
him out of accustomed ways of perceiving the world and confront him with a radically
different, disturbing perspective" (Thomson 58), obliging readers not only to take
another look at what they are presented with in a work of fiction, but also to change the
way in which they habitually perceive a concept. An author accomplishes this feat
through aesthetic devices, such as "paradox, distortion or degradation, and the clash of

seemingly incompatible elements, all of which evoke a reader's heightened sense of

2 The short story "The Wheelchair," in which an Inuit man confined to a wheelchair is
accidentally left out all night by a group of careless children and ends up resembling, after his
horrendous experience, "some vegetable creature which had been spoiled by too much water";
the rape scene in Windflower, the brain damage suffered by Alicia in Street of Riches; and the
subject of iliness and death in "The Satellites," all generously brought to my attention by Jane
Everett and Frangois Ricard at the conception of this chapter, are other examples of Roy's
concern for the slightly bizarre and significantly darker aspects of life. | have tried to present the
fiction by Roy that | believe best illustrates the author's general refusal of the grotesque aesthetic.
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awareness . . ." (Corey 32). Once readers have read a passage that is grotesque, so
her theory goes, the sensation of discomfort provoked by the aesthetic typically leads
readers to grasp what they have read in a new and revealing manner.

Corey's théoretical summary of the grotesque points us, so far, to the effects of the
aesthetic upon readers; Alice Munro’s writing provides us with an example of the
aesthetic at work in fiction. In Munro's short story “Fits,” readers aré in the presence of
the grotesque when things don't “fit” together at all. The collision of the functional and
the dysfunctional creates an eruption (an earthquake, a fit) for the townspeople and,
consequently, for readers. However, it also unveils the fact that, in Munro's setting, the
potential for such a "periodic fit" (164) is always present, ever-threatening, and
strangely, a part of everyday life.

Iin a small Ontario town called Gilmore, Peg drops by her neighbours' house and
discovers a brutal murder-suicide: Mr Weebles has shot his wife, and then turned the
gun on himself. The town is soon abuzz with the grisly news. Considering the violence
that has happened next door, the account given from the point of view of Peg's
husband, Robert, is startlingly sober:

What had gone on at first, Robert gathered, was that people had got on the
phone, just phoned anybody they could think of who might not have heard.
Karen had phoned her friend Shirley, who was at home in bed with the flu,
and her mother, who was in the hospital with a broken hip. it turned out her
mother knew already--the whole hospital knew. And Shirley said, "My sister

beat you to it." (154)
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The townspeople described in this passage could just as easily be reacting to the news
of a grand store opening, or a secret, illicit engagement. Suddenly, there is a
distastefully humorous shift from the tragedy itself to something else (the dynamics of
gossip). The delight of "being in the know" is flaunted, despite the horrific event. It is
thus not merely or entirely the description of the grisly murder-suicide that has a
grotesque effect on readers of this story. Rather, | believe it has to do with the disturbing
combination Munro creates between the gruesome event of the murder and the
ordinariness of the small-town in all its details. The abnormal (murder-suicide) collides
with the normal (common chatter, small-town anonymity) resulting in the foundational
incongruity of the grotesque and its impact on readers.

The grotesque atmosphere in "Fits," however, is one where there is a continual
potential for bad things to happen, for even once the initial fit of violence has taken place
next door, a menace continues to underlie everything common in Gilmore. It is as
though the townspeople have tapped into a dangerous source that had always been
accessible, a part of their lives, but that had remained dormant, or suppressed, beneath
daily routine and chatter about the weather: "in Gilmore . . . assurances are supposed to
be repeated, and in fact much of conversation is repetition, a sort of dance of good
intentions, without surprises” (140). Robert, the neighbour of the unfortunate Weebles,
has always sensed an unseen danger, couched in the safety of repetition: "Just
occasionally, talking to people, he feels something else, an obstruction, and isn't sure
what it is (malice? stubbornness?) but it's like a rock at the bottom of a river when you're

swimming--the clear water lifts you over it" (140). Indeed, criticism of the story identifies
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the aspect of “appearance and illusion, camouflage and deception . . . ” (Ventura 89)
that creates tension through the presence of various contradictions. Peg's story
becomes “simultaneously fraudulent and respectable” writes Héliane Ventura in her
study of anamorphosis in “Fits.” In a psychoanalytical study of Munro’s short story,
Hanly describes Peg’s and Robert’s denial of painful realities as a “disguised disclosure”
that places the role of the unconscious at the forefront in the relationship between text,
author, and readers (173).2* In “Fits,” “Truth-telling is seen as a destructive, dangerous
reduction to nakedness . . .” (Jarrett 88).

Munro diverts readers from the crime scene to its "after-shock," manifested in the
townspeople's reactions. Readers thus move involuntarily from the blood and guts of the
murder-suicide to the incessant buzzing of the creatures attracted by its smell. As a

result of this delay--the temporary masking of the crime scene--as well as the

threatening atmosphere and irreconcilable elements that are not resolved in Munro's
story, readers may feel uncomfortable and scramble to alleviate both a sense of
curiosity and unease. Out of the readers’ confusion the possibility of transformation,
even transcendence, may appear, for as Harpham points out, "Confused things lead the
mind to new inventions."> Moreover, "the essential paradox of the grotesque,” writes
Thomson, is "that it is both liberating and tension-producing at the same time" (61).

But how, in a literary analysis, do we maintain, rather than reduce, the paradox of

the grotesque in our presentation of it? If Thomson’s quote above relays that the

24 Hanly's thesis in his discussion of “displacement,” among other things, links Munro
autobiographically to her story.

% As Harpham indicates in an epigraph to chapter seven, the citation originates from Leonardo
da Vinci (On the Grotesque: Strategies in Art and Contradiction, 146).
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grotesque is simultaneously “liberating” and constraining, what else do we neglect to say
in this very statement? How can we avoid the problem that the grotesque is, in Susan
Corey's words, "easier to describe than to define" (32)? To speak through assertion, that
is, to say that the grotesque in Munro "is this,” the grotesque "is that," is to risk
overlooking its other facets and diminishing its complexity through language. In
Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval Thought and Literature,
Williams writes:
Affirmative discourse is, again, necessary but limiting. Every affirmation
about a subject imposes a limitation on it, because affirmation functions
through differentiation. To call the dog brown, or to name it Spot, is to limit it
to its name and colour, or whatever quality is noted. While this is clearly
useful for logical understanding and discrimination between things of the
same kind, what becomes clear through a negative critique of affirmation is
the inability of language to present the wholeness of its subject. (32)
Contradiction and paradox, however, are not simple matters of "logical" discussion, and
the aesthetic of the grotesque is more complicated than determining one dog to be
brown, another grey. Like Jacques Derrida's famous term "differance” (spelt with an "a"
instead of an "e" to signal a double meaning), which defies the categories of speech and
writing (since its two definitions are not visible when the term is read on paper, and

because its peculiar graphic form is inaudible to the listener26), the grotesque

% On the term “differance,” Derrida stated in his lecture that: "This differance belongs to neither
the voice nor to the writing in that ordinary sense, and it takes place, like the strange space that
will assemble us here for the course of an hour, befween speech and writing and beyond the
tranquil familiarity that binds us to one and to the other, reassuring us sometimes in the illusion
that they are two separate things" (134).
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phenomenon exists in the between-space of what is said and what is evoked. The
strategy of "Fits,"” for example, is one in which readers perceive the decency of a small
town and its inhabitants only once it is evoked through violence (the opposite of decent
behaviour).

Theorists certainly define the grotesque through the structure of binary opposition,
that is, the juxtaposition of two opposites (such as normal/abnormal) that creates an
effect upon readers. Yet, although binary opposition is a two-sided structure, grotesque
criticism almost inevitably views one side as the dominant, the other as its inferior. Thus,
Corey writes that the grotesque is "Anti-rational by nature” (32), rather than both rational
and anti-rational, and that it functions to "undermine the status-quo,” instead of also
reinforcing it as a perpetually dialectic strategy. Similarly, Ralph Ciancio writes that the
grotesque is a world in which "the categories of a rational and familiar order fuse,
collapse, and finally give way to the absurd” (1). And according to Kayser, the grotesque
is a world that femporarily and periodically falls victim to “demonic” forces (188). The
"laws" of binary opposition, that "two poles must not only be opposed to each other but
must also be in exclusive opposition to each other” reinforce the manner in which such
theorists, in their definition of the grotesque, lean toward either mutual exclusion or the
relegation of one side of a grotesque dichotomy to a lesser position of importance
("Binary").

In Munro's story, however, the familiar world is inextricably linked to the unfamiliar:
it exists only through its darker sphere, and vice versa. The town of Gilmore is in a state

where the "demonic” is always present, only hidden. Again, | am drawn to Derrida’s
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theorizing of the term "differance,” which he describes as a thing that loses its essence
when revealed, like a mystery that can no longer qualify as such once its solution has
been unearthed: "Any exposition would expose it to disappearing as a disappearance"”
Derrida contends. "It would risk appearing, thus disappearing” (134). Indeed, Derrida
mentions the similarity between his method of differance and negative theology (134).
The method of representation of via negativa lies at the origin of the grotesque sign
(Williams 4-5) and can, even when applied loosely as it is here, accommodate the
aesthetic in terms that are accessible to the theorist of the grotesque.

The system of via negativa in theology applies to a manner of approaching the
divine by moving beyond the human system of words or signs--beyond language--since
"God transcends human knowledge utterly and can be known only by what He is
not . . ." (Williams 5). Negative theology, Peter Haidu writes, is a way to "deploy modes
of discourse that acknowledge divinity without presentifying it" (278). Williams shows
that, as a mediaeval sign, the monstrous (the grotesque) could evoke more about the
divine through difference and through what the divine is-not (God as a two-headed squid
becomes God is not a two-headed squid, for example), than could a symbol of
affirmation. In the process of via negativa, naming God as a two-headed squid is a
recognition of the inadequacy of affirmation to communicate not just the wholeness of
God, but aiso the non-representability of God. There is a paradox involved in the act of
acknowledging God through human language.

In via negativa, one begins by building up a subject (such as being) with

assertions--often absurd assertions—in order to question whether reason and intellect
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are sufficient to evoke the essence of things (Williams 5). Once the assertive statements
have been made (God symbolized as a two-headed squid), the subject is then
"dismantled" through negation (God /s-nof a two-headed squid):
The more unwonted and bizarre the sign, it was thought, the less likely was
the beholder to equate it with the reality it represented . . . After this process
of affirming and negating, the mind, encountering a reality beyond
affirmation and negation, a reality which is-not, finally knows God as
paradox: the One who is source of the many, beyond being yet cause of
being, present everywhere within the world while totally transcendent. (4)
Contradictory, multiple, and elusive, the grotesque is well-suited to an approach through
that which it /s-nof, for like Derrida's non-thing, the revealing of it would jeopardise its
status as something that cannot be revealed (134). By saying the grotesque "is not" this,
the grotesque becomes, in Williams's terms, "more than what it is named" (33).
Therefore, in this study aimed at identifying strategies of the grotesque aesthetic,
we can start with the affirmative (Munro’s writing is grotesque), move to the negative
(Roy’s writing is not grotesque), and end with a “sense” of the multiple aspects of what
we are trying to know. We will thus use words to move language into a certain realm of
the aesthetic.
The published body of Gabrielle Roy's work is not known for its groiesque content
in general, although poverty in 7The Tin Flute, alienation in The Cashier, and the death of
a child in Enchanted Summer are examples of the "darker" aspects of Roy’s storytelling.

Roxanne Rimstead, in Remnants of Nation: On Poverty Narratives by Women, looks at
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what she terms “grotesque mothering” in Roy's depictions of relationships between
mothering and poverty in 7he Tin Flufe:
mothering and poverty meet at more points of tension. As they construct
each other they are twisted into a macabre union under the pressure of the
social system. Rose-Anna cannot sew clothing fast enough to keep all her
children attending schoo|, nor feed them well enough to stave off hunger and
illness. . . . As martyr, Rose-Anna constructs her family’s experience of
poverty by taking it inside herself, as far as possible, and transforming its
ugliness, its shamefully diseased and grotesque outsider nature in a
mothering gesture. (81)
Rose-Anna's endless struggle against poverty and the glaring injustices of hunger,
ostracism, and suffering is, as Rimstead's powerful analysis illustrates, grotesque. Yet,
Roy's handling of her poverty narrative does not involve the grotesque aesthetic if we
enquire into the sensations and effects created (or not) by the novel's opposition of
mothering and poverty.

Roy's novel is a work of social realism, as Rimstead illustrates. Tim Libretti writes
that “the proletarian grotesque enables authors to represent the very normal and real
horrors and monstrosities of everyday working-class life under capitalism, which
otherwise might be too difficult and painful to rehearse without the buffer of laughter and
the anodyne of genuine hope” (172-73).27 Libretti’s reading of grotesque writing through

the “proletarian grotesque” shares the view with my own reading of 7he Tin Fiute that

?7 L ibretti points out that definitions of the grotesque (by McElroy and Thomson, for example) are
typically founded upon bourgeois rather than working-class notions of normalcy (173).



Hutchison 45

class difference becomes horrifying when it is shown to be familiar or normal. However,
Roy does not invoke the grotesque as a “buffer of laughter” to ease the hard reality of
the society she portrays. She does not seek to distance “the reader from the familiar
situation . . . to force the reader to reflect on the situation she normally takes for granted
because of its familiarity” (Libretti 173) by revealing and concealing elements. Are
readers, for example, prompted td move ahead on their own to try and reconcile what
cannot be reconciled as a means of filling in the narrative gaps? Roy’s narrative does
not use concealment as a strategy in the depiction of grotesque elements (such as the
demands of endless chores); it involves, instead, a strategy of revelation.

