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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to elucidate previously obscured aspects of nineteenth-century
women’s writing, through the development of original approaches to the reading of
gender ambiguity, queer subjectivities and non-normative desire. It challenges the
removal of the closet from feminist, historicist scholarship and constructions of female
sexuality based on an adherence to romantic friendship and lesbian continuum models.
This research proposes original work, which breaks the links between Michel Foucault’s
dating of the disciplinary coding of homosexuality and the assumed relationship with the
closet. New readings are proposed which acknowledge, define and foreground multi-
functional closets, inside and outside of texts. In refusing this removal this study also
aims to open up a space for the consideration of closets as protective and supportive
spaces as well as symptoms of oppression. Underexplored links between literary form,
the repelling of social restriction and the relationship between literary conventions and
non-binary positions are also highlighted to emphasise the radical potential of
performative subjects in women’s writing. This project proposes the recovery of queer
selves and subjective forms of identification in the work of seven/eight women writers
Anne Lister, Emily Bronté, Anne Bronté&, Christina Rossetti, Adelaide Anne Procter,
Michael Field and Amy Levy, spanning the long nineteenth century. It also offers new
approaches by combining cross-genre analysis of poetry and life writing. Using activist
language largely in advance of academic discourse, it asks questions about the changing
significance of queerness as language and metaphor. This thesis uses diverse social,
religious and literary bodies to illustrate the strength of same-sex communities and their

role in providing safe spaces for queer, desiring interactions in the nineteenth century.



Introduction

Queerness, Closeting and the Performative Subject

But sometimes the very term that would annihilate us becomes the site of

resistance, the possibility of an enabling social and political signification. | think

we have seen this in the astounding transvaluation undergone by ‘queer.’?
Queer activism and queer theory have had a major impact on the field of literary and
cultural studies in the last thirty years and on the social and political uses of ‘queer’ as
Judith Butler suggests. While the applications of queer are myriad and diverse, in the
context of this thesis ‘queer’ is defined as odd, singular, perverse, peculiar, awkward,
split, deviant, both avowed and disavowed, subject to overcompensation and
accompanied by ambiguous gender and desire. Queer reading, or queering, is often
used in conjunction with psychoanalytic, materialist, feminist and increasingly post-
colonial readings of literary texts and narratives in a contemporary context. The links
between nineteenth-century theories and ideologies of gender and sexuality and early
queer theory are obvious and explicit, most notably articulated in the work of Michel
Foucault and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and their responses to the development of
homosexual identity. Their analyses of the history of sexuality and the cultural
construction of homosexuality arguably form the cornerstones of contemporary queer

theory. Foucault states in Volume 1 of The History of Sexuality:

This new persecution of the peripheral sexualities entailed an incorporation of
perversions and a new specification of individuals. [...] The nineteenth-century
homosexual became a personage, a past, a case history[...]

! Judith Butler, ‘Critically Queer’ in Donald E.Hall, Annamarie Jagose, Andrea Bebell, Susan Potter, eds.,
The Routledge Queer Studies Reader (Oxon: Routledge, 2013), 18-31 (p.23).
2 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, 2™ edn (London: Penguin, 1998)
p.42.
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Foucault argues that the history of sexuality is inevitably bound up with, and controlled
by, evolving discourses of power in the nineteenth century. What is less clear, in
Foucault’s analysis is the relationship between sexuality, literary discourse and the
functions of power. Literary discourse is rarely mentioned in the first volume of The
History of Sexuality although it features significantly in other works. This is, perhaps, one
of the main reasons that theories and discourses of non-normative desire have found a
home within literary studies. This project explores the production of queerness in
nineteenth-century women’s writing, combining an analysis of resistance within and
without closeted spaces, and the negotiation of voluntary and involuntary labelling or
stigmata. In doing so, it breaks the link between Foucault’s analysis of identity
construction in the nineteenth century, (into heterosexual and homosexual) and the
existence of coding and closeting. It argues that the closet within literature pre-dates
the 1870 paradigm and that it exists independently, and prior to, identity politics.
Indeed, there are numerous examples of how the closet and closeting actually function
away from strict identity links in contemporary twenty-first century discourse, to the
point where the term ‘outing’ has been applied to all sorts of acts, dispositions and guilty
pleasures. The retention of embarrassment and shame at lower levels operates even

outside the field of sexual identity.

The bulk of theoretical texts exploring literary closets start from the 1870 date

set by Foucault and taken from Westphal:

We must not forget that the psychological, psychiatric, medical category of
homosexuality was constituted from the moment it was characterized -
Westphal’s famous article of 1870 on ‘contrary sexual sensations’ can stand as its
date of birth. — less by a type of sexual relations than by a certain quality of



sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the masculine and feminine in

oneself.3
Recent scholarship has started to challenge the links between identity fixing and
closeting. Dominic Janes’ study Picturing the Closet: Male Secrecy and Homosexual
Visibility in Britain, investigates the ways in which closeting existed within male
communities in an earlier eighteenth century context. Janes writes: ‘I want to explore
the issue of the closet and its visibility not a merely as a visual metaphor within textual
culture, but also as an aspect of visual culture, and of cultural history in general.* Queer
historians like David Halperin have also argued that Foucault’s paradigm does not, and

should not, inhibit discussion about earlier forms of recognition:

Nothing Foucault says about the differences between those two historically
distant, and operationally distinct, discursive strategies for regulating and
delegitimating forms of male same-sex sexual contacts prohibits us from
inquiring into the connections that pre-modern people may have made between
specific sexual acts and the particular ethos, or sexual style, or sexual subjectivity,
of those who performed them.>

The exclusion of female sexuality apart, Halperin’s stance is one which this thesis

supports and develops alongside theories of textual and social closeting and explorations

of queer sexual subjectivity in chosen texts and contexts. This position is supported by

an analysis of how forms of subjectivity are constructed away from, and outside of,

sexological taxonomy and classification.

Sedgwick’s work builds on Foucault’s, most obviously in Epistemology of the

Closet, which sets out to deconstruct ‘assumptions and conclusions from a long-term

3 |bid.
4 Dominic Janes, Picturing the Closet: Male Secrecy and Homosexual Visibility in Britain (Oxford: Oxford
University Press. 2015), pp.12-13.
5> David. M. Halperin, How to do the History of Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2002) p.32.
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project of anti-homophobic analysis’® Curiously, one of the most interesting things
about the study is the way in which the term closet is pervasive but elusive, everywhere
and nowhere. Sedgwick famously includes a whole page of historical dictionary
definitions of the word closet, but pointedly and appropriately, those which relate to
sexuality are notable by their absence. Intriguingly, the word ‘closet’ does exist explicitly
in works by a small number of nineteenth-century artists and writers, as a potential label
for seclusion, interiority and secrecy. Both Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Morris
produced works entitled ‘The Blue Closet’ (a painting and a poem respectively) which
explore the term in peculiar or ‘queer’ ways.” It is not obvious in either work why the
word closet is chosen as a potential label for restriction. The poem has been read as a
text that reinscribes heteronormative values because of its construction of mournful,
barren, passive women awaiting the return of a medieval hero. It is also a work which
plays with notions of public and private, as Valerie Hsiung notes: ‘In his poem “The Blue
Closet,” William Morris complexly blends dialogue with separate narrative-songs to
confront the divides between interior worlds and exterior worlds’® However, the
potential resonances of this same-sex, enclosed poetic space and the use of a subversive

all-female chorus have largely been overlooked:

They float on in a happy stream;

Float from the gold strings, float from the keys,
Float from the open’d lips of Louise:

But, alas! the sea salt oozes through

6 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press), p.22.
7 William Morris, ‘The Blue Closet’, within Edmund Clarence Stedman, eds., A Victorian Anthology,
<http://www.bartleby.com/246/743.html>[accessed 30 November 2015]. Dante Gabriel, Rossetti,
(1857) The Blue Closet, [watercolour] Tate (Britain) Gallery, London via
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/images/work/N/N03/N03057_10.jpg.
8 Valerie Hsiung, ‘Dramatization within Symbolic Soundscapes: William Morris’ ‘The Blue Closet’ in
English and History of Art, 151, 2008, (Brown University) via
<http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/hsiung.html>[accessed 3 December 2015].
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The chinks of the tiles of the Closet Blue; (29-33) °

This floating replicates a sensation of euphoria, protection and safety and ironically this
stanza suggests that the public, masculine world of the sea (in an interesting inversion
of gendered characteristics, water usually assumed to be female or feminine), is
corrosive and destructive to female creativity, lyricism and vibration. This flipping
between superficial heteronormative tropes and subversive, subtextual, closeted tropes
is also a pronounced feature of Christina Rossetti’s oeuvre although the word closet is
never used explicitly. The term also appears in the work of another nineteenth-century
poet, Emily Dickinson. Dickinson uses the term closet in two of her poems:

They shut me up in Prose —

As when a little Girl

They put me in the Closet -
Because they liked me still (1-4) (445) 1862

And ‘That sacred Closet when you sweep - /Entitled ‘Memory’ (1-2) (1385) 1875.%°
In Epistemology of the Closet Sedgwick asserts the potential risks present in
studies that focus on the robust nature of social closets which this thesis addresses

directly:

There are risks in making in making salient the continuity and centrality of the
closet, in a historical narrative that does have as a fulcrum a saving vision —
whether located in past of future — of its apocalyptic rupture. A meditation that
lacks that particular utopian organization will risk glamorizing the closet itself, if
only by default; will risk presenting as inevitable or somehow valuable its
exactions, its deformations, its disempowerment and sheer pain.!?

% Rosie Miles, conference paper, ‘Was William Morris Queer? Or, What’s in the Blue Closet?’ Victorian
Sexualities Conference, University College Worcester, April 2003 is an exception.
10 Emily Dickinson, The Poems of Emily Dickinson: Reading Edition, ed. R.W. Franklin. (Cambridge: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 206, poem number 530.
11 Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, p.68.
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In this thesis | make a distinction between socially imposed closets and creatively
managed closets owned by those who recognise their own queerness. Although | stress
aspects of empowerment in the act of writing, | do not underestimate the force of
externally circulating oppression and pathology. Ultimately, this research focuses on
ways in which the notion of the closet is stretched and subverted by creativity as
precursor to its potential dismantling. Sedgwick’s argument does not preclude work on
the spectacle of the closet focused on earlier periods, nor does it necessarily exclude the
possibility of closets being managed from the inside as sources of protection, as the
recent shift in focus back to the closet in the work of Janes and Gero Bauer suggests.*?
It is important to bear in mind that Sedgwick’s argument was also proposed as a

response to a period of extreme anxiety and threat, as Janes notes:

As the preface to the second edition of 2008 made clear, Sedgwick was not
merely exploring the category of the homosexual as a homophobic creation but
was doing so at a time when the experience of AIDS had led to a massive political
backlash against gay liberation in the United States and around the world.
Something that was particularly dangerous about the closet at this time was that
its operations could be held to imply that only a small proportion of the
population possessed problematic forms of sexual desire.3

The potential threat found its most provocative expression in the Queer Nation slogan
silence=death. Itisalsoimportant to stress the contradictions contained in Epistemology
of the Closet concerning ideas of danger, risk and the closet. While Sedgwick warns

against the glamorising of the closet, she also stresses the importance of understanding

its workings. As Jennifer Rich notes:

However, it is only through the opening up of the closet — and the revelations of
the underlying epistemology of secretiveness that makes possible the closet —

12 See Janes, Picturing the Closet and Gero Baeur, Houses, Secrets and the Closet: Locating Masculinities
from the Gothic Novel to Henry James (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016).
13 Janes, p.3.
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that will lead to a more responsible critical inquiry into both gender and
sexuality.'*

It is also important to note that Sedgwick’s position frequently shifts and diversifies
depending on the context of her work. She is able to write about queer as a permissive,
non-binary and potentially radical space in Tendencies, in a text that overlapped with the
writing of Epistemology of the Closet, ‘Queer is a continuing movement, motive —
recurrent, eddying, troublant [...] Keenly it is relational and strange.?> This does not
mean that she has abandoned her project of anti-homophobic analysis but that she
begins to explore broader conceptualisations of queer as an evolving term and
movement. Intriguingly the word queer does not appear in the index to Epistemology
of the Closet. In other words, Sedgwick is engaging with multiple strands of activism and
theory in a similar way to Butler whilst continuing to highlight the tragedy of AIDS and

homophobic oppression.