In The Tin Flute, there is a refusal of the grotesque aesthetic, that is, a refusal to
leave things unsaid or unconnected. When Rose-Anna leaves the hospital after visiting
her six-year-old son Daniel, who is dying of leukaemia, having been shut out from the
community of care-givers since they speak only English, having only sensed rather than
fully understood the nature of Daniel’s illness (which is terminal), and after having borne
the sting of the affection shown by her son toward the paid nurse, the narrative reveals
the source of Rose-Anna's predicament in clear terms. That source is poverty:

Rose-Anna was in the dark corridor. Her step was hesitant because of the
feeble light and her fear that she wouldn’t find the exit. One thought filled her
mind with reproach: Daniel had all he needed here. He had never been so
happy. She didn’t understand it and tried to find the reason. A sentiment with

the taste of poison stuck in her throat. So they’'ve taken him from me too,
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she thought, and it's easy to take him, he's so small! . . . Never had she felt
her poverty so intensely. (228)

In view of the various forms of social wealth that surround Rose-Anna and which point to
a shocking misdistribution of power (and thus the contrast of poverty with wealth), Rose-
Anna's situation is absurd and excessive, both of which, when paired with their polar
opposite, are characteristics of the grotesque. However, the tension generated through
features of absurdity and excessiveness is deflated by Roy's gestures of containment
when Rose-Anna is faced with the hideous claims made by the disease upon Daniel's
little body. Her shame is framed--and thus exposed and contained--within an absurd
contradiction whereby the health system tells Rose-Anna what she must do in order to
be‘a responsible mother while failing to provide (and indeed obstructing) the means with
which she might meet the needs of her family: “She remembered that they’d talked at
the clinic about the right kind of diet to make sure the bones and teeth were properly
formed and to ensure good health. What a joke! And they'd said that kind of food was
within the reach of every budget! They had shown her clearly what her duty was” (219).
Social ills are mapped-out in clear terms of "duty,” "deficiencies,” "shame," and "illness,"
thwarting the possibility of a grotesque effect, which relies on confusion (Harpham 191)
to muddle and disturb readers, and to incite curiosity and dissatisfaction.

Thus, when Rose-Anna sets out to look for a new house to rent, angry with the
realization that "the bigger the family, the smaller and darker grew their lodgings" (93),
therein lie the irreconcilable elements (and thus the ingredients for the grotesque)--the

growth of a family (encouraged by Church and State, and indeed, by an inadequate
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health system) and the lack of a protective, decent abode for it: "Springtime! What had it
ever meant to her? in her married life it had meant two things: being pregnant and going
out pregnant, to look for a place to live" (93).28 Mothering and poverty do indeed form a

binary opposition. However, the dominating principle of social inequality--dominating

because it is depicted as the root of the union of mothering and poverty (Rimstead 81)--
overrides the play (the gaps and inconsistencies) of grotesque elements in the novel. In
other words, the dominance of one concept forms a hierarchy that the grotesque
aesthetic cannot accommodate.

In contrast, Munro's story provides no term or logic to contain the disturbing
outbreaks in this story: they are only "freak occurrences.” It is not just a matter of a
neighbour who has violently killed his wife, but rather, a matter of an entire, all-
consuming spasm that takes over all aspects of town life, destabilizing labels such as
"victim" and "perpetrator,” or notions of safety, neutrality, and distance. "The interval of
the grotesque” writes Harpham, "is the one in which, although we have recognized a
number of different forms in the object, we have not yet developed a clear sense of the
dominant principle that defines it and organizes its various elements” (16; emphasis

mine). Unlike The Tin Flute, violence and freak behaviour in "Fits" is not determined by

% |t is absurd that Rose-Anna—-equipped with all her motherly instincts, desires, and skills--
cannot fulfil her function as primary care-giver because of the way the system works against her.
Equally absurd are the very demands of the social system placed upon her to fulfil that role. In
polar opposition to this (socio-economic) absurdity is the “normalcy” of poverty in Rose-Anna’s
society: it is accepted, even commonplace. In the novel, Rose-Anna is only one of many women
who have to move every year with their family, and who live in extreme poverty. The normalcy of
Rose-Anna’s predicament means that it is absurd and yet also horribly logical or rational in view
of the role the Church and State play, for example, in placing unrealistic and unhealthy demands
upon women. Similarly, on the opposite spectrum of excess (Rose-Anna’s poverty) lies the
absolute dearth of resources Rose-Anna can rely on outside of her own personal resourcefulness
to meet the needs of her family. Binary oppositions in the novel between absurdity and rationality,
and between excess and insufficiency, reflect the traits of the grotesque aesthetic.
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or attributed to socio-economic, psychological, or even physiological, conditions. The
story is not driven by logical causality. When Robert listens to the various theories as to
the cause of the double death--loss of money, cancer, Alzheimer's disease--he feels
that if he could only believe one of them, "it would have been as if something had taken
its claws out of his chest and permitted him to breathe" (156).

A novel, then, that contains several "grotesque elements" is not necessarily one in
which an author employs a grotesque aesthetic. | would identify the act of concealment--
what | term as "hiddenness”--as the fundamental element that is absent from the social
realism of 7he Tin Flute and that prevents the grotesque from occurring. This is not a
new feature of the grotesque: theorists such as Harpham and Williams have always
maintained that there is something unfinished or unsatisfactory in the grotesque image.
Although the tragic, unacceptable poverty of 7he Tin Fluteis an "everyday struggle of
resistance” (Rimstead 77) enacted by the community of Saint-Henri and is somewhat
suggestive of the futile attempts Munro's townspeople make to understand recent violent
events (158-59), and although Rose-Anna tries to confine the debilitating effects of
poverty within herself (Rimstead 82-83), poverty is never subdued in the novel. It is
always present, always on display, continually connected to the social ills it produces.2®

Munro engages readers in a strategy of concealment from the very beginning of
her story, when she announces a double death and then immediately covers up the
news with a brilliantly banal description of the deceased (137). Suppression of the

absurd and the abominable ensures their very presence; aberrant behaviour is, in some

2 My thanks go out to Roxanne Rimstead for her discussion and clarity of view on Roy's most
well-known novel.
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strange and alarming way, consequently the norm. The deviant is portrayed as
something that is merely kept in check, covered-up by idle chatter and repetition; but its
potential to emerge is always present. That space of potential, of possibility, becomes
an operation of the grotesque, attracting and repulsing readers, and sets this story apart
from the lack of hiddenness in Roy's novel.
Even when abnormal behaviour rears its monstrous head in "Fits,” in what seems
to be a lapse into total absurdity, there is always an evocation of an antithetical element
to ensure that binary opposition is kept in a permanent state of tension. Characters like
Robert and the townspeople are ambivalent: they harbour within them co-existing,
contradictory emotions and attitudes, though they shield many of these from themselves
and others in their daily interactions. A replay of Robert's past, for example, involves a
vicious exchange with a former lover, Lee. The two hurl insults at each other, and then:
they started to laugh themselves, Robert and Lee, but it was not the laughter
of a breakthrough into reconciliation . . . They laughed in recognition of their
extremity . . . They trembled with murderous pleasure, with the excitement of
saying what could never be retracted, they exulted in wounds inflicted but
also in wounds received . . .
It wasn't so far from laughing to making love, which they did, all with no
retraction. Robert made barking noises, as a dog should, and nuzzled Lee in
a bruising way, snapping with real appetite at her flesh. (166-67)

In the context of what is happening in the short story, that a whole town has erupted

over the murder-suicide, Robert’s and Lee's “argument split open” (166) is a mini-event
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within a larger one. They reflect each other perfectly in that they are about people in
whom sympathy and loathing co-exist, and point to the shocking, unnerving suggestion
that the scale could tip for anyone at any moment. Robert's ability to push his
relationship to the extreme is no different from that of the townspeople, who drive up and
down the street in front of the house where the deaths of the Weebles have taken place:
Inside those cars were just the same people, probably the very same people
he [Robert] had been talking to during the afternoon. But now they seemed
joined to their cars, making some new kind of monster that came poking
around in a brutally curious way. (165)
The deformations that Robert, Lee, the townspeople in their cars, the Weebles, and
especially, Peg, undergo in Munro's short story are part of a process of uncovering in
which Munro, paradoxically, triggers a loss of what readers can grasp--a loss of
familiarity, a loss of structure in the disorder of Gilmore.

The freak occurrences of Gilmore, Munro's epidemic of perversion that includes
the townspeople-cum-monsters in their cars, involve readers in a response to the
grotesque well documented by Harpham, Kayser, Thomson, and Williams. As Williams
writes: "Loss of [logical] form entails two contrary attitudes: attraction and repulsion. On
the one hand, disorder and formiessness deprive the mind of a habitual structure
necessary for understanding and acting and ultimately, for being. On the other, disorder
frees the mind in certain circumstances from the restrictions of order and reason" (77).
Munro's disorder leaves readers without a handrail with which to steady themselves. Not

only is there no accounting for the fits of violence and loss of form the characters go
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through, there is absolutely no reassurance that it will stop or resolve itself. But the
continual, unresolved covering and uncovering of perverse or shocking behaviour
perpetuates the cycle of attraction and repulsion in readers who are obliged to search
for insight outside the realm of reason.30

Loss of form, prevalent in Munro’s “Fits,” is a central concern in Gabrielle Roy's
The Cashier. Roy’s novel, about a lonely and alienated Montreal bank teller who
becomes terminally ill, treats the diseased body and a perceived hostile environment as
sites where form and reason no longer comply with personal desire. "Where, then, and
how," the anguished cry of Alexandre echoes, "had life ever begun to be so amazingly
deformed?" (265). Similar to Munro's townspeople, Alexandre's medical condition
means that "What is ordinarily inside now comes out, not only threatening the concretion
of the body but also resulting in an ominous seepage of matter of physical, personal,
moral, and social significance” (Waskul and van der Riet 487). Yet, while features of
ambivalence (in Alexandre's simultaneous desire for and rejection of his bank teller
"cage") and ambiguity (his inability to determine, for example, whether the solitude he
seeks is good or evil [147]) serve to develop the abjection that breaks apart Alexandre's
life, loss of form is less sustained than it is in Munro's short story.

Alexandre leaves his familiar bank cage for a vacation at Lac Vert in Quebec, sick

from the indifference of the city and from a cancer as yet unknown to him. Familiar

% The words "pervert,” "freak,"” and "deviation,” which ail have in their meaning the sense of a
"turn," point to Munro's strategy of bringing things to light, in which she simultaneously attracts
the reader’s attention to, and diverts it from, information and to Williams's discussion of the term
"monster,” to "show forth' (monstrare, as distinguished from [re]praesentare)" (4).
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shapes turn unfamiliar as Alexandre becomes more and more alienated in his

environment:
Suddenly the light faded. And already Alexandre was in another world. The
edges of the lake had lost definition and were confused with the shadow of
great fallen trees. These vast masses of shadow suggested grotesque and
bewildering forms to Alexandre's imagination. He thought he could make out
a mammoth bear, rearing on its hind legs and advancing toward him with a
great knotted stick in its paw. He walked toward the monster, forced himself
to touch it, and it turned into a huge gnarled tree with a hanging branch.
(146)

Roy alleviates the readers' confusion both by revealing the "truth” of the monstrous

form, and by attributing Alexandre's illusion to solitude, the creature that has "seduced"”

and "deceived" him (146).

In a strikingly similar scene in Munro's story, Robert heads out on a solitary walk
across the snow and fields. He reflects on his awful day, upset at his wife's misfortune to
have discovered the deaths next door. Mostly, however, Robert is upset at the one,
significant detail that his wife has left out of her story about finding the neighbours'
remains. While readers know of the existence of an omitted detail, readers do not know
what it /s that has been left out of Peg's story until the end (and | won't spoil it here).
Troubled by thoughts of recent events and his wife's conspicuous omission, Robert
strikes out on that fateful winter evening. He sees a group of wrecked and abandoned

cars in the fading light, but fails to identify them as such right away. Instead, he views:
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a new kind of glitter under the trees. A congestion of shapes, with black
holes in them, and unmatched arms. . . . They did not look like anything,
except perhaps a bit like armed giants half collapsed, frozen in combat, or
like the jumbled towers of a crazy small-scale city. . . . He kept waiting for an
explanation, and not getting one, until he got very close. He was so close he
could almost have touched one of these monstrosities before he saw that
they were just old cars. (170)
Like Alexandre, Robert sees shapes unrecognizable and deformed to his eye. But
although these forms do return to their normal "state,” the cars do not turn into harmless
objects, as with Alexandre's trees. They remain deformed, violent shapes "tipped over
one another at odd angles. The black holes were their gutted insides. Twisted bits of
chrome, fragments of headlights, were glittering” (171). We are immediately reminded of
the neighbours turned monstrous in their cars passing over and over again in front of the
crime scene; we are also reminded of the "guts" and "fragments” of that very act of
brutality. On top of this, Munro dedicates the final two paragraphs of the story to the
horrific detail that so troubled Robert. And that is where we, as readers, are left at the
conclusion of "Fits."

In contrast, in 7he Cashier, ambiguity remains a conceit, but it is tempered. The
narrator intervenes to minimize the distressing effects of the unknown upon readers--to
speak and fill the absences that surround the mysteries of death and iliness. Of course,
the questions Roy places before us that relate to Alexandre's anguish are

unanswerable, hence the possibility that readers will feel discomfort when faced with
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Alexandre's physical degeneration. The closer Alexandre approaches death, for
example, the more he becomes aware that, paradoxically, he needs his health "to
perform an act of absolute sincerity" and face with dignity his own demise (255). Yet, the
narrator draws connections that would have otherwise—if left unsaid--served to have
destabilized readers even more if they had been left to understand the meaning of a
passage independently.

Therefore, when Alexandre reproaches his friend Godias for not having visited him
in the hospital earlier, the narrator takes pains to control ambiguity by revealing the
underlying meaning of their exchange, and to express what is not said by the characters
themselves:

And Godias, who had come to see his friend several times, whom his friend
had reédily recognized just the day before, Godias Doucet--instead of saying
something which might lead Alexandre to perceive that he was losing his
memory--took the undeserved reproof in his stride, accepting the blame with
a slightly awkward smile. (256)
Indeed, the narrator does not rely on the power of suggestion or obscurity to trouble
readers through a strategy of hiddenness. In other words, apart from the injustice of
disease, there is no feature of the unknown to generate apprehension in readers; their
imagination is not left to run a wild course of speculation in what concerns Alexandre’s
decline as it is made expilicit. "He no longer always knew, when he awakened, exactly
where he was, or even less, the identity of all these people who seemed to be smiling at

him" (256).
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At the conclusion of the novel, despite a horrible passage of pain and disease
through which Alexandre passes and which ensures, as stated earlier, the coﬁtinuing
presence of ambiguity, the narrator's words function to reassure readers. Nevertheless, |
Alexandre dies feeling that his life on earth is of significance; with his death comes a
"tenderness for human beings which goes furthest beyond the bounds of reason" (276).
Like the trees, so frightening in one moment, yet harmless in the next, deformity in 7he
Cashieris neither absolute nor permanent. Rather, loss of form undergoes a positive
transformation or dissipates, to an extent, when the narrator uncovers some
authoritative truth, such as: "the good sense, the perfect dignity of death” (264). In "La
représentation du corps dans Alexandre Chenevert"?' Marie-Pierre Andron writes that
even though Alexandre's torments cannot be reduced to a mere symbol of the suffering
human body, Roy's ending stands as a message of hope, solidarity and--most offensive
to the grotesque aesthetic--reconciliation:

.. . Alexandre Chenevert est la part de nous-mémes qui échappe au calcul
et a la raison humaine. S'il y a une legon a tirer d'Alexandre Chenevert, c'est
peut-étre la suivante: il faut tréquer la beauté et l'idéal du corps contre la
vérité, le rétablissement du dialogue avec soi et les autres. La connaissance
du langage de son corps, la solidarité des corps humains entre eux peuvent
nous faire retrouver le lien si ténu de la solidarité humaine, chére a Gabrielle

Roy. (135)

31 Alexandre Chenevert is the original French title of The Cashier. Only English translations were
used here for citations of Roy's work.
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Similarly, Yolande Roy-Cyr and Claude della Zazzera sense Roy's empathy for her
protagonist (109) which becomes evident, they write, in the positive evolution Alexandre
undergoes on his death bed, where "se tissent enfin ensemble les fibres de son étre"
(121).32 While | believe that the shocking quality of Alexandre's torments does not
entirely disappear with the insight he and his companions gain in the hospital, Roy's text
displays, nevertheless, a resistance to the ambiguous--that is, to that which can't be
classified, and a tendency toward closure. For whether it be in the hospital, where
"L'intégrité du moi est atteinte” (Roy-Cyr 121), or there where "God reigned in his most
ambiguous aspect" (7he Cashier 147), at Lac Vert, where to Alexandre "solitude spoke
the consoling language of indifference. The trees bent over, told Alexandre that they
lived for a time, died, were replaced and that this was all for the good ( 7he Cashier
148)," Roy's significant connections prevent the operation of the grotesque aesthetic.
Unnatural death occurs in Roy's Enchanted Summer, in a chapter that the author

begins, much like Munro's story, with the unexpected and seemingly out of place
announcement of death. Only in Roy's novel, it is the death of a child:

Why then, did the memory of that dead child seek me out in the very midst of

the summer that sang? When till then no intimation of sorrow had come to

me through the dazzling revelations of that season. (111)
This chapter, entitled "The Dead Child," is the third last of nineteen vignette-like

segments that describe a summer stay of the narrator and her husband in the Quebec

32 Roy-Cyr and della Zazzera argue that the "favourable" effect of the drugs, under which
Alexandre lives out his final days, is merely another essential part of the psychological process
Alexandre goes through to achieve the most successful therapy possible. Roy "nous donne
l'impression que celles-ci [the drugs] sont aussi le résuitat du long cheminement psychologique
de son personnage"” (119). '
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countryside. Although the novel is full of encounters between the female narrator and
nature, in which she observes the struggle for survival and the harsh, unforgiving
lessons of life, "The Dead Child" is a startling episode in the novel and, as Frangois
Ricard aptly points out, stands as "one of the most striking in all of Gabrielle Roy's works
..."(110).

From her idyllic vacation spot, the adult narrator recounts an event in her youth
when she began her teaching career in a temporary post in a remote area of Manitoba.
Arriving at the school on the first day of her appointment, she discovers that a pupil,
Yolande Chartrand, has died the night before of tuberculosis. Following her instincts as
to what she feels is appropriate behaviour, the teacher takes the class to visit the
deceased little girl, whereupon they set up a vigil until the funeral can take place. in the
meantime, they cover their classmate with rose petals. Readers suddenly find
themselves in a surreal setting: a lonesome, tiny cabin wherein the little girl is laid out
and the parents curiously absent from the scene. Flies, attracted by "the faint odour of
death,"” crawl on the body until the teacher positions herself so as to prevent their
repulsive explorations (114).

The ambiance of Roy’s text turns with a disturbing memory that interrupts a
vacationer's quiet contemplation, and the death of a young girl amid a novel "filled with
light and innocence, in which frogs talk, trees sing, animals and humans fraternize . . ."
(Ricard 432). With the presence of parasites, and the destabilizing position of the young
and inexperienced school teacher who finds herself in a dreadfully serious situation with

her impressionable students, Roy's novel verges on the grotesque aesthetic. Yet, |
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would argue that Roy enacts what could be called a fascinating "veering away from" the
grotesque even in this chapter.

Despite the discrepancy between a child and the signs of death embodied by the
flies, where is to be found a loss of order and logic that would send readers into the
realm of the irrational? Transformed in death, the girl has indeed undergone a loss of
form, yet readers arrive only afferthe transformation, and after the few final lines of the
section preceding "The Dead Child," have warned readers of the brevity of life which
none of us may escape (108-09). Thus, readers only encounter Yolande once they
cannot become entrapped in a conflict of what was as opposed to what is. We do not,
for example, witness Yolande resisting death, or losing her sense of self in an abject
body. When the teacher encourages the children to tell her (and thus readers) about
what the Iittle‘gir| was like in life, the information serves to open "the poor little doors
deep within" the students, and help them to accept their loss, "in their eyes the memory
of a pleasant image" (116). In Munro's “Fits," readers arrive after the death of the
Weebles, yet the effects of the hbrror of their death continue to snowball, marking the
murder-suicide as the beginning of escalating absurd behaviour. Roy, on the contrary,
attempts to suppress the spread of grief and confusion, setting up a series of events that
demonstrate a rejection of the grotesque aesthetic.

Tuberculosis, a common and indiscriminate killer, is named as the cause of the
loss to the community; the little girl is presented as its passive victim. Although
Yolande's death may generate shock waves of violence upon the community that has to

deal with it, the teacher’s role is to contain the negative effects of the disease upon the
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survivors as best she can. The consequences of her efforts are revealed through the
psychological stages of the children, described in detail by the narrator: "I now
understood that the expression in their eyes that | had taken for indifference was a
heavy sadness” (113); and later: "they now felt a trust so complete in me it terrified me"
(115). The "bitter sadness of the moming" dissipates with the unofficial ceremony of the
roses (117); even the expression of the deceased child is translated into terms readers
may understand: "In death the child looked as if she were regretting some poor little joy
she had never known" (115). The engagement in ceremony accompanied by the

steadiness of the narrator’s train of thought provides a logical structure for readers--

even in the face of an untimely death--and effectively drives away the aesthetic of
unfamiliarity.

Decency drives the school teacher in “The Dead Child”; readers remain in her
capable hands. In “Fits,” although Robert initially appears to offer a voice of reason to
readers, his grotesque dispute with Lee (in which he belittles her before acting like a dog
in heat) and his sudden overlooking of his disturbing wife’'s behaviour, serve to
undermine readers’ understanding of Robert. He stands as no-one’s salvation.

However, the ending 6f Roy’s short chapter, “The Dead Child,” is not a complete
turning away from the grotesque. Now that it is years later, the teacher, pondering on
the far away past, wo.nders whether it is the scent of roses that has provoked a sense of
repulsion and, with it, the memory of that sad event (117). Something in this involuntary
reaction, triggered by a smell, reveals that something remains hidden from the teacher's,

and thus from readers’, comprehension. The mysteriousness and inevitability of the laws
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of nature--life and death—are not entirely accepted by the narrator after all, for her body
seems to revolt at "some element" she cannot control, some aspect that goes beyond
reason, beyond even the acceptation that we cannot understand everything. As well, the
narrator's memory at the very end of this chapter represents a displacement of what
strongly verges on the grotesque (the narrator's sense of confusion and distaste evoked
by the smell of roses) from the actual "grotesque image" itself (the dead child described
earlier in the narration). This displacement functions, as it does in Munro’s story, to
renew a disturbing atmosphere. The narrator's memory of her experience in Manitoba is
troubling enough to her that it transcends the decades; for readers, the real polar
opposition becomes evident not in the combination of the flies and a young child, but in
the irreconcilability of the presence of that image in relation to the passing of time (which
is supposed to heal all wounds, after all), the idyllic backdrop of a mature woman's
country retreat, and the smell of flowers which normally--and especially to this narrator
who enjoys her garden--brings a sense of harmony. Therefore, while the arguments |
have discussed point to the non-grotesque features of this chapter and the devices
employed by Roy, there is a quality to this chapter that strongly points to an
uncompleted veering away from the grotesque.

The absence, in Munro’s story, of a narrator who attempts to tie things together
marks an important difference, | believe, between Munro’s “Fits” and the fiction by Roy
examined here. Roy’s narrators are a comforting companion to readers for the most
part--an obstacle to the grotesque aesthetic, really, that comes between and creates

distance from a distressing fictional situation and the audience of that fiction. Ultimately,
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the diverse roles of the narrators point to the most significant difference between the
strategies of these two writers: Roy does not use the device of hiddenness to cause
confusion in her readers and prompt them to try and make sense of the nonsensical.
Connections are not left concealed. The narrator in 7he Cashier, for example, shows
how deformity belongs to the human condition, God's mysterious plan, and so on. Not
all the answers are given, of course, but Roy tends to tell us that the /ack of answers is
to be expected--it belongs to the larger scheme of things, and therefore stands as a
different dynamic than that of Munro’s where conflict's source, cause, and connections
remain perpetually hidden to readers. Munro’s reliance on the strategy of hiddenness
results in the antithesis of suppression: the evocation of phenomenon not explicitly
voiced in words.

According to Williams, via negativa allows one, through denial, to “transcend” the
representation of a subject in words. Thus, something that is normally indescribable, or
whose wholeness is reduced by affirmative statements, becomes approachable through
negation (Williams 32-33). Denial and negation permit an approach to qualities of Roy’s
writing, such as elements of the abject and the monstrous that begin to appear in the
author’s work but whose full coming-into-being is resisted by Roy’s impulse to divulge
meaning and draw connections between them. Roy’s fiction “is-not” sustained
ambivalence; it “is-not” representative of the suppressed. Munro’s “Fits,” in contrast,
constitutes both hiddenness and--when the author’s strategy of hiddenness “shows
forth” something--the negation of hiddenness, in a realm wherein paradox and

ambivalence thrive.
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Binary opposition and the grotesque

The discussion of via negativa serves several purposes. Studies on the grotesque
typically begin with a statement about the difficulty theorists face in defining the
grotesque aesthetic (Cassuto 114, Corey 32, Greene 7, Griffiths 14, McElroy ix, Northey
7); my use of the concept of via negativa avoids the pitfalls and redundancy found
elsewhere. Via negativa also shows the importance of the positive and the negative (as
well as a simultaneous consideration of both) in our understanding of certain concepts,
and indeed our understanding of the diifficulty of representation of certain concepts in
language, as well as the perceived limits of human understanding. Similarly, | have
stated that contradiction, ambivalence, and paradox, all "major players" in the structure
of the grotesque, designate (as does via negativa) the "double" shape of the grotesque
aesthetic, that is, the polar opposition that is the foundation of itsrstructure. The
grotesque relies on paradox and other binary forms and tropes, such as the concept of
hiddenness (embodied as reveal/conceal), to work its effect on readers.

Russo’s discussion of the grotesque defines a feminist form of the aesthetic. The
concept of the “female grotesque” developed by Russo has gained rapid popularity in
theoretical practice but has not been challenged despite its questionable application of
gender politics to the grotesque. The following brief survey of feminism, and of what is
termed the female grotesque, outlines the role and meaning of binary opposition in the
theoretical conflation of grotesque and female. My aim in including the historical
background of binary opposition in feminist theory is to dispute the ways in which
feminist theory relies on gender to articulate the grotesque. This overview points to the

ways in which different feminist critics sought a language “of their own,” a way to
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theorize female sexuality, experience, writing, and ways of reading that are understood
in relation to their distinct status from the masculine. Since, in the fiction | examine, the
monstrous rather than the “male” is the polar opposite of the subject, and since neither
side of the dichotomy subject/monster signifies superiority or inferiority, gender becomes
“‘inadequate”™-or misplaced, at the least--as a basis of analysis for the grotesque.
Feminist theory is, along with critical study of the grotesque, the central literary
theory of this study because the fiction | examine presents ontological and
epistemological questions about the representation of women. What does the duality
woman/monster show about the being of fictional characters? How does duality permit
or obstruct readers from gaining knowledge about literary subjects? To consider these
questions is to partake in a feminist practice because it involves exploring how authors
construct female subjects in fiction, and how literary theory articulates this process.
Linda Hutcheon writes:
Subjectivity in the Western liberal humanist tradition has been defined in
terms of rationality, individuality, and power; in other words, it is defined in
terms of those domains traditionally denied women, who are relegated
instead to the realms of intuition, familial collectivity, and submission. |
exaggerate only slightly in my rhetoric here, for the last ten years of feminist
research have argued most convincingly for the historical existence of these
two differently en-gendered modes of subjectivity. (5)
However, what readers learn about the representation of women in grotesque fiction

does not arise exclusively from a consideration of gender. On the contrary, the strategy
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of the grotesque--and its relationship to feminist theory--refigures binary opposition, a
traditionally faulty system for the representation of women. Nevertheless, feminist theory
continues to adopt and adhere to the very system of binarism that the grotesque
strategy circumvents.