One of the distinctive features of this research is its emphasis on conscious
closets, inside and outside of texts and the act of the writing. There are very few
instances of conscious closets in the literary and social examples which Sedgwick uses in
her work, where an individual voice or persona is aware of its own obscured, or partly
obscured, queerness. This is largely because the speech acts which Sedgwick
characterises as specifying sexuality and sexual identity are external not internal. This
suggests that the closet is only identified retrospectively, when a form of ‘coming out’
or declarative moment has occurred. Sedgwick’s statements on queer have been hugely

influential on the work of subsequent theorists, particularly Judith Butler:

14 Jennifer Rich, Modern Feminist Theory: An Introduction (Penrith: Humanities E-Books, 2014), p.83.
15 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Tendencies (London: Routledge, 1994) p.xii.
13



That’s one of the things that ‘queer’ can refer to: the open mesh of possibilities,
gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning
when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t
made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.®
The study of sexuality is not coextensive with the study of gender,
correspondingly anti-homophobic inquiry is not coextensive with feminist
inquiry. But we can’t know in advance how they will be different.!’

Butler’s Gender Trouble takes the breaking of fixed categories in Sedgwick’s work and

extends this into a highly complex theory of enacted, performed, and performative

gender, which only exists as a social construction:

As the effects of a subtle and politically enforced performativity, gender is an
‘act’, as it were, that is open to splittings, self-parody, self-criticism, and those
hyperbolic exhibitions of the ‘natural’ that, in their very exaggeration, reveal its
fundamentally phantasmatic status.®
Arguably, the study of literature offers a way to decentre gender even further, through
the analysis of personae that exhibit and double these effects or characteristics through
textual and bodily reading and whose gender cannot be clearly identified as belonging
to a particular side of a potential gender binary. Alternatively, and just as radically,
personae that attempt to ‘act’ or enact stereotypical gender performance but who fail
to convince within a patriarchal and heteronormative social context, are most obviously
displayed in the diary personae of Anne Lister and Emily Bronté’s aesthetics of misfitting.

Each chapter in this thesis offers examples of the ways of which diverse literary

conventions and forms are used to deconstruct naturalised categories of gender and

16 Sedgwick, Tendencies, p.8.
17 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Ep. Of the Closet, p.27.
18 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, new edition (New York:
Routledge, 2006), p.187.
14



sexuality. As Butler notes, context is vital in the articulation of gender, within or without

texts:

One surely cites norms that already exist, but these norms can be significantly
deterritorialized through the citation. They can also be exposed as non-natural
and non-necessary when they take place in a context and through a form of
embodying that defies normative expectation. What this means is that through
the practice of gender performativity, we not only see how the norms that govern
reality are cited but grasp one of the mechanisms by which reality is reproduced
and altered in the course of that reproduction.®®

Butler’s work is increasingly utilised in queer literary studies, however, the difference
between social and literary performance and performativity is arguably still ripe for
further analysis. | suggest new critical praxis here, based on the differences between
embodied and disembodied performance and performative states, comparing and
contrasting differences in queer performative citation between poetic and life-writing
personae and the reading and reception of social and literary production. As Jill Ehnenn
argues, the strength of queer lies in its flexibility although this flexibility is open to

criticism:

Queer isironic, self-reflexive, performative, anti-heteronormative, not a category
in and of itself, but a fluid and self-revisionary mode of reading and theorizing
that breaks up identity categories. Queer is not gender specific but has
everything to do with sexuality, while it simultaneously calls into question the
ways in which identity and power operate within the existing sex/gender
system.?0

This thesis also deconstructs the relationship between coding and closeting,
usually assumed to be the same thing, and argues that coding within writing can be used

to move, stretch, and on occasions, dismantle, a social and psychological closet, as well

19 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 1994), p.218.
20 Jjll R. Ehnenn, Women’s Literary Collaboration, Queerness and Late-Victorian Culture (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2008), p.16.
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as reinforcing hidden or non-disclosed positions. Queering may well be firmly on the
agenda but this research argues that the analysis of closeting and its link to coding in
nineteenth-century texts is still a potential area for new work. If, as Virginia Blain has
argued ‘the queering of Victorian poetry is probably long overdue’,?! then the poetics of
closeting must find a place within that process. The debate about what queering is also
receives attention here, as well as analysis of queer retrospection, and historicist
approaches to language and literary form. This research considers the reclamation of
queerness as a counter-intuitive project, how to identify the unidentifiable, or that which
is supposedly beyond the categories of sexual identity, or what is often understood as
desireitself. Queer caninclude desire without another person, asexuality and fetishized
projection. These areas have generally been viewed as outside the scope of orthodox
literary poetics, usually based on conventional subject/object relations. Queer can also
include split subjectivity and perverse muses as in the case of much of Bronté’s work,
and a deconstruction of poetic form itself. This project generally proposes a model of
embodied, gender performativity. However, it sits within a queer theoretical framework

because it is concerned with identification rather than identity.

Richard Dellamora notes the explicit connection between nineteenth-century
models of sexuality and Sedgwick’s work in Epistemology of the Closet: ‘Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick’s main contribution to the history of sexuality has been the concept...of the
regulative function of homophobia within what Sedgwick refers to as the male
homosocial continuum.??> However, famously, both Foucault and Sedgwick largely

exclude women'’s sexuality from their work in different ways. Foucault does this through

21 Virginia Blain, ‘Period Pains: The Changing Body of Victorian Poetry,” Victorian Poetry, 42.1 (2004), 71-
79, (pp. 71-2).
22 Richard Dellamora, Review of Epistemology of the Closet in Journal of the History of Sexuality, 2, 4
(April 1992), 667-670, (p.667).
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his continual use of male pronoun subjects, default masculinity, and the exclusion of
same-sex desire and relationships between women, and Sedgwick through her
application of models of female intimacy based within a continuum model, inherited

most notably from the work of Adrienne Rich:

| mean the term lesbian continuum to include a range - through each woman's
life and throughout history — of woman-identified experience, not simply the fact
that a woman has had or consciously desired genital sexual experience with
another woman.?

This research asks where queer, performative acts of experimental self-perception (and
desire) sit within nineteenth-century women’s writing, and how literary and social
closeting works in conjunction with these written selves or subjects. | use Butler’s
theories of the (deconstructed) performative to elucidate the sophisticated construction
and awareness of gender fluidity and gender role-play in chosen texts and genres. In
general, | make a distinction between performative aspects of gender that are non-fixed,
fluid, non-binary, multiple and genderqueer and characterised, queer performance or
non-normative role-play. | also explore how these lines are blurred within queer reading
and identification. As Butler notes, the term ‘queer’ has the power to turn meaning on

its head:

The term ‘queer’ emerges as an interpellation that raises the question of the
status of force and opposition, of stability and variability, within performativity.
The term ‘queer’ has operated as one linguistic practice whose purpose has been
the shaming of the subjects it names or rather, the producing of a subject through
that shaming interpellation.?*

2 Adrienne Rich, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Signs, ‘Women: Sex and
Sexuality,” 5.4 (Summer 1980), 631-660, (p. 638).
24 Butler, ‘Critically Queer,” p.19.
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This thesis does not focus on the relative merits and competing demands of
lesbian feminist and queer feminist approaches, but rather it attempts to deconstruct
and elucidate the links between diverse forms of feminine, and on occasions masculine,
intimacy and desire within psychological and literary processing. It looks at alternative
ways to work with these intimacies within models of performative gender and desire,
and how queerness is constructed and identified within nineteenth-century texts. It
does however support a move away from conceptual frameworks which reinforce the
notion of a lesbian continuum. What this research offers is a focus on the retention of
empowered queerness, as well as the appropriation of heteronormative frameworks. It
is not, therefore, an exercise in outing authors, or texts, but an epistemological approach
to understanding the function of closeting, and the way in which it limits particular
elements or personae. Some historians like Sharon Marcus have been engaging
enthusiastically with queer theory and attempting to theorize nineteenth-century desire
between women, but the closet remains a point of difference that disappears in these
‘gueer’ readings, which emphasise the overlap between normative and alternative

discourses of desire:

Between Women makes a historical point about the particular indifference of
Victorians to the homo/hetero divide for women; there is also a theoretical claim
that can reorient gender and sexuality studies in general. Queer theory often
accentuates the subversive dimension of lesbian, gay, and transgender acts and
identities. The focus on secrecy, shame, oppression and digression in queer
studies has led theorists, historians, and literary critics alike to downplay or
refuse the equally powerful ways that same-sex bonds have been acknowledged
by the bourgeois liberal public sphere.?®

%5 Sharon Marcus, Between Women: Friendship, Desire and Marriage in Victorian England (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2007), p.13.
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There is no reference to the closet, or closeting, in the index to Between
Women. In order to emphasise the layering and intermeshing of homosexual and
heterosexual analysis the closet is excluded. | aim to reinstate this missing link in the
psychological and linguistic construction of alterity and recover closets, if not always the
binary oppositions of homo/hetero, or queer/non-queer. | am also interested in self or
subjective identification as other, and the ways in which this is naturalised within
personal discourse. Queer theory is not about putting people, subjects, or personae
back in the closet, but neither is it about removing the ability to analyse the ways in
which closets exist. If the direction of current historiography is to remove or deny the
closet, what implications does this have for scholars working on the management and
processing of pathology, inside and outside, codifying disciplines and discourses such as
psychology, sexology, religion and the law? Richard Dellamora’s controversial challenge

to Sedgwick arguably still remains valid:

A gay man may notice that the specificity of Sedgwick’s position, which lends it
strength, also entails certain omissions in her work. In Between Men, for instance
there is little attention to relations between self-aware male homosexuals, who
are relegated for the most part to the ‘Coda’ of the book. Moreover, when she
does address homosexual material, Sedgwick is more likely to notice traces of
homophobia in a writer’s texts and behaviour than strategies of resistance...she
stresses the conformity of the texts to a pattern in which desire between men
remains inscribed within the heterosexual paradigm sketched above. %¢

There is a difference between self-processed shame and externally perceived latency,

uncomfortable as this may be for an inclusive social and theoretical practice. Very little

26 Richard Dellamora, Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), pp. 8-9.
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academic work exists on the positive uses of queerness and closeted spaces, as a source

of protection, and their relationship to writing.