The “discourse on monsters,” as Rosa Braidotti phrases it, is important to feminist
theory in that feminist criticism on the grotesque aesthetic and on binary opposition
leads to the question of “the status of difference within rational thought” (Braidotti 62). A
general consensus on the definition of a "norm" means that we understand whatever
may lie outside of a norm (the monster, for example, and arguably, women, as we shall
see) through difference: the norm in relation to the non-normal. When difference is used
as such to understand identity, however, the latter term (the non-normal) is traditionally
regarded as inferior to its opposite. The question Braidotti poses in relation to rational
thinking (and we may remind ourselves that the grotesque gives us ample room to pose
this question, since the grotesque is, according to Harpham, a "confusion in language
categories” [xx) is "Can we learn to think differently about difference?” (62).

The traditional structure of binary opposition in language has played a large role in
feminist criticism, the critical theory that has led to the proposal of the grotesque as a
feminine literary and artistic form. Binary opposition has been rejected or resisted by
many feminists because it is viewed as a foundational system of rational thought within
male institutions that functions to perpetuate the oppression of women and minority
groups. Diane Price Herndl, pointing to Shoshana Felman's work, "Women and

Madness," writes that Western "discourse is one that works by opposition: in such a
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system of thought (a phallogocentric, male-dominated system), woman is placed in the
inferior position: Man/Woman" (10). Feminism challenges Western literature, religion,
and philosophy that has relied on the system of binary opposition to define and
distinguish concepts:
Thus, the metaphysical logic of dichotomous oppositions which dominates
philosophical thought (Presence/Absence, Being/Nothingness, Truth/Error,
Same/Other, lIdentity/Difference, etc.) is, in fact, a subtle mechanism of
hierarchization which assures the unique valorization of the "positive" pole
(that is, of a single term) and, consequently, the repressive subordination of
all "negativity," the master of difference as such. . . .Theoretically
subordinated to the concept of masculinity, the woman is viewed by the man
as his opposite, that is to say, as his other, the negative of the positive, and
not, in her own right, different, other, Otherness itself. (Felman 8)
In its method of differentiation, the system of binary opposition privileges one term over
its polar opposite; male is thus positioned as superior to female, the self (a male
protagonist, for example) is elevated over the other (a minor female character whose
identity is defined only in relation to her male counterpart). Feminist critics pointed out,
for example, in literature authored by men, how female characters were mere tools (the
"other") that served to fill out or complement the primary roles held by male characters.
As Hanan A. Muzaffar writes, relying on Héléne Cixous and Toril Moi: "One of the main
ideas that unites most feminists is their refusal to acknowledge that system which

justifies their oppression on the ground of their being linked to the non-human, the
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mythical, the mad, or the silent," in other words, the polar opposite of the male that a
patriarchal system maintains as the norm, the sane, and of equal importance: the entity
with a voice (3).

Feminist critics not only pointed to a lack of fictional female characters women
could identify with in one way or another, or who held an important position in a canon of
texts full of active male protagonists, but to the fact that the body of literature held in
high regard in Western culture (and analysed through masculine models of
interpretation) was written by men and focused on masculine interests. Feminist critics
thus approached the lack of a female voice in literature in different ways and with
different objectives. Héléne Cixous begins her article "Sorties: Out and Out:
Attacks/Ways Out/Forays" with the following "poem" to demonstrate not only what she
views as the subjugation of women in a historically male-dominated hierarchy, but to
question how women can speak for themselvés from the margins, a position to which
they have been relegated:

Where is she?
Activity/passivity
Sun/Moon
Culture/Nature

Day/Night

Father/Mother
Head/Heart

Intelligible/palpable



Hutchison 67

Logos/Pathos

Man

Woman
"Always the same metaphor . . ." Cixous writes. "If we read or speak, the same thread or
double braid is leading us throughout literature, philosophy, criticism, centuries of
representation and reflection” (101). In the now famous 1977 article, "This Sex Which is
Not One," for example, Luce Irigaray looks at how women's sexuality has, through the
model of binary opposition, been defined through male sexuality, the "dominant phallic
economy" in which "woman's erogenous zones never amount to anything but . . . a non-
sex, or a masculine organ turned back upon itself . . ." (363). Well-known French
feminism (as practised by Irigaray, Cixous, Julia Kristeva, and Monique Wittig), as Ann
Rosalind Jones summarizes, sought to investigate the way in which the subjugation of
women in language and culture could be resisted through women's own definition of
female sexuality (jourissance), and women's subjectivity defined and redefined through
the female body (370-71). American feminists Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar look
at the "vexing polarities of angel and monster” in the representations of women in
literature, and ask--as so many feminist critics have since--how these figures in literary
history affect the ways in which female authors write (21). These approaches, all of
which touch on the construction of female identity in relation to binary opposition, point
to a major concern for feminists: "how the female subject inscribes herself in writing"

(Belsey and Moore 15).
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Alongside a focus on women as writers writing about, among other things, women,
feminism also began a system of analysis in which criﬁcs such as Mary Jacobus
examined women not as writers, but as readers. The question then became how women
are constructed through language, or created through the fiction of literature and how,
then, as readers we "read" women (Belsey and Moore 15). Belsey and Moore survey
feminist resistance to binary opposition and the way in which the language and
structures of polar opposition reinforce the very hierarchical order feminists denounce:
"Language," Belsey and Moore observe in criticism by Dale Spender, "does not merely
name male superiority, it produces it";'in other words, we perceive the world through the
language we use to name and categorize it and not according to some inherent “pre-
existing reality” (4). Words are thus capable of naming and upholding one version of
“reality” over another, depending on who does the naming. “Universal truths” about men,
about women, became the target of criticism33 that pointed to the sources of such laws,
and their ideological and cultural agendas.

Early feminist criticism, therefore, can be divided into two general modes, and
aims: the deconstruction of male literary institutions (through, for example, the study of
literature written by men); and the retrieval, examination, and legitimization of women's
writing, including writing as a form of resistance (Belsey and Moore 9; Spender 23). An
important aspect of feminism for at least the last forty years has been the way in which:

Feminist thinking is really rethinking, an examination of the way certain

assumptions about women and the female character enter into the

% The period of this criticism ranges from the 1970s on, as outlined by Belsey and Moore.
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fundamental assumptions that organize all our thinking. For instance,
assumptions such as the one that makes intuition and reason opposite terms
parallel to female and male may have axiomatic force in our culture, but they
are precisely what feminists need to question . . . (Jehlen 191)
Feminist literary theory that enacts an examination and break-down of the assumptions
Myra Jehlen reveals lie behind the system of binary thinking, strives to multiply and
enlarge the ways in which women as subjects are read.

Subjectivity, writes Rita Felski, is of "key status . . . to second-wave feminism, in
which the notion of female experience, whatever its theoretical limitations, has been a
guiding one" (14). Feminists34 interested in the concept that language becomes an
unstable site where meaning, and especially subjectivity, are no longer tenable, "a
terrain on which the sexual opposition man/woman is undone . . ." (Belsey and Moore
19) appropriated theories of post-structuralism. Rita Felski demonstrates how Kristeva,
for example, uses post-structuralist theory to uphold the text as "a privileged site of
resistance” and a "locus of indeterminacy which undermines fixed meanings and
authoritarian ideological positions"”; that is, the very "tradition that has sought to control
meanings and repress difference” (4-5). Post-structuralist theory views literary criticism
as a means of opposing traditional ways of thinking, understanding, and representing
entities, and equally importantly, as a strategy with which critics could undermine the

ways of perceiving the human subject in literature.

3 Belsey and Moore examine Alice Jardine and Julia Kristeva here (19).
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Authors, narrators, and literary characters in post-structuralism are no longer
considered as stable identities whose meanings and intentions are present within the
text, available in some way for readers or critics to grasp. Instead, language is viewed
as something containing multiple, unfixed meanings that are not the product of a single

vision controlled by an author. The author, in post-structuralism--like the characters in a
novel--is also a product of language, and not the person who determines its meaning.
Post-structuralist feminists regard the text as a site of language wherein meanings are
open to interpretation (not fixed) and the subject within the text (the identity of a
character, for example, or an author) a construction of language--such as a social
construction--that can be read in different ways. Post-structuralist feminists could then
take apart "masculine ideology" by showing, for example, that the subject in literature is
often a product of a dominant ideology (and that non-dominant voices are not
represented through the human subjects in literature). Similarly, feminists could subvert
the very patriarchal language generating images of women and their experiences that
upheld, through binary opposition, the values and belief systems of certain socio-political
groups. As Belsey and Moore point out, post-structuralist feminists accomplished this by
using the ambiguities and contradictions found within texts to their advantage (11).

Literature is generally viewed by feminists as a powerful tool that shapes society
and therefore makes imperative the representation of a more broad spectrum of
society’s voices:

Literature . . . can profoundly influence individual and cultural self-

understanding in the sphere of everyday life, charting the changing
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preoccupations of social groups through symbolic functions by means of
which they make sense of experience. This social function of literature in
relation to a broad-based women’s movement is necessarily important to an
emancipatory feminist politics, which has sought to give cultural prominence
to the depiction of women’s experiences and interests. (Felski 7)
Feminist criticism, then, developed various strategies and theories on how women could
both read and represent a multiplicity of voices in literature distinct from patriarchal
biases. French feminists Cixous and Irigaray developed what they viewed as a language
for women, written by women, and intended to represent women (&criture féminine in
Cixous’s theory, “womanspeak” in Iragaray’s). The female gothic, according to Elien
Moers's analysis, is a literary mode through which critics may constitute a powerful
"female” language through a specifically female form of writing. This "female mode"
focuses on issues of particular pertinence to women, it is argued, and is written through
the perspective of a woman. For example, Mary Shelley’'s Frankenstein, Moers writes,
"seems to be distinctly a woman's mythmaking on the subject of birth . . ." (93), and a
disturbing blend of polar opposites: "the struggle of a creator with monstrous creation"
(92). Novels such as Wuthering Heights and Frankenstein do not just belong to a female

literary tradition, therefore--one embodying perverse and eccentric female experience

(100-01)--but also, according to Moers, a framework (the female gothic) that enables the
critic to connect one work to another under the same category.
What all these feminist approaches share, however, is their stress on the

difference between women and men in writing and criticism of literature. As Donna
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Bennett wrote, in 1986, many Canadian feminist critics, for example, "have tended to
define women's writing in dialectical terms: women are not what men have defined them
to be, they are the opposite. But this new definition of women accepts another
opposition, women are foremost, not men" (233). Equally, feminist post-structuralist
theories have received criticism for their limitations: Belsey and Moore point to Cixous’s
and Irigaray’s failure to relate their challenge of binary opposition to history and culture,
and failure to acknowledge a diversity of groups of women (14-15); Felski contends that
there is nothing in experimental writing, such as in écriture féminine, that is inherently
feminist, and that other forms of writing (such as social realism) are left by the wayside
in view of the theories of French feminism on avant-garde writing (4-6). Much of feminist
criticism continues to pit female against male institutions (a point | will return to in detail),
perpetuating, in a sense, the very system of binary logic that | show is bypassed by the
grotesque. Braidotti, in “Mothers, Monsters, and Machines,” for example, writes that
feminism “brings into practice the dimension of sexual difference through the critique of
gender as power institution. Feminism is the question; the affirmation of sexual
difference is the answer” (61). However, the sign of the monster, as | show with Gowdy’s
fiction, for example, in chapter two, insists on purifying and essentially confounding
readers’ customary routes to knowledge. If feminist theory shows that we are
accustomed to defining woman in relation to man, the grotesque requires that we erase
our perceptions, expectations, and assumptions about subjects and the power struggles
that normally define them. As my analysis of Munro’s story demonstrated, the grotesque

does not privilege the rational over the irrational, but rather functions through the
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tensions between both. In contrast, binary opposition--the structure upholding the notion

of the “female grotesque”--belongs to rational discourse alone.

What is the female grotesque?

In order to argue that in the literature | examine the grotesque functions to
represent female narrators in relation to the monstrous (rather than the male), | outline
and subsequently contest the claim in feminist theory that the grotesque is “female.”
Belsey and Moore consider that in feminism the study of gender relations in fiction is
eminent with regard to the representation of women. "The feminist reader,” Belsey and
Moore summarize, "is enlisted in the process of changing the gender relations which
prevail in our society, and she regards the practice of reading as one of the sites in the
struggle for change" (1). Reading and analysis become a political act in which "Specific
ways of reading inevitably militate for or against the process of change. . . .The feminist
reader might ask, among other questions, how the text represents women, what it says
about gender relations, how it defines sexual difference” (Belsey 1). And yet, the
grotesque becomes, in the Canadian fiction | study, a strategy central to the question of
how women are portrayed in fiction despite, Ik maintain, an absence of play on gender
difference.

When my interest in the grotesque began, | looked up Russo’s 7he Female
Grotesque: Risk, Excess and Modernity (1995). How could the grotesque be female? |
wondered. Does the term "female grotesque™ point to the way women are portrayed
grotesquely in art and literature, and/or is it a feminist literary theory that considers that

women write against tradition through the grotesque? Russo is still the reigning theorist
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of the female grotesque, her groundbreaking text cited in almost any analysis of the
grotesque and women in art and literature. Russo places herself in the position of
"reader” and asks, "What happens when we look at the grotesque through gender?”
The term "female grotesque,” Russo writes, “threatens to become a tautology
since the female is always defined against the male norm” (12). For Russo, female
grotesques are "female performers who are, one way or another, in error. Each of the
agents is marked by specificities of age, body shape, class, ethnicity, and sexuality . . .”
(13). The artist, Russo claims for example, who makes of herself a “spectacle” of excess
and abjection, undermines the power of normalization in her deviation from norms of
femininity. “The female spectacle,” she writes, “which emerges as a de-formation of the
normal suggests new political aggregates--provisional, uncomfortable, even conflictual
coalitions of bodies which both respect the concept of situated knowledges and refuse to
keep every body in its place” (16). Russo’s schema first posits the grotesque as female
(the grotesque becomes gendered, in other words, defined by its difference with the
male). She then inverts the hierarchy of normal over its opposite by defining the
characteristics of the female grotesque--risk and heterogeneity--in positive terms in their
“powerful” potential as a tool of political transformation. As a feminist reader of the
grotesque, Russo asks the question: "how the text invites its readers, as members of a
specific culture, to understand what it means to be a woman or man, and so encourage

them to reaffirm or challenge existing cultural norms" (1).
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Feminists have often sought to invert the “patriarchal hierarchy” by placing women
in a privileged position overmen, and thus as “foremost.”> Russo objects to the term
“normal” altogether but she employs and positions the term, nevertheless, in a binary
opposite to lend meaning to her category of female grotesque:

Feminism in the 1990s has stood increasingly for and with the normal. |
mean this in two senses. It is identified with the norm as a prescription of
correct, conventional or moralizing behaviour or identity, and with the normal
as it is commonly misapprehended as the familiar. (vi-vii)
Feminism from this period, she argues, desires to appear normal, mainstream, and
acceptable. What Russo does is to invert the scheme of the grotesque. Instead of
attempting to place the female as the “norm” (that is, the “other” of the male, its
negative) she privileges instead its antithesis: the deformation and transgression of the
normal. The sign of the freak, the abject, and the abnormal, in Russo’s theory, therefore,
become categories that can be positively appropriated by feminist artists and critics.
More precisely, the female body, Russo argues, evokes the grotesque through the

term’s association with the cavernous and is indeed associated metaphorically--and

often in a misogynist manner--with female bodily abjection, thus all the elements of
“blood, tears, vomit and excrement” that are “down there in that cave of abjection” (1-2).
Russo examines Amelia Earhart as a “stunter,” for instance--a woman who performs
dangerous stunts and, as such, a figure who exceeds gender boundaries through her

boyishness and activeness. Earhart is viewed as ambivalent and transgressive and thus

35 See Bennett's statement, cited earlier.
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a grotesque performer: “tall, slim and aerodynamic like the planes beside which she
modelled.” Earhart stood for all the “liberatory aspirations for individual women in the

United States in the 1920s and 1930s” (25). Similarly, for Russo, examples of

contemporary Fat Woman performers--fatness being one of the “categories of abjection

which have historically been related to the grotesque™-show how feminist artists use the
excess of their bodies to perform political commentaries on pornography (Russo 24).
Although | do not view the grotesque as “low” or “high” art, with these examples Russo
enacts what she believes is a re-positioning of the aesthetic and its female artists to the
locality of high.

This altered hierarchical arrangement situates feminism as the “ordinary” rather
than the “norm”; Russo defines ordinary feminism as “heterogeneous, strange . . .
ragged, conflictual, incomplete, in motion, and at risk" (v), deflating the concept of the
normal to “nothing more or less than the prevailing standard” (v/). The re-localization of
feminism in this manner resists the “normalizing strategy” of feminism that Russo claims
has become class-oriented, resulting in the exclusion of some groups of women, and

feeding into societal pressures for women to conform and to--as the critic has so

famously put it--“not make a spectacle of oneself” (12).

Russo, therefore, makes the distinction between feminist criticism, which aims to
position women on the side of the "normal,” and feminist grotesque theory, which leans
to placing women on "the side of the freak and the uncanny” (12). Either position, in
relation to fiction of the grotesque, essentially defines “normal” and “not-normal” in terms

of “male” and “female” respectively. Looking at Foucault, Russo describes normalization
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as a politically powerful instrument meant, on the one hand, to keep different groups in
their place (10); on the other hand, “a de-formation of the normal” through female
spectacle involves risk, error, the power to unsettle, and the possibility of political
change (16). In this way, the female grotesque becomes (in literary theory) a female
aesthetic. Even Bakhtin's carnival,3¢ Russo and Katherine Weese argue, does not
provide the necessary social and artistic freedom for women to voice themselves, since
women "are oppressed by the carnival's entirely conventional patriarchal practices"’
(Weese 349). Moreover, women writers, claim Weese and Deirdre Lashgari, need a
space from which they may develop "feminine' forms of self-display” (Weese 349) and
write "honestly," which means "violating the literary boundaries of the expected and the
accepted” (Lashgari 2). Thus the need for a female grotesque, these critics argue, to
stand for and serve as an alternate form of expression for women writers and the
depiction of the female subject in fiction. From such alternate writings, a new female
subjectivity "alive, with defamiliarization" may be launched (Cixous, “Laugh” 359).

But there is nothing inherently feminist about creating an aesthetic that destablizes

readers through unfamiliarity; more is needed on the part of critics to establish links

% |In Rabelais and his World, Mikhail Bakhtin studies the grotesque in the work of French
Renaissance writer Frangois Rabelais, and focuses on the celebration of mediaeval carnival.
“Bakhtin elevated the grotesque by embracing its laughter and the ‘low’ comic aspect of popular
culture. He endowed the comic principle of folk carnival with meaningful philosophical content
that expresses utopian ideals of ‘community, freedom, equality, and abundance.” (“Grotesque,”
Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory, Toronto: Toronto UP, 1993.) McElroy remarks
that Bakhtin “locates the grotesque in the spirit of the camival which distorts and diffuses all that
is terrible by the people’s triumphant laughter” (2).

% Weese refers to the conformity carnival displays “in the area of traditional gender relations”
both in Bakhtin’s theory and in the camival setting of the novel she studies by Dunn (351). The
theatre of the camival is, for example, overseen by men: “Women, in contrast, give up both
subjectivity and artistry” (349-51). Moreover, Weese argues that Dunn’s use of irony sustains
binary opposites, such as “a bizarre family” and “wholly conventional nuclear and patriarchal
family practices,” and thus challenges the idea that camival is non-conventional in its inversion of
polar opposites (352).
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between forms of literature (or the grotesque aesthetic) and feminist politics.
Furthermore, as Felski pointedly states about the limits of so-called transgressive female
aesthetics, and about which | agree: “The defamiliarizing capacity of literary language
and form" (and | insert here: such as the grotesque) "does not in itself bear any
necessary relationship to the political and social goals of feminism” (6).

Russo's work is a founding block in theory of the feminist grotesque. But in its re-
evaluation of the construction of the subject it has not been critically challenged in what |
view is an untenable denial of the grotesque: the attachment of order (rank, or hierarchy)
to duality, juxtaposition, and contradiction, the principal characteristics of the grotesque.
Russo writes, for example, that analysis of the grotesque has enabled her as critic to
envision that “the very structure for rethinking the grand abstraction of ‘liberation’ for
women depends upon the flexibility and force of juxtaposition” (13) in work by Ulrike
Ottinger (the film Freaks) and fiction by Angela Carter. The unresolved tension of
juxtaposition as it stands in the grotesque aesthetic, however, becomes defiated in
Russo’s configuration when the female becomes the centre in a dynamic of sexual
difference. Juxtaposition, as | have already stressed in my description of the non-
grotesque as opposed to the grotesque, is a structure of tremendous possibility. It has,
for example, through its representation of the relationship between two things at once,
the potential to map a symbiotic relationship between opposites that readers would
otherwise not perceive, and thus open up a level of consciousness through its particular
aesthetic. An example, if we think of Saint Augustine's discussion of time, is the fact that

we may, through juxtaposition, represent something we neither do nor can know, such
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as the future if we present it in terms of the present. "What method,"” Saint Augustine
asks, "can you adopt for teaching what is future, when to you nothing is future at all?"
(261). However, a fundamental difference between Russo's position of
juxtaposition/opposition and my own is Russo’s view that the grotesque is privileged (or
not privileged) over its binary opposite. My view is that the grotesque is neither high nor
low, but a locus of equal tension between these two poles. The implications of this
difference in critical perspective are great in what concerns the construction of a female
aesthetic and a feminist reading of that aesthetic.

There is, as | will summarize, an area of feminist theory that shares this notion of a
divided, incoherent subject with the grotesque strategy | formulate. This alternate
strategy in feminist discourse involves the creation of the monstrous subject through
abjection; one mode through which this appears is the female gothic. While distinct from
the grotesque aesthetic, the female gothic presents in feminist discourse, nevertheless,
a similar strategy to that of the grotesque and the notion of the speaking subject,
namely, a resistance to a fixed representation of a subject. in Gothic Form of Feminine
Fictions, Susanne Becker points out that binary oppositions always involve a power
structure "in which the one, privileged, pole positions itself as subject and defines, and
devalues, the other as object or Other” (44). In criticism of feminine gothic horror, the
polar opposite is sometimes defined as Woman/women, which translates into a
relationship between "natural” woman and "the most famous female figure of the gothic
tradition: the monstrous-feminine" (Becker 44). Relying on Toril Moi, Becker defines this

opposition as man-made--a gendered system in which standards, claimed as "natural,"
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are set for femininity and applied to all women. Any deviation from this schema, such as
that which appears in gothic fiction, is determined monstrous (Becker on Moi 44).

Yet, Becker finds what she views as an answer to the problem of gothic female
subjectivity (namely, the polarization of woman as the negative) in the work of Kristeva:
"woman," seen as the symbol of the "negative" or as "absence," creates a position as
such wherein there is the possibility for change because the subject is in process (45).
The abject places woman in a liminal state: she is neither a subject nor a non-subject
(object) when she, by necessity, subdues the abject, as Lauren O’Neill-Butler explains.
A person is made up of abject operations or states (and thus the abjéct is essential), yet
if one is to enter into the symbolic (Lacan's stage in which a person acquires language
and identity), the abject must be repressed (O'Neill-Butler on Kristeva and Grosz 4). If
the abject is present in the depiction of women who transgress "feminine" boundaries,
therefore, readers are forced to consider a subject that defies whét O'Neill-Butler terms
as a "coherent identity” (4). Becker's interest in Kristeva's "divided subject” is an interest
in the subject in literature as one that is not unified, and thus powerful because of its
negativity.38 Like the grotesque strategy | define, there is in this approach to gothic
female subjectivity no "fixed image of femininity" (Becker 45-46). The negative female
subject, Becker writes, operates her negativity to challenge standards and conditions set
by society, possibly leading to change (45-46). Transgression signals, therefore, a

female aesthetic at work in the representation of the subject.

% In her introduction to Kristeva's chapter "The System and the Speaking Subject,” Toril Moi
clearly defines the link between the speaking subject and negativity: to speak is to conform to a
system--linguistics--but aiso to transgress that system because all subjects are heterogeneous
when they perform the act of speaking. To speak and thus transgress is termed "negativity" (24).
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Becker's conception of Kristeva's split subject is supposed to work to "feminise the
gothic romance” as well as to consider the conditions for the emergence of female
subjectivity (45-46). Becker's theory relies on post-structuralist/feminist notions of the
subject in process, which is a way of repositioning gothic writing as avant-garde and
transgressional. Yet, Felski makes a strong argument against the notion that female
writing is equivalent to the "avant-garde" and attacks French feminism in particular:
"French feminism has continued . . . to lay exclusive emphasis upon a notion of
difference, which is typically situated in relation to an avant-garde textual practice” (43).
Furthermore, Felski accuses French feminists of placing the feminine into the same
negative scheme that critical theory is supposed to strive against:
On the one hand, both Kristeva and Cixous make statements to the effect
that "it is impossible to define a feminine practice of writing," a claim which
suggests a laudable openness to the potential of a variety of textual
strategies; on the other hand, this statement appears in practice to mean
that feminine writing is "that which cannot be defined,” in other words the
same old equation of the feminine with the negative, mysterious, unknown.
(43)

As Lisa Rado aptly points out in "Lost and Found: Remembering Modernism, Rethinking

Feminism": "scholars are becoming increasingly divided over whether the political

project of equality for women can best be achieved by emphasizing the difference of

female experience or attempting to invalidate the notion of gender categories altogether”

(7).
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The grotesque, as | see it, is not an association of gender to a deviation from the
norm, but a combination of both deviation and norm, a juxtaposition of opposites.
Michael Camille's study of the origins of grotesque art as marginal art or as "gloss"
demonstrates that the sign of the grotesque enlarges the meaning of the text it illustrates
. (such as in illustrated manuscripts, one object of Camille's study of marginal art) through
the tension created through juxtaposition (20). The grotesque image, or marginal gloss,
"interacts with and reinterprets a text that has come to be seen as fixed and finalized"
(20). Just as in the illustrated manuscripts in which the margins interact with the centre-
text, the grotesque in literature is a site that plays out between the words on the page
and the readers' aesthetic sensibility to the grotesque images written in the text. The

novel, or short story, therefore, becomes a site of "disagreement and juxtaposition--what

the scholastics called “disputatio’--rather than a locus of "flowing linear speech" (Camille
21). Similarly, Williams demonstrates that the combination of the symbols of earth and
air in the harpy, griffin, and winged horse, Pegasus, signifies “the transgression of
boundaries of earth and air” (197). As monstrous signs, the harpy, griffin, and winged
horse transcend the meaning of “earth” and “air” because they represent a combination
“but in a deformed mode that points toward their negation and consequent expansion of
meaning” (193).

In her brief examination of the evolution of the grotesque in art, Russo determines
that the grotesque became marginalized (figuratively speaking) because of the critique

of Ruskin, who claimed that the grotesque was not serious art, and because grotesque
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figures literally adorn the edges and margins of buildings and paintings (5).3 The
grotesque as marginal ornament in Russo’s view suggests the very type of female
representation post-structuralist feminists contest in literature, where women a;re
portrayed as mere ornament "to be cruelly observed in intricate detail but never allowed
to make words" (6).40 But the zone of the grotesque is not that of the margins where the
absurd figures are drawn, for example, in illuminated manuscripts of the middle ages,
but rather that of the tension created by the juxtaposition of the monstrous drawings and
the sacred centre from which they are inextricable--liminal areas considered as "zones
of transformation" and ambiguousness (Camille 16, 29). It is thus not merely out of
curiosity that 1 attempt to side-step gender in this study of the grotesque in Canadian
fiction, but out of the view, based on my analysis of fiction and of theories of the
grotesque (including feminist theories), that the grotesque cannot function through a
gender-based structure. Arguments that seek the contrary effectuate the collapse of bi-
polar opposition.