This project asks questions about what queer subjects or personae look and feel
like in nineteenth-century women’s writing, and where these subjects sit in relation to
the closet, often in texts which precede Foucault’s dating of the discursive paradigm
shift. It also considers how the closet exists before codified identities and identity
politics. This thesis asks a fundamental and important question about how it is possible
to bring the closet forward to the forefront of analysis and give the closet back to
women’s writing in order to reconceptualise it. If the focus of feminist scholarship is
increasingly on appropriations of naturalised heterosexual positions within same-sex or
gender relationships and institutions then the closet disappears regardless of debates
about the anachronistic use of labels such as lesbian. The largest irony is that Sedgwick
suggests that the most effective form of closet is that which does not choose to declare
its own power or existence, within invisible heteronormativity or the construction of

heterosexuality itself:

To the degree that heterosexuality does not function as a sexuality, however,
there are stubborn barriers to making it accountable, to making it so much as
visible in the frameworks of projects of historicizing and hence denaturalizing
sexuality. The making historically visible of heterosexuality is difficult because it
is hidden under its institutional pseudonyms. Heterosexuality has been
permitted to masquerade so fully as history itself.?”

The last twenty years have seen a huge growth of interest in conceptualisations
of subjectivity, queerness and same-sex desire within literary research and

historiography on women’s writing. However, the bulk of this work has focussed on the

27 sedgwick, Tendencies, p.10.
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analysis of texts produced in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century
(usually under the heading of fin-de-siécle and modernist movements.)?® In this thesis
| have chosen to look at the poetry and life writing of seven/eight authors across the
nineteenth century: Emily Bronté (1818-1848), Anne Bronté (1820-1849), Christina
Rossetti (1830-1894), Adelaide Anne Procter (1825-1864), Anne Lister (1791-1840),
Michael Field, Edith Emma Cooper (1862-1913), and Katharine Harris Bradley (1846-
1914) and Amy Levy (1861-1889). | consider what happens to nineteenth-century
women’s writing when readers in both the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries read it
through a queer lens. This project identifies distinctive features of queer poetics and
practice within women’s writing produced by, and within, a range of obscured contexts.
It also explores the highly complex relationship between gender ambiguity and sexuality
within chosen works, to investigate how this dynamic constructs different forms of
closeting, or conversely opens up a space for queer or lesbian expression, within a
protected or non-closeted area. It employs a distinctive approach to the reading of
subjectivity, closeting and desire, by juxtaposing genres, writers and periods, and utilises
Regency life writing, lyric poetry, dramatic monologue, narrative verse, a singular novel,
Wuthering Heights, religious and devotional texts, and fin-de-siécle poetry and life
writing. It maps the emergence of women’s writing across the nineteenth century and
its complex relationship with ideological orthodoxies of gender and sexuality through

the tropes of scholarly, fallen, new and odd women.

Before continuing, a reflection on the uses of subjectivity included here and in

contemporary critical theory is needed. Discussions on who, how and what is the | and

28 See Mary.E. Galvin, Queer Poetics (London: Greenwood Press, 1999).
Sarah Parker, The Lesbian Muse and Poetic Identity 1889-1930 (London: Pickering and Chatto 2014).
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the relationships between author, subject and persona continue to fascinate theorists in
a post ‘death of the author era,” but the understanding, interpretation and application
of these can be highly challenging. For example, there are significant tensions within
queer theoretical practice between deconstructive and reconstructive approaches to
subjectivity, and the way in which these concepts work with, or against, the idea of voice,

self and interiority in poetics and life writing.

The link between speech, poetic subjects and political acts is arguably ripe for
further exploration as is the fragmentation of the link between politically undisclosed
post-structuralist positions and oppositional discourses such as queer theory as

Sedgwick suggests:

Queer seems to hinge much more radically on a person’s undertaking particular,
performative acts of experimental self-perception and filiation. A hypothesis
worth making explicit: that there are important senses in which ‘queer’ can
signify only when attached to the first person. One possible corollary: that what
it takes — all it takes —to make the description ‘queer’ a true one is the impulsion
to use it in the first person.?®
As Roland Barthes argued, the subject is lost in writing: ‘The destruction of every voice,
every point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite oblique space where our subject
is, the negative where all identity is lost.”3° If the link between queer and speech acts is
vital, as Sedgwick has argued, what happens in this poststructuralist context? Perhaps
this loss of subjectivity does not imply the loss of a textual position to read from but

rather a non-existence of essential subjectivity beyond or outside of interpellation. Itis

the correspondence between this loss and literary ambiguity, that allows the negotiation

2 Sedgwick, Tendencies, p.9.
30 Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author,’ in Image, Music, Text (London: Fontana Press, 1977), pp.142-
149 (p.142).
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of prohibited or obscured spaces, and the reversal of power dynamics in favour of the

consciously interpellated reader.

The study of gender and gender ambiguity in nineteenth-century poetry has long
been the focus of feminist discourse, and is often explored within analyses of lyric poetry.
However, the ‘queer’ potential of ambiguously gendered and psychologically complex
figuring has received less consideration; for example, readings of split subjectivity and
fetishism in nineteenth-century poetry written by women are less common than those
that explore subject/object relations and the reclaiming and eroticising of a female muse
(which sit adjacent to more orthodox feminist critiques). Declarative speech and
disclosure have also received less attention than might be expected in readings of
narrative poetic forms, particularly the dramatic monologue. This thesis reflects on
poetry which can be variously categorised as Romantic, devotional, religious, Gothic,
Hellenist, lyric and narrative. Ambiguity frequently supports non-binary perspectives
and as such is a fertile ground for queer readings. As Sara Ahmed has noted, to construct
subjectivity simultaneously outside and inside normative ideologies is to engage in an

act of wilfulness and a splitting of the subject (consciously or unconsciously):

We might develop a different angle on this theme by considering how ‘willing’ is
involved in the scene of splitting: the split between the willer and the willed is a
split within the subject. If in willing | am willing myself, then willing creates a
distinction in self. The will appears on both sides of an address, on the side of the
subject and the object: who is willing, what it willed. 3!

31 sara Ahmed, Willful Subjects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), p. 23.
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This will and | is only created in discourse and language. In my research | propose a clear
link between split subjectivity and queerness, and frequently read this splitting as a

symptom or sign of the closet.

This work focusses on the articulation and construction of willed subjectivities
and desires which occupy complex ‘against the grain’ spaces within nineteenth-century
women’s writing. It also indirectly focusses on the right to the political act of queer
reading. The connection between dissidence, will and queerness is long standing. Early
scholarship on queer sexuality in literary studies looked at dissidence. Jonathan
Dollimore’s Sexual Dissidence introduced the concept of dissidence as, ‘One kind of
resistance, operating in terms of gender which repeatedly unsettles the very opposition
between the dominant and the subordinate.”3? (my italics). Dellamora’s edited collection
of essays Victorian Sexual Dissidence is influenced by Dollimore’s early work, as Andrew
Elfenbein notes, ‘The concept of sexual dissidence comes from Jonathan Dollimore
against the unified subject of bourgeois ideology.”3® Elfenbein also goes on to suggest
that what Dellamora’s study actually foregrounds is questions about whether dissidence
is a useful or appropriate term for the 1890s. Continuing this pattern, current dynamics
between marginal, dissident, reclamative and mainstreamed positions continue to be a
productive, but potentially fraught area for queer studies. My research maps this
dynamic, to trace changing attitudes and strategies for the avoidance of social censure
and pathology, but does so from an earlier historical point in nineteenth-century
literature. It is possible to argue that the two are ultimately intertwined radically,

paradoxically and powerfully so in the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

32 Jonathan Dollimore, Sexual Dissidence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p.21.
33 Andrew Elfenbein, Review of Victorian Sexual Dissidence, in Victorian Studies, 43. 3 (Spring 2001), 509-
511 (p.2).
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Similarly, historical synonyms for queerness can and have been reconfigured as a site of
resistance, a source of pride, and a form of failed silencing. The refusal to be ‘annihilated’

as Butler notes occurs frequently in much earlier discourse.

Language and Historicism

Debates about the evolution of queer studies, queer theory and queer moments,
inevitably impact on academics working cross-historically. Queer theory and activism
arose out of a particular situation and period at the end of the twentieth century, largely
as a response to the AIDS crisis, and they are still subject to negotiation. This specificity
has led some academics to ask about what happens to queer retrospection, if queer
theory is superseded by another movement. Elements of recent scholarship have
focussed on ways to combine historicist approaches with theories of queerness.>* Much
recent scholarship analyses queer, or queerness, through an engagement with semiotics
and the use of language in nineteenth-century literary texts, for example Denis
Flannery’s work on queer sibling attachments in American literature looks at explicit
instances and usage of the word queer, to explore ideas of gender, desire and the queer
familial.3> Several chapters in the recently published Queer Victorian Families: Curious

Relations in Literature also offer detailed analysis of ‘queer’ usage. 3®

| explore the benefits of tracking and marking historical language and shifting
resonances for queer through the word itself, and through its synonyms with oddity,

strangeness and alienation. | also look at the correlation between queer odd

34 See Marcus Between Women and Valerie Traub, Thinking Sex with the Early Moderns (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).
35 Dennis Flannery, On Sibling Love, Queer Subjectivity and American Writing (Farnham: Ashgate, 2007).
36 See Alec Magnet, ‘The Queer, Statistical Kinship of Tennyson and Melville and Laura White, ‘The
“Queer-Looking Party” Challenge to Family in Alice, pp. 176-195, pp. 19-36 in Queer Victorian Families:
Curious Relations in Literature, eds., Duc Dau and Shale Preston (London: Routledge, 2015).
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(singular/single) and queer (same-sex) which has featured in recent scholarship.3’
However, the relationship between historicism and queer reading is not unproblematic.
This is seen in the splitting of historicist and alternative notions of temporality, based
within ideas of queer time, and its deconstruction of ordering, periodization and
chronology. | employ a historicist approach, but also touch on notions of queerness and
its alignment with cross-historical referencing in nineteenth-century women’s writing.
Both aspects are used in combination, to capture particular moments of evolving
language and tropes which allow a different relationship to the closet, and which elide
the restrictions of nineteenth-century gendering and pathology. This research takes its
lead from literary texts that can be situated simultaneously, both inside and outside of
their own periods, most obviously in the case of Michael Field’s oeuvre. It also
acknowledges the contribution of new scholarship in this area, for example, Kate
Thomas’s insightful work on queer temporality and Michael Field.3® Reading through the
notion of being ‘out of time’ can offer significant insights for scholars working in and

through discourses of queer theory or temporality, as Hall and Jagose have argued:

At its best, this work loops through those deconstructive, psychoanalytic, and
postcolonial intellectual traditions in which time had been influentially outside a
model of linearity, using notions of time as cyclical, interrupted, multi-layered,
reversible or stalled to articulate sexuality as a temporal field.?®

This ‘work’ includes studies by Nishant Shahani, Elizabeth Freeman and Lee Edelman.*®

However, out of time is often mistakenly interpreted as being beyond time, a position

37 See Emma Liggins, Odd Women? Spinsters, Lesbians and Widows in British Women’s Fiction 1850s-

1930s (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014).

38 Kate Thomas, “’What Time We Kiss:” Michael Field's Queer Temporalities,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian

and Gay Studies, 12 2-3, (2007) 327-35.

39 Hall and Jagose, p. Xvii.

40 Lee Edelman, ‘The Future is Kids Stuff: Queer Theory, Disidentification, and the Death Drive,” Elizabeth

Freeman, ‘Turn the Beat Around: Sadomasochism, Temporality, History,” pp. 287-289, pp. 236-262, and
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which this thesis considers as part of an aspirational queer project based on extending
creative and cultural influence. In Michael Field’s case particularly, issues of legacy are
bound up with a search for a utopian immortality; as Thomas suggests, ‘They regarded
their life and poetry as an immortal art and the age in which they wrote and loved as
conversely prosaic and artless.’*' Undoubtedly, Field’s legacy has been significantly
extended by queer and feminist scholarship although it is impossible to know how far
this extension would represent a step towards the accomplishment of Fieldian
immortality. Field’simmortal art is also a reaction to critical hostility and neglect in their
own biographical time period, as much as it is a broader statement of ambition. If a kind
of immortality can be claimed then a lack of contemporary recognition can be
considered an irrelevant, temporary blip on the road to posterity. This temporal
positioning is utilised within the works in this thesis in diverse ways. The use of
alternative historical, cultural referencing and semiotics is significantly foregrounded in
works which experiment with mortality, memory, and the control of libraries/archives,
or which create parallel versions, or reactions, to contemporary aesthetics, for example,
Emily Bronté’s deconstruction of Romanticism or Amy Levy’s intersectional use of

classical figuring.

Broader issues concerning structure and chronology are not the main focus of
this research although they are referenced, particularly Jagose’s theories of sexual
sequencing. In her study of lesbian representation Jagose argues that the key cultural

binary between heterosexual and homosexual that Sedgwick elaborates in Epistemology

Nishant Shahani, Queer Retrosexualities: The Politics of Reparative Return (Bethlehem: Lehigh University
Press, 2011).
“ Thomas, p.327.
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of the Closet is further complicated by the construction of homosexuality as secondary,

and female homosexuality as a less visible aspect of this state:

| demonstrate that strategic flexibility of the logic of sexual sequence, the way in
which even an apparent reversal of its terms confirms rather than contradicts its
representation of sexual hierarchies. | argue that female homosexuality is by its
definition articulated through tropes of derivation, secondariness and
belatedness and analyse the regulatory capacity of sequence, particularly the
ways in which its organisation of first and second naturalizes chronology as
hierarchy.*?

In articulating this sequencing Jagose also produces a suggestive correlation with Irigaray
and Sedgwick’s ideas of subsumption, that is, the sexuality which is not one but which
presents itself as such, in normative, or heteronormative guises which disavow or disown
hints of queerness and homosexuality. These loaded binary oppositions become
naturalised as norm and perversion. Jagose develops this conceptual framework
through close readings of nineteenth-century texts including Lister’s Diaries and Dickens’
Little Dorrit and the theories of Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud. Jagose foregrounds
the subversive potential of sequencing and its lack of control over secondary pathology.
Radically, Jagose suggests that within this sequentially based model homosexuality
becomes part of heterosexuality in the form of a strange and distant relative which
nobody wants to visit, claim, or acknowledge. This is most obviously demonstrated by
Arthur Clennam and Mr Meagles’ inability to acknowledge or remove the imposed

closeting from Miss Wade’s home address (presumably living on queer street) in Little

Dorrit:

There is one of those odd impressions in my house, which do mysteriously get
into houses sometimes, which nobody seems to have picked up in distinct form
from anybody, and yet which everybody seems to be have got hold of loosely
from somebody and let go again, that she lives, or was living thereabouts. [...]The

42 Annamarie Jagose, Inconsequence: Lesbian Representation and the Logic of Sexual Sequence (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2002), p.xii.
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very name of the street may have been floating in the air, for as | tell you, none
of my people can say where they got it from.[...] Miss Wade’s address like her
same-sex desires circulates within an economy of suspicion.*?

If, as Jagose has suggested, ‘queer is less an identity than a critique of identity’
in her more recent work how does this challenge its retrospective application?** Part of
this challenge results from the distinction between identity and identification and
arguably from a misreading of the work of key theorists such as Butler. Butler herself
notes that the language of identity is still necessarily a part of reclamation, even if its

construction needs to be continually challenged:

In this sense it remains politically necessary to lay claim to ‘women’, ‘queer’, ‘gay’
and ‘lesbian’ precisely because of the way these terms...lay their claim on us prior
to our full knowing. Laying claim to such terms in reverse will be necessary to
refute homophobic deployments of the term in law, public policy, on the street,
in ‘private’ life. The political deconstruction of queer ought not to paralyze the
use of such terms.*
This research rarely uses the word lesbian, not because of this paralysis, but because of
the potential for historical anachronism, and secondly because it focusses on queer
identification rather than identity. The textual personae contained in this thesis often
exhibit a refusal of terms which would clarify their queerness,les for example, Lister’s

diary persona’s refusal to use the term Sapphist. It does not therefore employ queer as

an unproblematic shorthand for lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, and transgender identity.

As Valerie Traub has suggested, radical models of queer temporality can actually

make it harder to elucidate queerness cross-historically, by proposing a fixed link

43 Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit, (London: Penguin, 1986), p.363.
4 Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory: An Introduction (New York: New York University Press, 1996), p.131.
4 Butler, in Hall and Jagose, p. 21.
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between heteronormativity and orthodox chronology.*® Queer temporality and more
established historical categories are not inherently oppositional; rather, queer
temporality sits as a response to the perceived limitations of orthodox historicism, not
beyond history itself. Queer temporality cannot sit outside time, in the same way as the
subject cannot be outside linguistic and conceptual construction, even if it affects time
differently through a kind of layered haunting which requires different reading practices
and positions. As Carla Frecerro notes, queer analyses often involve reading at odds with

conventional paradigms:

In a sense, then, | am also reading ‘against’ history, for the reading | do here at
times works counter to the imperative appearing in many discourses called
literary as well as those called historical — to respect the directional flow of
temporality, the notion that time is composed of contiguous and interrelated
joined segments that are also sequential. 4’
Therefore, a dual approach is necessary in any historical context, an approach that
acknowledges a particular dating and period, at the same time that it acknowledges
gueer temporality and its subversive and potentially disruptive presence. Current
scholarship is often traumatically split between historicist and queer temporal camps.
The resulting discourse either privileges conventional historicism, as proper
(heteronormative) history, or queer temporality as authentic ‘homo-history,” to use
Goldberg and Menon’s definition, as a history that, ‘Would be invested in suspending
determinate sexual and chronological differences while expanding the possibilities of the

non-hetero, with all its connotations of sameness, similarity, proximity, and

anachronism./% Unfortunately, these extremes rely on notions of truth and purity from

46 Valerie Traub, ‘The New Unhistoricism in Queer Studies’, PMLA, 128.1, (2013) 21-39 (p.36).
47 Carla Freccero, Queer/Early/Modern, eds., Michéle Aina Barale, Jonathan Goldberg, Michael Moon,
and Eve Kososfsky Sedgwick (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), p.13.
48 Jonathan Goldberg and Madhavi Menon. ‘Queering History,” PMLA, 120.5 (2005), 1608-1617 (p.
1608).
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ideological influence which cannot rightly be applied to either school, and which dictate
allegiances based on supposedly homophobic and non-homophobic positions, along the

lines of ‘if you’re not with us you’re against us.’

This thesis uses a variety of approaches to elucidate key concepts and
epistemologies. The initial method is derived from an engagement with contemporary
queer and feminist theory, intersectionality, historicism and historical context. It
explores issues of reading and the challenges involved in working with sub-textual
gueerness and its closeted functionality. It proposes new ways to work with the complex
dynamic between autobiographical and textual performativity. Part of the purpose of
this thesis is to redefine classifications through and within literary discourse and to offer
new work on queer poetics and life writing which are rarely considered in combination.
This thesis offers an analysis of genres which develops and elucidates new ways of
representing textual and subtextual queerness and its myriad signs and meanings. As

Sedgwick notes ‘queer’ can give access to neglected and hidden areas:

That’s one of the things that ‘queer’ can refer to: the open mesh of possibilities,
gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning
when the constituent elements of anyone's gender, of anyone's sexuality aren't
made (or can't be made) to signify monolithically.*

By using an unusual juxtaposition of texts and genres, it attempts to replicate a
broader queerness in both its rationale and methodology. | compare texts that have not
been paired together before, for instance, Anne Lister’s Diary and Michael Field’s Works
and Days. This research uses a cross-genre and cross-historical approach and in doing

so it suggests new avenues for future development, such as the connections between

Lister and Field’s life writing. It also contrasts and analyses texts which employ implicit

49 Sedgwick, Tendencies, p.8.
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and explicit coding, to produce new theories on the function of coding, covers and
closets in nineteenth-century writing and the links between pathology, psychological
processing and writing. With the exception of early diary entries in the chapter on Anne
Lister’s life writing, and a single poem from Levy’s oeuvre, this thesis does not use
unpublished or non-transcribed work. It is not focussed on the recovery of texts but the

repositioning of published works that have been neglected, overshadowed, or isolated.

Non-normative Desire in Life Writing and Nineteenth-Century Poetics

The tropes and figures of non-normative desire in this work are diverse and multi-
layered. They cross periods, genres, genders and different states of materiality. From
Lister’s erotically charged clothing to Michael Field’s quirky futurity the texts featured in
this thesis cover a huge range of desiring positions and practices, both creative and
sexual. Whilst it is possible to separate different types of non-normative desire into
categories and taxonomies, what becomes clear in the process is the extent of overlap
and interdependency across these categories, and how the application of social

judgement is often contradictory and flexible.

This thesis aims to provide new models and concepts of the queer and non-
normative through its use of unusual, or unconventional textual combinations. While
key concepts and texts are organised within discrete chapters many find unusual
counterparts in other parts of this thesis. For example, Lister’s diaries and Michael Field’s
Works and Days act as life writing bookends for the nineteenth century, but they have
rarely been considered as part of a potential queer canon, offering remarkable insights
into the construction of biographical personae, daily intimacies and relational dynamics.
Links between tropes and concepts start to appear when texts are subject to unorthodox

pairings. Emily Bronté’s poetics of singularity, misfitting and autoeroticism can be set
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alongside Lister’s textual and linguistic oddity and singularity to produce new readings
of early-mid nineteenth-century textual personae. While many figures are transient,
others (for instance Sappho) evolve and develop into multi-functional figures of female
creativity and desire. Sappho is uniquely positioned in nineteenth-century women’s
writing to offer a model of normative/non-normative, victim/heroine, desiring and
desired, muse/writer, erotic muse/erotic writer, within a multitude of closeted and
uncloseted texts. Chapter Two of this thesis focusses on the following questions: When
does Sappho become Sapphic, or when does Sapphic become a by-word or semi-code
for same-sex desire in literary terms? What is the extent of coding in references to
Sappho in the writing of nineteenth-century women poets? When does Sappho move
from role model to eroticised muse, or at least a role model with eroticised elements?
My research on this topic has unearthed some surprising instances of ‘Sapphic’
referencing in English literature. However, under this heading the chapter also explores
the connections between the secular classical, and Christian high Anglican and Catholic

ideologies in the work of Christina Rossetti and Adelaide Procter.

Another thread running through this thesis focusses on connections between
body and blood in both religious and gothic poetics. In locating religious poetry more
closely with alternative supernatural practices and cultural forms, this research looks at
links between transubstantiation, Eucharistic exchange, and ecstatic religious
manifestations adjacent to the altered states of mesmerism and mediumship (displayed
in the poetry of Rossetti and Procter). This strange overlapping between mediumship
and poetic prophecy partly reflects the crisis of identity felt by nineteenth-century poets

around the issues of faith and doubt.
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Following on from liturgically-influenced works the thesis goes on to consider the
significance of third-party states, such as Trinitarianism and potential links to forms of
queer fetishism in the writing of Lister, Bronté&, Rossetti, and Field. It also considers how
third- party objects and religious rituals act as containers for desire and indirect erotic
touch. As Isobel Armstrong has argued, there is a pervasive connection between
religious faith and desire in devotional poetry written by women: ‘Religious poems are
almost always concurrently poems about a woman'’s sexuality because the drama of
religious devotion calls up adjacent emotions of sexual longing’>° The mid-nineteenth
century offered a haven for such fetishism in the availability of High Church and Catholic
practices, and through the development of the Oxford movement and Tractarianism.
The connection between protective literary (poetic) closets, Catholicism and queerness
is not accidental and forms a vital aspect of this research; witness the homoerotically
charged poetry of the Catholic Gerard Manley Hopkins, and the converts Michael Field,
along with the High-Church influence in Procter and Rossetti’s sensual works. Frederick
Roden’s recent work on same-sex desire and Victorian religious culture offers an
intriguing analysis of the connections between Victorian Catholicism and closeted

spaces, as Mark Jordan notes in his review:

Roden’s rich book shows how Victorian Catholicisms could provide both faces
and disguises for same-sex love. From Newman and Wilde and Christina Rossetti
to Michael Field, he recovers the power of religion to sustain homoerotic life for
women and men who were, and were not homosexual.!