My argument against the concept of a "female grotesque" as a feminine aesthetic
begins within feminism itself. Some feminist theorists express a perceived weakness in
the structure of female difference in the very relationship to male institutions with which it

is inextricably associated. Felski argues that a feminist aesthetic, "defined as a

i Although in the Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory, Ruskin is credited with being
the first to evaluate the grotesque as a serious aesthetic (87).

“0 Russo argues that "late Renaissance and baroque combinations of depth and surface models
of the body resurface in the twentieth century to produce the spectacular category of female
grotesque which Cronenberg and Ottinger name respectively 'mutant woman' and 'freak™ (6).
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normative theory of literary or artistic form that can be derived from a feminist politics” is
an impossibility (2). She suggests that:
it is impossible to speak of “masculine” and “feminine” in any meaningful
sense in the formal analysis of texts; the political value of literary texts from
the stand point of feminism can be determined only by an investigation of
their social functions and effects in relation to the interests of women in a
particular historical context, and not by attempting to deduce an abstract
literary theory of "masculine” and "feminine" "subversive" and "reactionary”
forms in isolation from the social conditions of their production and reception.
2
The concept of "female difference” or that the female can only be understood in relation
to the male is itself reliant on patriarchal thinking (Felski 46), and fails to provide feminist
politics an alternate ground with which to envision a literary and intellectual structure. In
a similar vein, Belsey and Moore observe that since "Language is viewed by implication
as a universal structure that oppressed all women in the same way" how are
womanspeak and écriture féminine supposed to be able to escape the problem of
language since they are "theories of language based on sex"? In other words, how are
they "able to escape their separatist implications and, correspondingly, provide feminism
with a theory of social change"? (14-15 Belsey and Moore). Looking at the grotesque as
a non gender-based aesthetic, | believe that the critic may side-step the very
oppositional category that Felski argues against (and necessarily so)--that is, binary

thinking that privileges "certain ethical and political values and normative assumptions”
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(46). The liminal state of the literary grotesque offers a privileged locus in which
subjectivity may be constructed through paradox, contradiction, and the dual systems
described throughout this study without a dependence upon gend}er and gender
differences.

| have always been troubled by the theory of "female grotesque” since the
grotesque aesthetic itself cannot accommodate the male/female dichotomy that many
American and French feminisms rely on as their own basic structure. Can there exist a
form of feminism without gender? Yes--1 believe this analysis of the grotesque bears
implications for feminist theory. The grotesque is not a female aesthetic, but it can offer,
nevertheless, a strategy for critical thought on "the social meanings and functions of
literature in relation to women writers and readers” (Felski 19). My own work branches
dramatically from that of Felski's in two respects: this thesis centres on the grotesque
aesthetic, and aiso proposes a literary theoretical model of the middle voice (delineated
in chapter two) that not only reinforces what I believe is the basic structure of the
grotesque aesthetic, but also helps readers or critics to approach fiction on women and
the grotesque without relying on the particular power structure gender embodies in its
binary structure. This study as a whole shows how authors create the subjectivity of
narrators through paradox rather than sexual difference, and thus how questions of
identity do not intrinsically fall to the category of gender.

Felski writes that "Multiplicity, indeterminacy, or negativity are not in themselves
specifically feminist" (7). One cannot claim that the grotesque, because it is subversive

or transgressive, is feminist without demonstrating that a text addresses an issue
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pertinent to feminism in some way. | cannot claim that the middie voice can serve as a
feminist model until | first show, in chapter three, how literature to which we may apply
this analytical method addresses feminist concerns, and how the middle method can
flesh out these feminist arguments.

The power of the grotesque in fiction becomes evident when we look at it through
the "logic” of paradox, contradiction, and ambivalence. How are readers made to view
the subject (and his/her construction) through negative space as much as positive

space, and what are the outcomes and implications of this perspective and aesthetic?
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CHAPTER TWO

In chapter one, | established the statement "The grotesque is this and it is the
negation of this" as the fundamental structure of the grotesque aesthetic. As one way of
exploring this contradiction inherent in the grotesque, | applied the system of via
negativa to fiction since it both reflects and gives access to the oppositional "state" of
the grotesque. | begin here by drawing together the relation of via negativa with
subjectivity in the grotesque aesthetic by interpreting Barbara Gowdy’s grotesque short
story “Sylvie,” from We So Seldom Look on Love (1992). My basic question in this
chapter regarding Gowdy'’s grotesque fiction is how and to what effect does Gowdy
portray a subject by confusing the category of identity, or what | refer to as subjectivity?

I will examine several of Gowdy’s short stories and one novel to address this
question. Gowdy’s novel, Mr. Sandman (1992) begins With the birth of a baby, Joan
Canary, in 1956. From the moment Baby Joan arrives, with a beauty so extraordinary it
“inspired adoration even in the blind” (22), she is the object of the Canary family’s joy,
bewilderment, and fascination. Mute and musically gifted, Joan’s otherworldly
characteristics blend in with her family’s own mix of bizarre characters. Gowdy's short
story collection, We So Seldom Look on Love, includes stories where characters deviate
significantly from the ordinary in terms of social practice or physical traits. In “Sylvie,” the

“main character leads a doubled existence because of a physical deformation, an extra
belly and pair of legs from a conjoined sister. “It's like dreaming when you know it's a
dream,” Sylvie philosophizes. “You've got two lives going on at once” (36). The title story

of the collection features a narrator whose passion is necrophilia. In "Flesh of my Flesh,"
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the act of telling a story is curiously shaped by violent death and transsexuality,
confounding subjectivity for readers. The grotesque predominates in each of these
stories of confounded identity.

Since it is through narrative voice--its strategies and effects on readers--that the
subject materialises, | examine voice in Gowdy’s and other grotesque fiction. Negation,
as | will show, is not sufficient to examine the narrative strategies | claim authors employ
to confuse depiction of the subject through literary voice. | therefore develop a literary
model called the middle voice to approach the question of subjectivity, that is, how the
grotesque confounds a narrator’s identity. Once | have established an approach to the
subject in the narrating act through the middle voice method, | apply it to Margaret
Atwood’s Alias Grace--a novel that offers a challenging dual narrative and a strong case
for what the middle model can achieve--before turning again to Gowdy’s grotesque
fiction.

I argue that in fiction by Barbara Gowdy and Margaret Atwood women are
paradoxical because authors negate existing social constructs of the notion of “women.”
Without this strategy, the wholenéss, or the plurality of the concept “women” escapes
readers. Negation, or the illustration of the /s-nof of a concept by means of the
grotesque, is effective in representing concepts that are paradoxical such as God, or the
state of being. God is paradoxical because He is "the One who is source of the many,
beyond being yet cause of being . . ." (Williams 4). The women in the fiction | study who
are “freaks,” for example, negate two types of social constructions of women: first, that

woman is "feminine," beautiful, subordinate; and second, that woman is the opposite of
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man, a "kind of non-man" (Abrams 89). Woman as freak resists both categories, despite
the fact that according to Belinda Edmondson, the binary relation of man/woman "would
then subsume everything that is not Man under the category of Woman" (84). Freaks
cannot be subsumed as "anything man is not" in part because freaks do not fit into the
category of "woman" and thus do not work within the binary organization of man/woman.
Woman as freak becomes, rather, the source of both a re-definition and re-examination
of "woman" within such established ways of thinking. As Braidotti writes, the advantage
of the formulation of connections between women and monsters*! for feminist
epistemologists is "the loss of any essentialized definition of womanhood . . ." (77).

The concept of being in fictional representations of women as subjects is, |
believe, also paradoxical (as it is for representations of God) because such subjects
cannot be known except by showing what is unknowable about them.*2 Via negativa, as
outlined in chapter one, is a system of negation that through the aesthetic of the
grotesque can, in my phraseology, “show hiddenness"; it is a paradoxical system for it
"shows forth" a concept while simultaneously concealing or denying aspects of it.

Whereas Williams shows that the monster is unrecognizable in terms of any

association with God, | believe that negation shows us that in the grotesque there is

“! Braidotti defines monsters as: "a third kind of discourse: the history and philosophy of the
biological sciences, and their relation to difference and to different bodies. Monsters are human
beings who are born with congenital malformations of their bodily organisms" (61-62).

“2 williams writes that the function of negation is to represent "more” of the subject, that is, "more
than what it is and more than what it is named” (33). For Williams, the paradox of representing
God is that God is "beyond human representations” (24). In this system, a monster is foreign to
the beholder when it is held to represent God. |, on the other hand, am concerned with
representations of being (the being of women, rather than of God) through negation. Although in
the theological schema the monster, or freak, is wholly unrecognizable to the beholder, in the
fiction | examine, | claim that the freak-woman (for example) becomes for the reader a half-
recognizable creature. The figure must appeal to both the rational and irrational sensibilities of
readers in order for the grotesque aesthetic to function.
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always an element of the sign (the monster or the freak) that is recognizable to readers.
The ambivalence of the sign--as both recognizable and unrecognizable--functions to
purge the minds of readers of all reconcilable associations so that they may dedicate
themselves to grappling with the concept at hand. Negation obliges readers to look at a
grotesque image that is so far from their customary means of identification that readers
are not able to draw upon preconceived notions of understanding. And yet, readers do
not abandon the search for meaning for they have, in an ambivalent reaction to an
ambivalent representation, an attraction to the very object of their repulsion and
confusion.

For example, Barbara Gowdy's short story "Sylvie," from her collection We So
Seldom Look on Love (1992), depicts the character of Sylvie, a woman who as a result
of a deformation has an extra pair of legs protruding from her hips, and a second
functioning bowel and female reproductive organs. This deformity is the remains of her
twin sister who did not fully form in her mother's womb. Sylvie and her mother refer to
the legs as "Sue" and treat them as though they are a second sister/daughter within the
family. While Sylvie alone has a head, chest, arms and brain, "Sue," nevertheless has
her own, non-coinciding menstrual cycle, and reacts independently (and despite Sylvie's
own indifference) to the amorous advances of a suitor, with twitches, kicks, and sexually
stimulated tingling.

When | examine the short story not only as a grotesque story (in which opposites
clash) but, more particularly through the system of negation, my analysis illustrates the

following: Gowdy writes about the paradox of representing "women." For Gowdy,
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traditional social constructions of women consist of a rational discourse that does not fit
a reality Gowdy strives to represent: woman is not the opposite of man, woman is not
the Other, and is thus neither superior nor inferior to the notion of man. The system of
negation, as | apply it, shows that Gowdy uses a grotesque sign--Sylvie as "freak"--to
negate social constructions of women. Readers are then obliged to give up on their
tendency to rely on known categories to understand the concept of women, and thus
cannot fashion women through their own image, or through pre-constructed images of
what a woman is supposed to be. The process of “purifying" the minds of readers serves
principally, | believe, to enlarge the readers’ capacity to include subjects who are
normally excluded from categories of being. Equally, Sylvie as freak, or as a deformed
woman, symbolizes the paradox of the representation of women: the concept of women
cannot be "shown forth" except in ways that appear illogical.

Therefore, the philosophy of via negativa shows that the binary opposition of
man/woman is a category "logical" to human understanding. Contrarily, the monster as a
sign of woman is nota rational form of expression. But thanks to Williams' work on
mediaeval grotesque, we know that certain concepts are best represented in "ways
intolerable to logic" (4). Thus, via negativais useful to me because | show that the
grotesque aesthetic is an effective means of outwitting those rational categories that
prevent readers from clearing their minds of preconceived notions in order to move
"closer” to the concept at hand.

That is, the function of negation is to purify the mind of rational categories because

these categories limit the readers’ grasp of concepts such as the "being of woman." My
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question is how can readers grasp the "being" of Sylvie, Gowdy's physically deformed
protagonist? Gender does not serve to guide readers since the character of Sylvie does
not fit into a pre-conceived gender classification: she is not "feminine" because she is
excessively feminine (she is not one woman but two, she has two vaginas, two
wombs . . . ); Sylvie is not merely a sister or a daughter, for the presence of Sue
confuses those categories. For example, both her own doctor and her fiancé define
Sylvie as the "autosite" in an "autosite-parasite” relationship (51). As "female," Sylvie is
not the opposite of "male™ because her differences are not comparable, just as
physically she differs greatly from other women. Even her circus act negates gender
categories for Sylvie portrays herself as half man, half woman, a role that her body does
not support. Sylvie, in short, defies gender categories consciously and unconsciously.
For readers, Sylvie exists in unfamiliar territory as a person who seems to be two
people in one. As Stephen Jay Gould writes of the famous conjoined twins Ritta-
Christina: "One question has always predominated in this case--individuality.” Even
"history's most independent Siamese twins," Chang and Eng, "apparently harbored
private doubts about their individuality. They signed all legal documents ‘Chang Eng'
and often spoke about their ambiguous feelings of autonomy"” ("Connections" 69).
Gender is thus an inadequate category of inquiry, as well as inappropriate and unfruitful
to readers who enquire into Gowdy's representation of Sylvie through the grotesque
aesthetic. Negation, on the other hand, applied to Gowdy's grotesque aesthetic, brings
readers into the depths of the paradox of Gowdy's representation of woman, liberating

readers to the being of Sylvie. Sylvie is thus not merely a woman who is silenced,
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abused, and oppressed, but is a heterogeneous being who exceeds the limitations
society imposes upon her.

What | require to examine subjectivity is a model with which the critic can lay out
the different narrative strategies an author uses in the grotesque. Via negativais not a
literary model. It is a form of discourse, "a language of the monstrous,” as termed by
Williams. Although it is considered a philosophic position, it is originally and primarily an
approach to God, a way to surmount rationality and assertion through grotesque or
monstrous images to become closer to God. Because | look into the subjectivity of such
characters as Gowdy's Sylvie, | need to examine Sylvie's agency: how does Sylvie as a
person relate to the acts she performs, and most importantly, how does she posit herself
in the act of speaking? This means that the study of subjectivity in the grotesque is for
me, first and foremost, a study of voice in fiction. While Russo’s work on the female
grotesque examines the way gender and identity are formed, her focus is
multidisciplinary media (films and art, as well as literature) and not specifically narration
in fiction. Authors Atwood and Gowdy, | argue, confuse the identity of their female
characters through narrative strategy. They confound identities in order to best “show
forth” paradoxical aspects of the subjectivities of their characters, and illuminate the
complexities relating to their role withih society. As Gould writes, the world is made up of
“fuzzy” frontiers, where “Objects at these boundaries will continue to confuse and
frustrate us so long as we follow old habits of thought and insist that all parts of nature
be pigeonholed unambiguously to assuage our poor and over overburdened intellects”

(“Paradox” 95).
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| develop and propose a literary model which | call the middle voice that both
charts and emphasizes the role of voice in an author’s representation of a subject. The
middle voice model enables me as a critic of the literary grotesque to ask of fiction: Who
is the person speaking, what do the speech acts of the narrator tell me about the
speaker, and in what way do the narrative strategies of these authors point to the
lengths the author has gone to avoid determinism in language? As | will show, the
middle voice enables the critic to both inquire into and investigate these questions.

I would like to clarify that, although | originally began work on the middle voice
when | perceived the need for a theoretical model that could reinforce analysis of the
grotesque aesthetic, the middle voice model as | have developed it stands independent
of the grotesque aesthetic. As | will explain further, the middle voice is a model for the
analysis of voice in fiction. It is useful in any circumstances wherein the agency of a
character, narrator, or implied author is obscured. When a speaker in a literary work
prompts readers to ask “who is speaking?” the middle voice model helps readers to map
out the different strategies at work in the narrative and the effects they have on readers.
Therefore, the grotesque aesthetic need not be present in a work of fiction for the critic
to apply the middle voice method. On the other hand, the model is necessary for me to
investigate confounded subjectivity in the grotesque.

The middle voice model

There is a phenomenon that occurs (in both grotesque and non-grotesque fiction)
in the manner in which stories are narrated that | uncover here to address how narrative
strategies work in fiction, including fiction of the grotesque. According to this

phenomenon, the narrator, whose role as agent is to consciously instigate the act of
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telling a story, does not fulfil that role in any clear manner, and no single consciousness
seems to govern the narration. Rather, a kind of "doubled" discourse*® unfolds.
Narrators tell a story, or so it seems, yet they are simultaneously active and passive in
their role as narrators, both present and absent in the telling of the story, or what is
termed the "narrating instance" by Gérard Genette. In order to try and deal with some of
the interesting problems posed by narrative voice,* | rely here on a literary model of the
middle voice.

Literary theorists are careful to distinguish between "voice"--who speaks--and

"point of view"--who sees. This was one of Genette's primary tasks, for example.
Relying on Genette, Gerald Prince says that voice involves the study of "who ‘speaks,’
who the narrator is,"” and "what the narrating instance consists of" (103). To consider
voice and the speaking subject, | examine Atwood's Alias Grace as it is not only a well-
known novel, but provides a good example, at various levels, of what | shall hereafter
term "middle voice" or "middle discourse."® In Atwood's discourse, the question of "who
'speaks” remains unresolved, and is indeed, irresolvable. Understandably, such

narratives pose considerable problems for the literary critic who lacks the critical

* Discourse not only signifies the kinds of "utterances"” performed in a text, but also points to the
way a narrative is "expressed" (rather than the "content" of its story). As Gerald Prince defines it,
discourse is "the 'how' of a narrative as opposed to its 'what'; the narrating as opposed to the
narrated" (21).

“ | have tried to make the distinction between grammatical voice and literary voice as clear as
possible throughout the paper.

“> What | begin to define here as middle discourse is present in the work of other Canadian
authors, such as Alice Munro, and is in no way exclusive to Canadian fiction, as the work of Toni
Morrison and J. M. Coetzee (for example) attests. Alias Grace is also a novel that contains
grotesque elements, although for the present purposes, | focus on its narrative strategy of
ambiguous agency rather than on the grotesque aesthetic.
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language with which to interpret this type of ambivalence--or co-existence of two

opposites--in discourse.

Presently, there is no adequate terminology or model in literary voice theory to
deal with and interpret the kind of ambiguous agency evident in Atwood's work. Readers
sense that the narrator, the very character who is present and telling the story, is
somehow absent from and simultaneously not in control of the story she (paradoxically)
tells. The words are not her own. As readers, we are prompted to ask, Whose version,
then, is it? Who is the agent in these stories? And how do we talk about such a thing?

In literary theory, voice points to the notion that readers "hear" a novel's discourse
or the speech of the novel's different participants in the act of reading. But voice refers
both to the totality of all of the different narrative positions voiced through the characters,
narrators, and implied author(s) of a literary work,*6 and to the way in which each voice
can be distinguished (or not) from another. A third, related aspect of voice involves the
narrating instance--the act of narration that takes place in the novel. According to the
linguist Emile Benveniste, the narrating "instance" or "situation" is the moment that
speech is "actualized" or spoken by a character (217). Following Benveniste, Genette
distinguishes in narrative two elements: story--the "what" of a narrative--and discourse--
the "how" of a narrative (Prince 21). Thus, instead of examining the story told by a

narrator in fiction, Genette's concept of voice directs us to the actual moment of speech,

“¢ Wayne C. Booth's term “implied author," refers to the reader's sense of "a convincing authorial
voice and presence whose values, beliefs, and moral vision serve implicitly" to create an effect
upon the reader (see "Voice" in Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms). The "implied" author, a
fictitious figure or voice in the literary work, is to be distinguished from the actual biographical
writer.
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the situation to which its enunciation is related, and the effects created by the "narrating
instance" (Genette 212-13). In Alias Grace, for example, when Grace Marks narrates a
story (either to her doctor or to readers), her speech act carries with it several signs that
can be interpreted in relation to the time of her narrating, the place in which she tells her
story, the narratee (the person to whom she tells it), and her state of mind. Voice thus
relates to "the entire set of conditions—-human, temporal, spatial--out of which a
narrative statement is produced" (Genette 31, note 10). The task of the voice theorist,
therefore, is to examine the processes involved in the act of telling of a story and to look
to "the way in which the narrating itself is implicated in the narrative” (Genette 31).

Because Genette's work provides a map to the complex process and structure of a
text's narrative, | am able to draw upon the distinction between whatis narrated, and
how it is narrated, without losing sight of the interconnections between the "story" Grace
tells and her "discourse"-- the way in which she tells it. Through voice, the relationships
between narrating and narrative, and between narrating and story, are established (31-
32).47 Genette created his own narrative model when he recognized the need for a
theory of discourse flexible enough for Proust's representation of experience in A /a
recherche du temps perdu. In his lengthy chapter on voice, Genette underlines the
difficulties the critic faces in distinguishing the levels and structures of narration:

A narrating situation is, like any other, a complex whole within which

analysis, or simply description, cannot differentiate except by ripping apart a

4" “Narrating" is the actual moment when events are recounted, meaning the discursive act in a
literary work rather than the "story." "Narrative" focuses on the telling of a fictional event (by one
or more narrators to one or more listeners) as a process or structure. Finally, "story” is the
content or events that make up a narrative (Prince 57, 58, 91).
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tight web of connections among the narrating act, its protagonists, its spatio-
temporal determinations, its relationship to the other narrating situations
involved in the same narrative, etc. The demands of exposition constrain us
to this unavoidable violence simply by the fact that critical discourse, like any
discourse, cannot say everything at once. (215)
In recognizing the limits of critical discourse, Genette acknowledges the tension
between texts (which can, as Jonathan Culler notes, create any number of bizarre
narrative situations) and the critical models constructed for the purpose of their analysis:
"It may well be that narratives will usually prove anomalous because our models of
narrative procedures are always based on models of reality" (Culier 13).

The model of the middle voice resembles Genette's narrative method in that it is
based on grammar. Voice is regarded in connection to an action, as the relationship of
the verb to its subject (213). For Genette, voice involves the speaker and the listener in
either an active or a passive role: somebody "carries out or submits to the action" (my
emphasis), somebody utters it, while still others function in a passive manner in the
narration (213). The narrating instance, in other words, is restricted in Genette's model
to a division between the binary opposition of active and passive. Furthermore, it is the
question of subjectivity in the narrative instance that marks the difference between
Genette's method and the method used in the present analysis of narrative in Alias
Grace. Benveniste demonstrates how the act of narration revolves around the use of the
pronoun "." Each time a narrator uses "I" to "posit himself as "subject™ marks a unique

narrating situation (Benveniste 224). Grace may speak of herself in one moment as "I,"
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but this does not mean that the next time she uses the pronoun that she is referring to

the same "I." As Benveniste explains:
if | perceive two successive instances of discourse containing |, uttered in
the same voice, nothing guarantees to me that one of them is not a reported
discourse, a quotation in which | could be imputed to another. It is thus
necessary to stress this point: | can only be identified by the instance of
discourse that contains it and by that alone. It has no value except in the
instance in which it is produced. (218)

Once Benveniste defines "I" in terms of the moment of speech, he sets up the polarity 6f

I/You, or Self/Other, since it follows that a speaker ("I") refers to herself as such in

relation to a second person ("You") whom she addresses (218). This "polarity of person

is the fundamental condition in language" (225).

When we examine the narrative instance, then, we look to understand who the
subject is that speaks of herself as "I." We also, however, establish the notion of a
distinct consciousness, for when the narrator posits herself as a subject defined as "l,"
she is also, according to Benveniste, positing a "You" in the person spoken to.
"Consciousness of self is only possible if it is experienced by contrast" (224). What
poses a problem for an analysis of narrative in Alias Grace is the very claim made by
Benveniste that a narrator must establish herself as an "I" within her own consciousness
in order to make herself "accessible" in her communications to the "Other" whom she

addresses. It is the way in which Grace posits herself as a subject--or fails to posit

herself as a subject in Benveniste's terms--that is at the heart of the problem. As | will
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discuss further, Grace does not project (or perhaps even experience) this "fundamental”
antinomy of I/You which would clearly establish herself as a single consciousness
addressing another distinct consciousness exterior to herself. While the concept of the
middle voice in fiction does not seek to illuminate a discourse that says "everything at
once" (Genette 215) it does offer a means whereby the critic can visualize the discourse
of a text as occupying two opposing levels at the same time. This possibility exists in the
very linguistic structures of our language: the grammatical category of voice.

Opposifion is inherent in our very language and cognitive thought processes. In
ordinary speech and thought, we commonly express ourselves in terms of "either/or." In
English we are bound, to a certain extent, by the linguistic structures of grammatical
voice to form a phrase that is either active or passive. Yet, there is another verb
category present in our speech that bypasses this distinction. It is a category of
grammar called the middle voice, one that is neither active nor passive, but rather both
at the same time. The middie voice "traditionally refers to an inflectional category of the
verb in Indo-European Ianguagés like Greek" (Fagan 1), but exists in modern English
today (as well as French, German, and other languages). "It is a voice that is hard to
think in and with" writes Charles E. Scott. "In both its possibilities and its lapses in our
western grammars it speaks with an antiquity that exceeds that of our oldest
philosophers” ("Middle" 160). This third category of voice, somewhat disputed by

linguists,*8 is defined by M.H. Klaiman:

8 Grammatical voice is one of the most ancient subjects of study in the history of grammar
(Klaiman 1) and also one of the most debated. As Lyons points out, "the interpretation of voice is
a matter of considerable controversy, both in the present time and in the Western grammatical
tradition” (373). No exception to the rule, the definition of the middle voice, specifically, has
eluded general consensus (Kemmer 1). Linguists debate about the origins of the middle voice, its



Hutchison 101

In a middle construction, the viewpoint is active in that the action notionally
devolves from the standpoint of the most dynamic (or Agent-like) participant
in the depicted situation. But the same participant has Patient-like
characteristics as well, in that it sustains the action's principal effects. (3)*°
In a sentence that is both active and passive, such as the middle construction "Ellen
kisses nicely,” agency becomes questionable and perplexing. The subject "Ellen" could
be the agent and thus the most active participant in the act of kissing another, whose
presence is only implied. But the subject Ellen could also be a patient--passive, in other
words--in the sense that she endures the act of the embrace. Thus, there is ambiguity

as to whether Ellen is the person who kisses (others) nicely, or the person being kissed

function, as well as its properties in modern languages. Emile Benveniste points to the difficuity
of classifying a category of grammar that displays such a range of properties from one language
to another (147). Sarah Fagan approaches the problem by focusing on middle constructions in
German, drawing out the similarities between middles in that language and others. One of the
first linguists to attract attention to the middle voice was John Lyons in his authoritative study,
Introduction to Theoretical Linguistics. Lyons claims that the active and the middle were,
originally, the principal verb forms in Greek voice. The passive, according to Lyons, was
developed in Greek and other Indo-European languages much later (373).

in 1966, two years before Lyons's text appeared, Emile Benveniste published Problémes de
linguistique générale (translated into English 1971), which devotes a short chapter to the middle
voice. A first article by Benveniste, "Actif et moyen dans le Verbe" was published in 1950 (see
Gonda n. 53, p. 41). Thus, both Benveniste and Lyons have been forerunners in the study of the
middle voice in linguistics. "In place of an opposition between active and passive," writes
Benveniste, "there was in historical Indo-European a triple division: active, middle, and passive [.
..]" (145), a division devised by the Greeks. But Benveniste further establishes that the passive
was, in fact, a "modality” of the middle voice, "from which it proceeds and with which it keeps
close ties even when it has reached the state of a distinct category." Preceding Lyons's similar
argument, Benveniste claims that the passive was formed by the Greeks as a later and third
addition to the principal verbal categories of active and middle. The linguist attempts to situate
the middle verb in opposition to the active verb. In this configuration, active and middle make up
the principal opposition of voice. He proposes to replace "active" and "middle” with terms that
designate the "exteriority” (active verb) of the subject in contrast to the subject's "interiority"
(middle verb). The subject's role and relation to this proposition should become clearer further
into this study.