%0 |sobel Armstrong, ‘Introduction’ in Nineteenth-Century Women Poets: An Oxford Anthology, ed. by
Isobel Armstrong, Joseph Bristow, and Cath Sharrock (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), Xxiii-Xli
(pp. XXViii-XXIX).
51 Mark Jordan, Review, via <http://www.palgrave.com/page/detail/samesex-desire-in-victorian-
religious-culture-frederick-s-roden/?isb=9780333986431> [accessed 24 November 2015].
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These faces and disguises, which are so bound up with patterns of secrecy and
disclosure, offer an intriguing semiotics which simultaneously supports, and undermines
closeted states. This project looks at ways to deconstruct ideas of queer invisibility, and
proposes arguments which highlight the strength of declarative and spoken textual and
biographical bodies within sophisticated multi-functional framing devices or aesthetic,
theatrical closets. |also investigate how bodies speak without words, through physical

actions, for example, the silent, child angel of death in Procter’s poem, ‘The Requital.’

Finally, notions of the queer familial are also foregrounded, and the complexity
of their use in nineteenth-century culture and literature is analysed together with the
idea of prohibited proximity, non-reproductive incest. As Duc Dau and Shale Preston
note in their recently published collection of essays on queer Victorian Families, it is

possible to be part of non-normative family models in many different ways:

The subjects in Queer Victorian Families differ in their variety of possibilities and
in the manner by which they are alternative to the ideal family. While some
appear less non-normative than do others, they all deviate from the family in ‘its
essential type. 52
For instance, terms such as ‘mother’, ‘sister’, ‘aunt’, ‘cousin’ and ‘niece’ are often used
in nineteenth-century writing, both as biological statements of fact, but also as terms of
endearment, spiritual labels, or descriptors for alternative, constructed kinship which is
not blood related. Additionally, queer families are often based on non-nuclear and

socially contingent, chosen families which can also include pets, staff and retainers in

more prosperous households and the problematizing of shared domestic space. For

52 Dau and Preston, eds., ‘Introduction’ in Queer Victorian Families, p.6.
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example, the section on Michael Field’s Whym Chow: Flame of Love could just as easily

have been entitled My Family and Other Animals!

A number of texts in this thesis consider what it means to be related and
desiring: from Bronté’s Wuthering Heights, Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ and ‘The Convent
Threshold,” Procter’s ‘A Legend of Provence’, and inevitably most of Michael Field’s
oeuvre. As Sharon Marcus has argued, Victorian popular and literary culture clearly
embodies a vast range of erotic referencing taking place between women applicable to

many areas highlighted in this thesis:

The fetishism, objectification, scopophilia, exhibitionism, and sadism that we saw
at work in mainstream Victorian representation of mothers with their daughters
and girls with their dolls are reproduced in more concentrated form in Great
Expectations, which draws a man into a female world of love and ritual organised
around women'’s aggressive objectification of femininity.>3

This thesis investigates where the desired body sits in women’s writing and what
happens when nineteenth-century constructions of femininity are read through a queer
feminist lens.  Can Luce lIrigaray’s conceptualisation of the feminine work alongside
ideas of non-fixed and plural queerness if no distinction is made between interiority and
exteriority? If exclusion is identified as masculine, what happens to feminine and
genderqueer subjects who are forced to exclude and disavow their own queerness?
Uses of the word genderqueer are still infrequent in the contemporary academy as well
as nineteenth-century studies. For example, the recent Routledge Queer Studies Reader
only contains one reference in its index to gender-queer (spelt with a hyphen) which

concerns Judith Halberstam’s work on the relationships between transsexual,

53 Marcus, p.170.
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transgender and queer communities.>* For the purposes of this research, genderqueer
is used to describe multi-gender and ambiguous gender characteristics, which contribute
to the expression and construction of non-normative desire and personae.

If fortresses are metaphorically produced in nineteenth-century women’s writing,
are they therefore automatically aligned with the imposition of patriarchal and
heteronormative discourse, or with consciously protected spaces? Does Hélene Cixous’
reclaimed Medusan gaze (which allows women to be actively desiring), apply to desire
between feminine/female subjects?>> This project also explores ways of incorporating
notions of Ecriture féminine and pleasure through the body of nineteenth-century
women’s writing and by extension the metaphorical representation of social
bodies/collaborative spaces and same-sex institutions such as convents, philanthropic
institutions and intellectual groupings such as the Langham Place Group. Ultimately,
the bodies that are desired in these texts are available through reading, and extended
through the sensual properties of language, rhythm, and patterning. In many respects,
pleasure and its accessibility feature far more strongly than concerns about gender in
chosen works. Michael Field’s Tiresian poetics are a particular example, which can be

read more as a quest for pleasure than an interest in fixed gendering.

Selection of Texts

This thesis largely employs works by writers who occupy positions in established canons,
works by lesser-known historically popular writers such as Procter, and writers in the
process of recovery by feminist and queer theorists, Michael Field and Amy Levy. These

writers occupy diverse positions in relation to desire and status. For example, Roden

54 See Hall, Jagose, p.467.
55 Héléne Cixous, The Laugh of the Medusa’, Signs 1.4 (1976), 875-893.
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uses the term ‘queer virginity’ for Rossetti, and this label could easily be applied to other
writers in this thesis alongside writing and writers constructing their own relationships
in and through literature. It is indebted to the work of pioneering scholars engaged in
recovery of neglected and overlooked Victorian and fin-de-siécle poetry.>® These critics
have wrestled with contradictory impulses within feminist scholarship to produce
ground breaking work. Isobel Armstrong, Joseph Bristow and Cath Sharrock, in their
collection Nineteenth-Century Women Poets, reference the revival of work by
nineteenth-century women poets as one of the most important initiatives in recent
scholarship : ‘“This process of rediscovery has been one of the most intellectually exciting
developments within the field of literary history, and its significance cannot
underestimated.>’ Leighton’s study Victorian Women Poets Writing Against the Heart
stresses the importance of both aesthetic and political considerations in reforming

feminist canons, and the effect that one has on the other:

My method of selection, then, has been unashamedly aesthetic. These are not
historical or feminist curiosities, but poets who, | believe, merit a hearing in their
own right. Perhaps such a hearing will help to shift the ‘long border’ (Jehlen, in
Keohane, 1982: 199) between Victorian women’s poetry and Victorian men'’s
poetry, to make more room for these voices, who for too long have remained
unheard on the other side.>®

Canons are constantly being constructed and reconstructed as neglected or suppressed

works are unearthed from the archives, new collections and editions become available,

%6 See Isobel Armstrong, Victorian Poetry: Poetry, Poets and Politics (London: Routledge, 1993), Virginia
Blain, ed. Victorian Women Poets: A New Anthology, revised edition (Abingdon, Routledge, 2013,
Joseph Bristow, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Victorian Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), The Fin-de-Siecle Poem (Athens: Ohio, Ohio University Press 2005), Naomi Hetherington
and Nadia Valman, eds., Amy Levy: Critical Essays (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2010), Angela
Leighton, Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart (Harlow: Prentice Hall, 1992), Anne K.
Mellor, Romanticism and Gender (New York: Routledge, 1993), Rosie Miles, Victorian Poetry in Context
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013), Yopie Prins, Victorian Sappho (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2009). Frederick Roden, Same-Sex Desire in Victorian Religious Culture (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2002.
57 |sobel Armstrong, Joseph Bristow, Cath Sharrock, (eds.) Nineteenth-Century Women Poets: An Oxford
Anthology 2" edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.xxiii.
58 Angela Leighton, Victorian Women Poets, p.2.
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and new groupings become established. The issue of canonicity for women’s writing and
women writers has a long and fraught history. Early nineteenth-century anthologies of
women’s poetry explicitly reference recovery from neglect but do so in terms that are
damagingly loaded with gender stereotypes. For example, Alexander Dyce’s collection
Specimens of British Poetesses (1827), not only uses terminology associated with

pathology, but also emphasises the lack and weakness within femininity:

Of the selections which have been made from the chaos of our past Poetry, the
majority has been confined to the writings of men; and from the great Collections
of the English Poets, where so many worthless compositions find a place, the
productions of women have been carefully excluded... It is true that the grander
inspirations of the Muse have not often breathed into the softer frame...but her
sensibility, her tenderness, her grace, have not been lost nor misemployed: her
genius has gradually risen with the opportunities which facilitated its ascent.”®
Given these suffocating stereotypes, it is not hard to understand why so many women
writers were anxious to find a way of repositioning their work outside the frameworks
of ‘poetess’ and ‘lady author’ in the nineteenth century, employing a variety of methods
in doing so. Curiously, a survey of primary source materials and anthologies published
in the nineteenth century, via the British Library, indicates that far more anthologies of
women’s poetry were published in the United States of America than Great Britain in the
period, which adds a further twist to the equation. The catalogue contains
approximately twenty anthologies, of which five were produced by British publishers

(searching on the term nineteenth-century women’s poetry.)®° This thesis also considers

how elements of these strategies are therefore, based on overcompensated anxiety

59 Rev. Alexander Dyce, Specimens of British Poetesses; Selected and Chronologically Arranged, (London:
T. Rodd. 1827), pp.llI-IV.
60 British Library, General Reference Collections, DRT Isidyv36¢55d7, DRT Isidyv35c328ab, 11602.ee.11,
DRT19855.e.13, GRC10854.bbb.19 via <http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/search/fags.html#tfindmain>.
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about the reading of the hidden and potential projections of queerness and gender non-

conformity as well as the avoidance of sexism and pejorative labelling.

This research largely works on repositioning rather than full recovery. Across all
of the aforementioned scholarship the overriding theme of involved readership,
gendered writing and reception, sits alongside analyses of innovative and creative uses
of performative personae which play with fixed concepts of gender and subjectivity. As
Jo Gill notes, these complex dynamics can lead to significant layering of connotations
being projected onto the concept, or definition, of women’s poetry (and women’s

writing more generally):

The Women’s Poetry of the title is not, then, necessarily always a synonym for
feminist poetry; instead it encapsulates a whole range of concerns and interests
—about women as poets, women as readers, women as speakers and addressees,
and women as objects and subjects of the text.®!
The deconstruction of naturalised gender does not necessarily elide the need for, or
importance of, bodies of work based on and within, the notion of women’s writing.
Feminist recovery is still needed, even if our understanding of how women define
themselves, and how they write, is constantly shifting. The study of women’s writing
continues to play a significant role in subverting ideas of orthodox and socially
sanctioned femininity. In the latter part of the nineteenth century, these tensions were
projected and concentrated on to the figure of the New Woman and her refusal to accept
established constructions of femininity and the shaming of subversive behaviour, and
her opposition to being fallen. The connections between shifting gender

characterisation, sexuality and shame are discussed in more detail in Chapter Two of this

thesis, specifically in relation to the split and multifunctional figure of Sappho. Adrienne

51 Jo Gill, Women’s Poetry (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), p.6.
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Gavin and Carolyn de La Oulton argue that both women’s writing and the reframing of

male literary influence combine to reshape societal expectations in the Fin de Siecle:

In the last decades of the nineteenth and into the early 1900s, ‘Woman’ was
obsessively scrutinized and discussed as both subject and author of literature
that itself often focused on the subversive nature of feminine authorship —she is
repeatedly figured ‘watching us watching her watching us watching her.’6?
There are two exceptions to the titular categorisation in this thesis, 1) the
inclusion of a small section on the novel Wuthering Heights (1847) and 2) Michael Field’s
Whym Chow: Flame of Love (1914). Wuthering Heights is read as an example of
problematized, overdetermined and conflicted queer life writing which contains
numerous examples of the word queer and queerness. The question of diary ownership
raised in Wuthering Heights is compared with Emily and Anne Brontés’ linked Diary
Papers, and their use of domestic settings, collaborative writing and deferred disclosure
within the space of Haworth Parsonage. Michael Field’s late poetry, specifically, Whym

Chow: Flame of Love, is included because of its connection to a largely fin-de-siécle

oeuvre and its curious use and invocation of high Victorian sentimentality.

Chapter Breakdowns

Chapter One looks at Anne Lister’s diaries, and how her use of explicit coding
inverts established models of the closet, and the implications for future study of queer,
coded writing. | also consider the influence of Butler’s theories of gender performativity
on readings of Lister’s writing and her failed performance of femininity. Moving forward,
| then explore Lister’s highly fetishized relationship to clothing, its link to self-fashioning

in the Diaries and the relationship between clothing, text and the body. | use Lister’s

62 Carolyn. W. de la Oulton, Adrienne E. Gavin, eds., Writing Women of the Fin de Siécle (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), p.1.
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writing as a framing device to explore the notion of charged touch, the extension of

erotic space, and its potential for wrapping and unwrapping.

| also cover the issue of editorial access and the potential textual distortion of
Lister’s Diaries and the limited access to transcription tools, as well as broader issues of
confidentiality, secrecy and collaborative writing. Finally, the chapter surveys the use of
linguistic synonyms for queer in Lister’s writing, her reclamation of language, and

patterns of avowal and disavowal.

Chapter Two investigates tropes of misfitting in Emily Bronté’s lyric poetry. |also
explore the correlation between Romantic poetry, interiority, and gender alongside split,
doubled and absent subjectivity, to look at potential undisclosed, queer subtexts.
Additionally, | explore the tension between the use of regular poetic form and irregular
poetic personae in Bronté’s work. The chapter illustrates the ways in which Bronté’s
poems can be read as a processing of internalised homophobia and introduces the idea
of persecutory muses. The small section on Wuthering Heights offers new readings of
the text applying Sedgwick’s theories of homosexual panic and work on queer and
genderqueer life writing. In doing so, it sets out to understand the ways in which the
text subverts heteronormative models of sexual development and identification. |
propose an analysis of the novel that identifies Heathcliff as a disavowed and disowned
embodiment of queer. Finally, Chapter Two explores Emily and Anne Bronté’s Diary
Papers and their role in the construction of both intimate and withheld spaces, within

the closet of Haworth Parsonage.

Chapter Three considers the poetry of Christina Rossetti and Adelaide Anne
Procter and the ways in which it uses Tractarian theories of reserve to support protective

closets, and as a cover for illicit desire. It also looks at the modelling of the fallen woman
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in mid-Victorian poetry and visual art, and the links between the queer salvific and
Sappho as dual normative/non-normative muse. |ask questions about why Rossetti and
Procter chose to revisit tropes of enclosure, confinement and privacy in their work, when
robust forms of escape are available to post-Romantic poets. | propose an argument
that their poetics offer an alternative, highly complex elaboration of the potential of
these spaces for queer subversion and transgression, and that they find ways to turn
confinement, domesticity and privacy subtextually against themselves whilst nominally
adhering to them. These paradoxical limitations enable both poets to shed light on

supposedly taboo areas of gender and sexuality.

Chapter Three revisits Sappho and her pervasive influence on nineteenth-
century poetry. However, under this heading Chapter Three also explores the
connections between the secular classical, and Anglican and Catholic liturgies in the
work of Rossetti and Procter. | also explore ideas of social and spiritual philanthropy, the
role of poets and the healing incorporation of the feminine social body, particularly in
Procter’s ‘A Legend of Provence’. Constructions of bodily substitution and erotic,
mercantile exchange are also proposed through a comparative analysis of Rossetti’s
‘Goblin Market’ and Procter’s ‘A Legend of Provence’. The chapter considers the
gendering of sonnet form, performativity and the reclamation of queer desire. It also
elaborates on partnership within spiritual manifestations of femininity, and the function

of queer liminality in religious and devotional poetics.

Chapter Four considers the life writing and poetry of Michael Field, (Works and
Days, Long Ago, Wild Honey and Whym Chow: Flame of Love) and Amy Levy’s poetic
oeuvre (A Minor Poet and other Verse, A London-Plane Tree and other Verse, ‘Xantippe’

and ‘Medea’). It explores their work in the context of aestheticism, decadence, and New
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Woman writing, in combination with religious and Hellenic cultural influences. |
consider Field’s work and ‘Michael Field’ the poetic brand, to elucidate the connections
between multiple and queer subjectivities, split and doubled positions, and the
formation and construction of nominal opposite and same-sex positions. | also explore
the use of Michael Field and ‘Michael Field’ as a social and literary closet. Chapter Four
also considers notions of marginality, perverse demotion and intersectional poetics in
Amy Levy’s poetics with close readings of poems from A Minor Poet and other Verse and
A London Plane-Tree and other Verse. | also focus on the recent shift in emphasis from
Levy’s early to late poetics, the use of diverse poetic forms and their effect on queer

feminist readings, and changing constructions of the closet.

There is still considerable scope for the investigation of closeting, subjectivity,
and queer desire in nineteenth-century women’s writing and new and original readings
are available to scholars through the adaptation of queer feminist praxis. If closeting
returns to the centre of scholarly debate then there is a possibility that ground can be
reclaimed or rediscovered. | argue that the exclusion of notions of coding and closeting
are counterproductive within both queer/feminist theory, literary studies and
historiography, and that connections between shame and closeting need to be
reconceptualised and reasserted. Making the closet ‘apparitional’, to adapt Terry
Castle’s trope, involves a flattening of psychological and subjective complexity that
produces a loss of insight, and a censoring of homophobia, in an attempt to mainstream
queer studies, or queer theoretical approaches.®® Centring the closet paradoxically

allows both queer marginality and visibility to be retained.

8 Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1995), p.30.
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Chapter One

The Curious Case of Anne Lister’s Journals

This chapter will explore recent developments in feminist, lesbian feminist and queer
theoretical perspectives, and their treatment of life writing, alongside an analysis of
published and non-published sections of Anne Lister’s Diaries. A large volume of
research currently exists which positions Lister and her journals as part of an owned and
visibly reclaimed lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgender history, and as ‘the first modern
lesbian./®* However, the chapter will primarily consider Lister’s journals as texts,
concentrating on a detailed analysis of Lister’s innovative and revolutionary textual
strategies and techniques, in conjunction with a historicist approach. The nuanced
complexity of Lister’s fluid and liminal Diary spaces illustrates the need for conceptual
and theoretical models that move beyond competing oppositions, and fixed ideas of
public/private, and licit/illicit writing in a nineteenth-century context. | situate the
Diaries within a current body of work on obscured, coded, encrypted and alternative life-
writing/autobiography.®> | explore the deconstruction of textual closeting, private
writing, and the construction of subjectivity, the importance of queer, dual, implied
readership and paradoxical notions of audience. The chapter provides readings of
Lister’s diary writing, and its links to gender performativity, role-play, queerness and

sexual writing/ censorship.

64 See Chris Roulston, ‘The Revolting Anne Lister: the UK’s First Modern Lesbian’, Journal of Lesbian
Studies, 17:3-4 (2013), 267-278, p.272.
% See Georgia Johnston, The Formation of 20™"-Century Queer Autobiography (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007).
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Nineteenth-century women’s life writing features in an increasing number of
academic studies.®® However, the lack of consensus about the status and kinds of writing
covered by this umbrella term continues to create problems for those working within a
tradition of feminist, or queer recovery. Additionally, the lack of adherence to pre-
existing literary forms, or established genre conventions, further problematizes critical
reception and analysis. Extracts from autobiographies, memoirs, diaries and journals
are often included in collections of nineteenth—century women’s life writing, but letters,
notes/fragments, essays and travel writing are often omitted. Access to private writing
is by its very nature problematic for academic study, given that many forms of the genre
only exist in private records, family archives and non-published collections. As Valerie
Sanders has suggested, the situating of a large volume of women’s life writing in the
nineteenth century, within the proscribed ‘separate spheres’ of the domestic, familial
and relational, not only precluded interest in publication but also contributed to fears of
social judgement, although large numbers of women found ways to circumvent these
restrictions. Sanders notes the taboos associated with life writing, quoting Jane Carlisle:
‘Oh if I might write my own biography from beginning to end — without reservation or
false colouring — it would be an invaluable document for my countrywomen in more than
one particular — but “decency forbids.”’®” That Carlyle is available to quote, however,
suggests that women writers were able to employ sophisticated strategies to subvert or
reclaim space for their own writing despite protestations to the contrary; including the

paradox of asserting that you are not able to write about something whilst writing about

66 See Helen. R. Deese, ed., Daughter of Boston: The Extraordinary Diary of a Nineteenth-Century
Woman (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), Catherine Dellafield, Women’s Diaries as Narrative in the
Nineteenth-Century Novel (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2009), Rebecca Styler, Literary Theology by Women
Writers of the Nineteenth Century (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2010).
57 valerie Sanders, The Private Lives of Victorian Women: Autobiography in Nineteenth-century England
(London: Harvester, 1989), p.ix.
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it, in a kind of meta-form of life writing. Despite these supposed limitations, there is
now a large volume of life writing, memoirs, diaries, notes, letters and travel journals by

nineteenth-century women writers available in the public domain.

Anne Lister (1791-1840) was born in Yorkshire into an affluent landed family. Her
part-coded Diaries/Journals (totalling twenty-seven volumes), detailing her sexual and
social life, and same-sex relationships, were discovered by John Lister at Shibden Hall in
the 1890s. Lister and his friend Arthur Burrell were able to break the code, but then
subsequently suppressed the coded texts for fear of scandal. The Journals were then
rediscovered by Helena Whitbread in the 1980s, (after further work by Muriel Green, Dr
Vivien Ingram and Phyllis Ramsden) who transcribed and edited entries into two
published volumes, in 1988 and 1993.%8 Anne Lister’s Journals/Diaries were recognised

by UNESCO as culturally significant to the United Kingdom in 2011.