* In linguistic terminology, the "agent" in a noun phrase is the "conscious instigator of an action,
such as Lisa in Lisa finished her thesis." The "patient” describes the "entity undergoing an action,
such as the roof in I've repaired the roof and The roof collapsed" (Trask).
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so nicely. As well, the action of being kissed is accomplished with special reference to
the subject: Ellen appears to perform the act of being kissed nicely, but she is also
affected by the act in question. At any rate, we might ask: who is instrumental in the act
of kissing?

The model developed here stems from the work of linguists on the middle voice,
but is also a development of the "metaphorical leap from grammar to meaning"” that a
number of literary theorists and writers have made based on the grammatical concept
(Coetzee, "Note" 11). Through the verb "to write," and Benveniste's assertion that in
middles "the subject is the center as well as the agent of the process" (149), Roland
Barthes established a relationship between the modernist writer and grammatical middle
voice. This metaphorical expansion of the middle category led to critical interest in "the
crucial grammatical issue," outlined by Benveniste, as to "where agency is located with
reference to a process" (Pecora 211). But it also, as Hayden White observes, indicated
"a new and distinctive way of imagining, describing, and conceptualizing the
relationships between agents and acts, subjects and objects, a statement and its
referent, between the literal and figurative levels of speech, and indeed, therefore,

between factual and fictional discourse” (White, Figura/ 38-39).50

% See also White's article: “Writing in the Middle Voice.” Other discussions of the middle voice
worth mentioning here include those of Catherine Pickstock, who saw in the Eucharist sign a
means "to outwit the distinction between both absence and presence, and death and life," and as
such, an equivalent to the middle voice (253); and Yael Katz, whose recent dissertation on
writing, madness, and the middle voice moves from Barthes's "middle-position" of the writer to
the "middle-position" of the reader and the act of reading. | do not treat Pickstock’s or Katz's
study in detail as my interest lies in Heidegger's and Coetzee’s attempts to articulate their ideas
by actually writing in the middle voice, rather than merely theorizing about the category of
grammar.
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The notion of the middle voice as an alterate mode of expression in language
and thought has attracted the interest of two very different thinkers: the philosopher
Martin Heidegger and South African author J. M. Coetzee. Both have attempted to write
in the middle voice--Coetzee's /n the Heart of the Country makes a "gesture towards the
possibility of escaping complicity with the dominant discourses" (Dovey 19); Charles E.

‘Scott's brilliant exposé of Heidegger's investigations into the need for "revised language
and thinking" in Being and Time examines a process Scott refers to as "self-showing”
(“Middle” 165). Instead of showing things merely by speaking "of* them, Heidegger's
involvement with the middle voice demonstrates how things can show themselves
through themselves in "a process of coming to light without action in the midst of all
kinds of action" (Scott, “Middle” 161).5' The concepts of "subject affectedness” and "self-
showing occurrences,” both of which | include in the narrative model outlined below,
demonstrate how the mechanisms of grammatical middle voice provide a "way out of"
the reduction of binary opposites to a single concept (e/ither agent or patient, for
example). Whereas White indicates, however, that relationships between agency and
patiency or other "polar terms may not be oppositional ones in some experiences of the
world,"” and that the middle voice in Barthes moves "beyond" a forced distinction

between opposing terms (Figural 19), my work on the middle voice insists on the

*1 Scott argues that Heidegger brings together two concepts: apophansis, where "speaking
shows what is spoken of," and apophainesthai, where "speaking shows itself coming to light as
its own occurrence . . ." and holds them together to make a particular form of discourse possible
("Middle" 162). The middle voice thus gives access to a process wherein the process itself (and
not just what is shown as a result of the process) is of interest. When Scott attempts to describe
the process of the middle voice, he acknowledges that "we resort to reflexive formations, such as
‘what shows itself.' The reflexive structure, however, relies on pronouns and nouns in a fashion
that distracts from and probably distorts what the middle voice could say with one verb form"
(“Middle” 161).
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necessity of sustaining opposition in the examination of ambiguous agency or other
confounding features of narrative voice.

In grammatical middle voice the subject is central. It underlines the paradoxical
dimension of the middle voice, since the subject is simultaneously an agent and a non-
agent. If we think back to Gowdy's character Sylvie, the irresolvable enigma of the
subject of Sylvie is the autonomy of her actions: when Sylvie speaks, she is both Sylvie
and Sue simultaneously. The definition of grammatical voice is a good place to begin to
better explain this paradox: "The form of a transitive verb that indicates whether or not
the subject performs the action denoted by the verb" ("grammatical voice™).52 When the
subject does perform the action indicated by the verb, or more specifically, when the
subject is the "conscious instigator” of the action denoted by the verb (Trask 11), the
noun phrase is in the active voice. Thus, for our purposes here, agency is the key factor
in the definition of grammatical voice. The active voice centres on the agent; it is a
“construction, usually involving a transitive verb, in which the grammatical subject of the
verb typically . . . represents the agent performing the action, and the direct object
represents the patient" (Trask). On the contrary, the passive voice "encodes action
which notionally devolves from the standpoint of a nondynamic, typically static
participant in the situation, such as the Patient of a transitive verb" (Klaiman 2). The
passive voice, therefore, does not centre on an agent; rather, it expresses that the

subject has sustained the action of the verb.

%2 | am grateful to Dr. Jonathan D. Bobaljik and Dr. Lisa de Mena Travis, Professors of Linguistics
at McGill University, for encouraging a "scientific" exposé of the terms presented here, and for
the discussion of linguistic definitions that follows.
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The passive voice, however, implies an agent. Even if the performer of the action
is unknown in a passive construction, for example, "The talented artists should be hired
instantly” (the performer being the person(s) involved in the hiring), and certainly not the
focus of the phrase, and even though the verb points to the fact that the artists undergo
the effects of the action and cannot, therefore, be considered as the most active
participants in the phrase, an agent is nevertheless implied--the agent being the
somebody who, to paraphrase, should hire artists instantly. Passives thus imply an
agent, but an agent that is absent, and "unfocused.” In actives, the agent is very much
present and "focused.”

A grammatical middle construction also requires that an agent be implied (Fagan
52); the passive characteristic inherent in middie constructions thus conforms to this
criterion. But, as Klaiman's definition of the middle voice reminds us, the intriguing
dynamic in a middle construction is that the same, single participant is both agent and
patient (3). Furthermore, in the definitions of active and passive that | have just
formulated, the agent is either focused or unfocused depending on the voice used. The
middle voice requires, then, that an agent be both focused and unfocused at the same
time. The participant is simultaneously an agent and a non-agent since the same
participant is also a patient sustaining the effects of an action. Since this last statement
accommodates "propositions one of which denies or is logically at variance with the
other” ("contradiction”), | argue that the middle voice illuminates a contradictory

statement, a paradox.
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The existing structure of the middle category of grammatical voice is what |
perceive as a potentially fruitful representation of narrative voice and its significant
properties in Alias Grace and other contemporary fiction, including fiction of the
grotesque. As a model, or a representation of theory, whose set of propositions or
"rules" are derived from grammar, the middie method should enable the critic to insert

phenomena--in this case narrative voice phenomena--into a framework that identifies

and distinguishes--but does not resolve--certain elusive narrative elements (or what the
scientist might describe as "behaviours”) and the relationships between them. The
middle voice is thus a method of literary voice analysis that emphasizes the role of
voice, both grammatical and literary, in representing the subject. What Coetzee writes
about voice in grammar ("are there any deeper linguistic categories than those of tense,
person, voice?") remains true of narrative ("Note" 12): voice situates the subject in
relation to an action. While the question of agency is at the centre of this model, | have
also selected a number of other significant properties of linguistic middle voice (as
outlined below) that, together, serve as a tool for the study of voice in fiction.

The following are the main properties of grammatical middle voice which will
hereafter be considered as a model of analysis in literary voice theory. Grammatical
middles:

1. represent a sustained binary, for they display both active and passive
characteristics.

2. originate from grammatical voice, an important and logical foundation for the critical

study of voice in fiction since the subject is central to voice--because of its
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relationship to the action--in both grammar and literary theory. Middles function to

mediate between the active and the passive, connecting the two voices through the
role of agency.

3. indicate that the subject is affected by the very process (an action or state) of which
he or she is the agent, is seen as "inside" the process, and that a confusion of the
distinction between agent and patient ensues. Based on the work of John Lyons
and Emile Benveniste, this property is termed by linguists as "subject-
affectedness.” It illuminates a curious type of interiority of the subject in question.

4. express ambiguity.

5. express possibility.

6. function to subvert.

N

depict self-showing occurrences--things come to light in middle discourse in a
special way.%3
Application of middie voice model to fiction

All of these properties are involved in the method of narrative analysis | now call
"middle voice.” Now, as we shift from grammar to literature, the relationships between
the model's properties and their significance in voice theory need to be considered.
Although | have divided the analysis of Atwood's novel to follow the seven properties
outlined above, sections of the model overlap (as will be seen) with one another.

In Margaret Atwood's Alias Grace, a fundamental function of voice in the novel is

to cast doubt upon the narrating instance at several levels. To study voice in Atwood's

%3 | will expand on the notion of self-showing occurrences and the other properties of the middle
model henceforth.
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novel is to bring to light a play of contradiction and strategic disorder. Atwood relies on
dream narratives, hallucinations, and dédoublement-a form of dissociation of
personality from which her main character, Grace Marks, suffers—to constantly re-route
her line of narrative and prompt readers to ask a particular question: who is speaking?
But Atwood also shifts narrators, creates a clash between the consciousness of
characters, and uses theme to draw out oppositional concepts and negotiate the borders
that divide them. If we apply the middle voice analogy when we ask ourselves questions
about voice in Alias Grace such as who is the narrator, in what consists the narrating
instance, and in what way and to what effect do we sense an authorial presence, we can
see that Atwood goes to great lengths to avoid determinism and to achieve, in the act
and process of story-telling, a state of middleness.

The novel revolves around a historical murder that took place in Upper Canada,
now Ontario, in 1843. Grace Marks, a sixteen-year-old maid, was accused along with
another servant, James McDermott, of having viciously murdered a young housekeeper
with an axe and having shot their employer to death shortly afterwards. They were
caught by the police as they scandalously hid out in a hotel together, and were found
guilty of murder. James McDermott was executed; Grace Marks spent twenty-nine years
in prison. Atwood includes newspaper articles and other such written accounts of the
time, but the novel is otherwise a work of imagination.

The focus to date of criticism on Alias Grace centers on the question of truth
(Darroch, Howells, Knelman, Lovelady, Staels). Such research, for example, considers

whether Grace is believable, reliable, guilty, or innocent, and whether history, as Coral
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Ann Howells writes, is “an authoritative recounting of the past” (Howells 30, see also
Darroch, Knelman, Miller, and Staels). Moreover, rather than perceiving the narrative

“and the problems of agency it poses as something that wholly undermines Grace’s
identity, critics view Grace’s identity as something challenged or re-constructed by
Victorian ideals (Howells, Lovelady, Siddall), or resistant to them (Miller). My middle
analysis extends the critical dialogue by shifting focus from the concept of “truth” to the
coherence of the subject in the act of narration itself.54

1. The sustained binary

Atwood's portrait of Grace depicts a woman who is, in almost every aspect, neither
of the margins nor of the centre, a favoured servant become famous criminal. Applying
the method of the middle voice means bringing to the surface the many oppositions that
concern Grace Marks and confound her identity as narrator. As well as providing a
model flexible enough to allow the complexities of the consciousness of the novel's
narrators to "speak" to the critic in chaotic--or "doubled” form--rather than through order

(or singularity), middle voice theory requires that the critic "pause” to examine the

% In an informative discussion on narrative in Alias Grace, critic Stephanie Lovelady examines
who Grace narrates to, whether to a private audience (Simon Jordan) or a public one (the
audience outside the text). Lovelady frames her analysis within the context of “Victorian social
questions about ethnicity and gender” (36). She maintains that Grace tells a story “which cannot
be said to be truly public or private, but which moves along a continuum between these two
poles” (36). Contrary to my reading, in which | claim that opposition is sustained, Lovelady’s
focus on the “public/private, male/female association” (38) of the novel's narrative indicates that
opposition is broken: the narrative uitimately leans toward the private (36). As well, she believes
that Grace has a “true self” that Grace would like herself and others to see (60), an attestation,
therefore, to the existence of truth, and one that is echoed by Howells who refers to the “truth” of
the past and “a woman'’s real voice among the conflicting variety of Victorian constructions of
Grace Marks . . .” (Howells 30). Gillian Siddall joins the public/private dialogue on Grace’s
narrative arguing that Grace does indeed have a clear social identity but that it is “devalued” by
the gendered belief systems of Victorian society (85). According to Siddall's study on truth and
power in the novel, Grace succeeds in resisting these constraints of feminine ideals (99, see also
Howells). | believe, however, that Atwood's portrayal of identity points readers to the question of
“‘who is speaking?” rather than to Grace’s resistance to Victorian ideals of femininity.
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sustained binaries that affect the representation of the narrator and the critic's
understanding of her. According to Susanna Moodie, whose published account of her
meeting with the celebrated murderess is included as an introductory epigraph to the
novel, Grace is a "middle-sized woman" (19). A servant who, through her intelligence
anq charm, wins the favour of several employers, Grace is not as well off financially as
her employers, obviously, but finds herself in a more secure socio-economic position
than her family and many of her peers. However, Gr<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>