Whilst women'’s life writing and queer life writing share a number of exclusionary
markers in their vocabulary of hiddenness, privacy, and intimacy, the concept of
closeting is usually only applied, or doubly applied, to queer texts written by women.
Gender closeting has not existed as a concept that has been theorised in response to
patriarchal oppression, and gender characteristics have historically been considered to
be visible, or more easily read, and not subject to declarative disclosure. Feminist and
lesbian feminist theorists have argued that this doubling creates a form of invisibility
under the sign woman, and that they have been unable to offer progressive models in
the same way as queer theory. In the area of genderqueerness the terms of self-

identification and assertion become even more problematic in texts which cover

8 Helena Whitbread, ed., | Know My Own Heart — The Diaries of Anne Lister 1791-1840, (New York: New
York University Press, 1988), No Priest But Love — The Journals of Anne Lister from 1824-1826 (New York:
New York University Press, 1993).
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transgender/hermaphroditic life writing and sexuality, such as Foucault and Barbin’s
Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French
Hermaphrodite.®® Both Foucault and Sedgwick’s theories of homosexual identification
are predicated on an assumption of, or focus on, male sexuality, to the detriment of
queer and lesbian women’s experiences, pushing them further back into hidden spaces.
In the case of Foucault this also results in a default gendering, which is non- specified
but inevitably set to male. This issue is addressed by Sedgwick where she provides a
diagnostic explanation but few suggestions other than to leave the theoretical field

available for others to develop:

That limitation seems a damaging one chiefly in so far as it echoes and prolongs
an already scandalously extended eclipse: the extent to which women’s sexual,
and specifically homosexual, experience and definition tend to be subsumed by
men’s during the turn-of-the-century period most focussed on in my discussion,
and are liable once again to be subsumed in such discussion. If one could
demarcate the extent of the subsumption precisely, it would be less destructive,
but ‘subsumption’ is not a structure that makes precision easy.”®

Ironically, this subsumption provides an example of an unchallenged gender closet. The
issues of decency and appropriacy continue to be applied in odd ways where queer lives
are involved. In Daniel Cook and Amy Culley’s recent collection of essays on eighteenth
and nineteenth-century women'’s life writing there are no references to Lister’s Journals,
or biographical mentions, despite references to previous studies of scandalous memoirs
and marginal texts, which would certainly validate Lister’s inclusion.”* It is

understandable that academic monographs published at the end of the 1980s do not

89 Herculine Barbin and Michel Foucault, Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-
Century French Hermaphrodite (New York: Random House, 1980).
70 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, 2" edn (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2008) p.39.
1 Daniel Cook and Amy Culley, eds., Women'’s Life Writing, 1700-1850: Gender, Genre and Authorship
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
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include analysis of Lister’s Journals, given that the first volume of extracts was only
published in 1988, but for a volume published in 2012 to omit all reference to Lister’s
writing is curiously intriguing, if not worrying.  Regardless of the reasons for this
omission, it does highlight a particular issue with the Journals as texts. What happens
to writing or texts that are considered singular or aberrative, which challenge existing
scholarship or conceptual frameworks, and which are considered to be the exception
that proves the rule? Even if Lister’s writing has been excluded from several feminist
studies, it has been integrated within more recent studies of queer texts, and as part of
a queer canon within women'’s life writing. Lister’s writing provides a highly useful
example of sophisticated linguistic closeting within an evolved system of private/public

signification.

Caroline Eisner’s work on Lister’s reactionary closet, as a replication of
private/public space in diary form is provocative, ‘On paper dividing her deviant self from
her public self,” 72 but arguably based on a misreading of Lister’s relationship to her own
subjectivity and her own closet. Eisner’s analysis aligns Lister’s use of coded and
uncoded writing with unproblematised formal and social conservatism. For example,
Eisner states that: ‘The new, less troubled self she wrote co-existed with her the coded
shameful self’ 7 Here | deconstruct and challenge Eisner’s characterisation of Lister’s
writing, and its placement of the closet to assert Lister’s centrifugal position, pushing
against social hostility and limitation in her writing. | analyse Lister’s highly evolved
understanding of ‘shame’ as socially and culturally imposed and the full range of

techniques she utilises to work her ‘oddity’ (queerness). As Helena Whitbread notes:

2 Caroline L. Eisner, ‘Shifting the Focus: Anne Lister as Pillar of Conservatism,” Alb: Autobiography
Studies, 17.1 (Summer 2002), 28-42 (p.29).
3 lbid.,p.30.
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‘By 1817, the date at which the more accessible journals commence, Anne was twenty-
six. She had come to terms psychologically and emotionally with her own sexuality, her

“oddity” as she called it’.”*

Private Writing and Reader as Detective

This section explores particular issues with diary writing and its highly complicated
relationship with notions of public/private, readership, audience, discovery, publication,
and posthumous publication to tackle the following research questions: How is private
writing constituted? What happens to a confidential text when it becomes available to
readers through publication, and why is this so important in the case of queer, long
nineteenth-century life writing? Finally, what is the relationship between obscured
texts, and public/private readerships? As with other writing genres diaries often vary in
their applications of conventions; ranging from daily entries in strict chronological order,
to infrequent, fragmented, and irregularly dated ‘entries. In general, however, most
diaries share a sense of chronology and time ordering, even if the ordering is subject to
revision and reminiscence. However, the way in which the term diary/memoir is applied
to a combination of published and non-published texts, or even a combination of
published and non-published documents within the same text, further complicates this
area of research, splitting the term between public and private diary forms. As Amy
Culley notes in her chapter “’Prying into the Recesses of History”’: Women Writers and
the Court Memoir, (of Lady Charlotte Bury’s Diary):

The Diary is divided into a ‘Diary’ of journal entries and correspondence [...]

(apparently not intended for publication) recounting the trial [...] ‘which may

excite matter of consideration for the page of future history.” But despite the
distinction, juxtaposing these forms within a single published text demonstrates

74 Whitbread, | Know My Own Heart, p.xxiv.
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the permeable boundaries between personal recollections and ‘the page of
future history.”>
The complexity of private writing and its relationship to potential readership and

audience is shown by the following (cipher coded) entry from Lister’s Journal of 1819:

Isabel, much to my annoyance, mentioned my keeping a journal, & setting down
everyone’s conversation in my peculiar handwriting (what | call crypt hand). |
mentioned the almost impossibility of its being deciphered & the facility with
which | wrote & not at all shewing my vexation at Isabella’s folly at naming the
thing. Never say before her what she may not tell for, as to what she ought to
keep or what she ought to publish, she has the worst judgement in the world.”®

Although, a humorous commentary on an unfortunate disclosure, this entry articulates
the problem of confidentiality, and its control, in private writing. In other words, Lister
may own her own text but she cannot totally control its possible sharing and disclosure
by those within her inner circle. This incident also provides a useful example of how the
Lister of the diaries is able to spin the issue of confidentiality to her own advantage by
suggesting that the crypt hand is a way of protecting individuals mentioned in the Diary,
rather than a way for Lister to free herself from social restriction. In actuality, the Lister
of the Journals is more concerned about how the code offers a protective filter, which
allows greater freedom from censorship and potential censure. Thus the Diaries play
with notions of privacy and secrecy to such an extent that the uncoded sections of the
text construct a public closet in which Lister depersonalises her writing, and the coded,
encrypted sections of the text, build a structural literary space, which although coded is
paradoxically uncloseted. Lister uses diary form both as a way of recording daily events

and accounts of her social milieu and as a way of processing the psychological and

7> Amy Culley, Chapter Nine within Cook and Culley, pp. 133-149 (pp.138-9).
76 Whitbread, p.96.
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emotional impact of her interactions with others. In using these alternating spaces,
Lister chooses when and when not, to disclose aspects of her queerness, although she
cannot escape judgement based on gendered behaviour and physical appearances and
how these are read. The Diaries therefore employ a means of negotiating the closet and
its impact. Lister is not closeted from herself and is aware of her oddity at the same time

as she maintains the naturalness of her position.

Isabella Norcliffe, a close friend and occasional lover of Anne’s occupies a pivotal
and disruptive place in Lister’s biography and writing. She is shown to represent a
danger to Lister in her refusal to conform to implicit rules concerning public displays of
desire and affection in same-sex relationships outside of an agreed private space. Entries
concerning Norcliffe show increasing anxiety concerning her wild behaviour and
privileged access to Lister’s inner life. As Lister’s confidante, she is able to read Lister’s
Diary, be privy to her secrets but also to threaten Lister’s social closet through a form of
outing verbal disclosure. However, outing is now used retrospectively in relation to
historical texts and the disclosure of sexuality and gender, for example, in Alice. A,
Kuzniar’s, Outing Goethe and his Age. There is still very little work on how the concept
may have been applied or understood in a nineteenth-century context.”” References to
being ‘smoked’ appear frequently in the diaries. Although it is difficult to establish what
the early nineteenth-century connotations would be, uses of smoke (out) in lexicography
suggest that this is a term with a history pre-dating the nineteenth-century with origins
in the sixteenth century. The use of this term also raises the possibility of links between
hiddenness, smoking guns in the text and potentially obscured knowledge likely to prove

dangerous in the wrong hands. There are no obvious references to the smoking of

7 See Alice. A, Kuzniar’s, Outing Goethe and his Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996).
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tobacco in the diary texts, other than a single entry concerning the sharing of a hookah
pipe: ‘After supper Mrs Catherine & | joined at one hookah while Mr Tom smoked
another. Remarkably fine tobacco brought by Mr Stansfield Rawson from Turkey last

year.’®

There is a very little theoretical work existing on the notion of outing in an early
nineteenth-century context, partly because of the predominant influence of Foucauldian
models which focus on the mid-Victorian and later period, and partly because of
assumptions concerning the existence of closets prior to the late nineteenth-century
codification of sexuality and sexual identity. Norcliffe also has an added advantage as a
queer reader that she is not only able to read Lister’s code, but also her shorthand for
qgueer sexual activity and relationships. For Lister, in the text, she is a dangerous figure,
having the intellect and education to decode diary entries, and the social connections to
threaten Lister’s reputation as well as her own. Acute reading in the broader social
sense is seen to be dangerous in Lister’s diaries. Other diary sections concerning
conversations between Lister and Norcliffe often make reference to this doubled reading
through short hand and literary allusions. The exchange of classical texts between the
two cements their shared understanding of each other’s same-sex desire. For example,
references to Juvenal’s Satyrs function as code for non-normative desire between Lister,
Norcliffe and Miss Pickford. In a diary entry of Saturday 26 July [Halifax] she remarks that
‘Miss Pickford has read the Sixth Satyr [sic] of Juvenal. She understands these matters

well enough.’”?

78 Wednesday 27th May 1818. [Halifax], Whitbread, p.43.
78 Juvenal, The Satyrs of Decimus Junius Juvenalis and of Aulus Persius Flaccus, (AMS Press, 1979).
Whitbread, p.268.
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The second published volume of Lister’s Diaries also contains interesting textual
notes on the multiple connotations of Sappho, Sapphic and Sapphism. Lister gauges
possible interest in, and knowledge of, same-sex desire amongst the women in her
Parisian social circle, whilst nominally discussing literary texts. Lister’s diaries offer the
reading of classical texts as a palimpsest, and tool for empathy and implicit
acknowledgement of mutual subjectivity. Her crypt hand also derived from Greek and
Latin replicates this classical game playing. Although this classical referencing assisted
Lister in the negotiation of her social closet, it also added to a number of personal
characteristics which were deemed inappropriate by wider communities, such as her
predisposition to supposedly masculine dress and manner, her refusal to demur to men,
and her thirst for knowledge and influence. In her diary entry of 23 March 1820 [York]
Lister writes, ‘Someone who did not know me said to Mrs John Raper of me. “One must
not speak to her she is a bluestocking.” “I don’t know,” replied Mrs Raper,”’but she is very

agreeable.”’®

Recorded in passing, this diary entry encapsulates the issues that Lister faced in
retaining her own subjectivity and sense of self. Being judged on appearances is a major
theme in Lister’s Diaries, as are discussions of knowing, labelling and role-play, which will
be focused on more specifically in a later part of this chapter. Lister’s Diary personae
provide explicit examples of the nuances between performativity and performance.
Lister’s writing of both positive and negative remarks suggests a certain level of
detachment, but the recording of anecdotal experience flags up concerns relating to
trust in life writing. The location of this entry is also important given the variation in

reception from Halifax which may suggest that difference is more easily managed in a

8 Whitbread, p.119.
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larger, more cosmopolitan social location. The issue of trust is often featured in
discussions of life writing and its definitions, including debates about whether writing
not intended to be read by a wider audience, is more or less trustworthy. The split
between biographical fiction and life writing is often subtle and highly complex, further
complicated by a theoretical shift in literary studies from writer to reader, and shifting
definitions of what constitutes creativity and performativity in writing. Lister’s coded
diary entries are also unusual in that they contain examples of third-person writing, as
well as first person, which associates them more closely with fiction and multiple
narrators and narration. The diaries also contain examples of meta-writing where Lister
is writing an entry in her diary at the same time as referring to the Diary as a material,
extra-textual object. For example, Lister writes on Sunday 25 December 1821 [York]:
‘After dinner, all danced and made merry with the children, and |, while they played
commerce(?) with them, came upstairs and finished the journal of yesterday & wrote
this of today./8! This reflexive writing also sets up a clear split in subjectivity between
Lister the social participant and Lister the writer, between the | that is writing and the |
that is written. Lister’s Diaries also contain entries that refer to the possibility of writing

for publication and a particular audience.

The processes of signification in the text produce a parallel processes where the
social reading of Lister’s person is situated alongside limited access to uncensored
control of self-definition, which directly opposes critical arguments such as Caroline
Eisner’s (that there is clear and obvious split between private and public sections of a
personal diary and between normative and non-normative). When academics

foreground deviance in Lister’s writing, they are often purely relying on external social

81 |bid., p.175.
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definitions of what this might consist of in an early-nineteenth-century context. A
counter argument is proposed here, that the Lister of the diaries does the exact opposite
and that by using explicit coding Lister’s writing sets up layers of involved interactions
between textual and social closets. It has often been assumed that coded sections of
queer texts represent a form of closet. However, the reading of the Journals proposed
here argues that in the case of the Lister’ Diaries, this conceptual framework is inverted
or reversed and that the self-transcribed, explicitly coded (covered) sections of the
Diaries are uncloseted, and the non-coded sections offer a form of closet outside the
inner sanctum. This structure functions as a kind of T.A.R.D.1.S (bigger on the inside than

the outside).

Queer writing produced in an early nineteenth-century context challenges
existing conceptual models, largely established by Foucault’s 1870 paradigm shift, and
further theoretical explorations of this in Sedgwick. Recent studies by Marcus and
Jagose, have offered a re-evaluation of previous models, taking a historicist approach to
language, definition and reclamation. Both Marcus and Jagose argue against the
conceptual stranglehold of oppositional labelling, and propose alternative readings of
desire between women, which arebased on complex layering, adaptation and
sequencing.8? Jagose proposes that it is possible to offer a more nuanced reading of

Lister’s subjectivity without making her queerness invisible:

| suggest that the rich context of the diaries and the sex/gender system they
articulate provide an interpretive frame for reading the indisputable articulations
of Lister’s sexual subjectivity without pressganging them into the modern
category of ‘lesbian.®

82 See Sharon Marcus, Between Women: Friendship, Desire and Marriage in Victorian England
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), and Annamarie Jagose, Inconsequence Lesbian
Representation and the Logic of Sexual Sequencing (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002).
8 Jagose, ibid., p16.
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There are many other reasons why Lister’s sexual subjectivity fits uneasily within
the idea of a lesbian, feminist continuum, in addition to her historical context chapter.
While Marcus offers a helpful theoretical model which emphasises the overlapping
discourses and shifting relationships between normative and non-normative concepts
of intimacy and sexuality between women, she does not particularly focus on
genderqueerness, and situates her work within a framework of feminist scholarship
which this research argues is problematic in the reading of Lister’s Diary. Marcus’s
analysis of sophisticated subversions and appropriations of feminine rituals does offer a
partial insight into Lister’s courtship strategies, but it is not able to easily account for her
supposed genderqueerness, or the level of hostility projected onto her. Since Marcus'’s
focus is largely on the surprising level of acceptance of female partnerships and
successful marriages between women in a nineteenth-century context Lister does not
easily fit into this model, with the exception of her relationship with Ann Walker which
Marcus uses an example of a very early legal partnership contract. Marcus does
reference female husbands, cross-dressing and gender passing by working-class women,
but largely only to emphasize that the bulk of same-sex relationships between middle-

class women did not follow this model.

Even with recent theoretical developments, the issue of states and behaviour
without labels in a long-nineteenth-century context still presents a significant conceptual
challenge. For example, there are several instances of what might be considered outing
in twentieth and twenty-first century parlance in Lister’s Diaries for which is there no
clear nineteenth-century linguistic equivalent, although the textual references do

suggest a psychological correlation. Similarly, the Diaries contain examples of what
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might now be considered ‘gaydar’ or queerdar before identity categories were easily
available. However, Lister finds ways to articulate these positions. Her diary entry of
16™ September 1820 includes the following concerning Tib (Isabella’s Norcliffe’s pet

name):

Tib was too fond; | know tho’ | cannot well appear to know...My aunt seemed still
incredulous. | wonder if she smokes Tib? Surely she has not nous enough tho’
Tib is indeed, shockingly barefaced. | must manage things better in the future.?

The issue of reliable/unreliable narrative subjectivity is also a feature of other queer
memoir texts such as Herculine Barbin’s Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a
Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite. Barbin uses fictional techniques in her/his
first-person narration and directly addresses the reader (from the inside of an unread,
private memoir): ‘May you, my readers, never know all the horror that is contained in
this remark.’®> This technique creates a feeling closer to biographical fiction within the
text, which paradoxically elaborates the encroachment of pathologising, factual
discourses and their devastating impact on individual lives. As Foucault has suggested
in his introduction to Barbin, a text can offer open/doubled identities that are disallowed
by controlling discourses. The ability to write and construct subjectivities, which avoid
or transcend these discourses, gives power back to the queer text/writer/reader even in

the face of social closure:

From the medical point of view, this meant that when confronted with a
hermaphrodite, the doctor was no longer concerned with recognizing the
presence of two sexes, juxtaposed or intermingled, or with knowing which of the
two prevailed over the other, but rather with deciphering the true sex that was
hidden beneath ambiguous appearances. 8

84 Whitbread, p.134-5.
8 Barbin and Foucault, p110.
8 Foucault, Introduction within ibid., p.viii.
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The fixing of ambiguity, within both pathologising and non-pathologising
discourses, is highly problematic for queer memoir texts.  Foucault argues that
nineteenth-century codifying discourses appear from 1870 onwards. However, this
thesis argues that the desire to fix (in both senses, cure and make firm) queer ambiguity
exists well before the 1870 paradigm shift. Additionally, Lister’s Diaries illustrate
frequent attempts to fix ambiguity in a much earlier period through encroaching
projection and social censure dispensed by local communities. In other words, within
Lister’s Diaries there is a gap between codifying discourse and psychological identity
formation. This chapter uses the term identity infrequently, but where it does so it uses
it as a synonym for individual psyche and subjectivity, rather than a term which is applied
to a social grouping, for example, homosexuals, as a cultural/subcultural group in the
later period. Although aspects of social opinion declare Lister to be other and deviant,
she refuses to internalise this attempted fixing as pejorative. Manifestations of
ambiguous subjectivity feature in many different forms in Lister’s writing, together with
readings and misreadings of her persona by her local community. The Diaries contain
some very odd instances of subjective reading, including several occasions where Lister
is accosted by anonymous men, who demand that she identify herself by name and
declare her status. It would be easy to read these instances as a form of projected
identity crisis, or as a stalking metaphor for unresolved self-conflict, if the writing were
not in diary form. These entries still read like something out of a gothic or sensation

novel with characters dressed in mourning garb:

Sunday 25 July [Halifax] 1819

Not halfway up the Cunnery Lane, a little-ish, mechanic-like, young man, in a
black coat, touched his hat, stopped & said he wished to have some conversation
with me. Suspecting the subject, ‘What about, sir?’ said I, sternly. He looked
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rather dashed but said he wished to ask if | would like to change my situation.
‘Good morning, sir’ said |, turned on my heel & walked on.?’

There are few critical studies of the links between Lister’s writing and long nineteenth-
century Gothic, with the noted exception of Anira Rowanchilds’ ““Everything done for
effect” Georgic Gothic and Picturesque in Anne Lister’s Self-Production.’ 8 This chapter
cannot offer an expanded analysis, but the relationship between the Gothic and
nineteenth-century queer studies is one which continues to be creative and revelatory.
Lister also details instances of mystery letters from anonymous men demanding
meetings with her. Lister was frequently accosted and subject to taunting, and even on
one occasion the victim of a bizarre practical joke based on a fabricated and phantom
advertisement in the Leeds Mercury. Her diary entry for Sunday 16% January 1819

[Halifax] notes the following:

As | returned, met two young women and two boys, walked by their side, one of
whom said, just before they came up with me. ‘That’s her that lives at Shibden
Hall & advertised in the paper for a sweetheart.” It immediately occurred to me
that somebody must have had some advertisement of this kind inserted in the
Leeds Mercury...Stood talking to my aunt by the kitchen fire, after my uncle went
to bed, % hour, about the people calling after me, being like a man and about
people’s being insulted.??

These attempts to control Lister’s sense of self and self-worth are strangely uncanny in
their complete misreading of Lister’s strength of character. Lister’s Diary entries are
haunted by marginalised, heterosexual masculinity, in a direct reversal of conventional

nineteenth-century gender tropes, and in a highly suggestive counterpoint to Castle’s

87 Whitbread, p.92.
8 Anira Rowanchild, ‘““Everything done for effect” Georgic Gothic and Picturesque in Anne Lister’s Self-
Production,” in Women’s Writing; The Elizabethan to Victorian Period, 7:1, (2000), 89-104.
8 Whitbread, p.114.
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work on the links between the apparitional and the lesbian.®® These mysterious
interactions have the curious side effect of making normative control ‘uncanny’ and
deviant. Lister’s refusal to bow to these threats makes her seem significantly more
‘normal’ than those who would try to fix her. Lister’s Diaries also contain very early
examples of linguistic reclamation. Her writing details frequent occasions where
language is adapted, or appropriated, as a positive marker of difference. The Diaries
contain numerous references to ‘odd’, ‘oddity’, and ‘queer’, and the writing elaborates
ways in which these appropriations defuse the power of insult. For example, the

following diary entry of Thursday 22 April [Halifax] 1819 reads:

Ellen had asked me not to study so much. She said | should be going mad. She
had thought so often, for | was certainly odd. | laughed & said | was sane enough
vet, | hoped, & people might be odd without being mad, adding that, if | was
mad, | would beg to go to Elvington to show her what | was like...°

Diaries as Whole Text — Lister Archives

Anne Lister’s Diaries occupy an unusual position in relation to conventional publication
and access. The sixth of the Diaries originally written in code are now available in
decoded, published form, in three volumes edited by Helena Whitbread®?> Other
originally uncoded sections of the Diary journals have been published in diverse
historical studies of Halifax, Shibden Hall and the Lister family. Although complete access

to the original Diaries is now available online, they are not fully transcribed, resulting in

%0 See Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian (New York: Columbia University Press 1993).

91 Whitbread, p.90.

92 Whitbread, Helena, ed., | Know My Own Heart — The Diaries of Anne Lister 1791-1840 (New York: New

York University Press, 1988), No Priest But Love — The Journals of Anne Lister from 1824-1826 (New York:

New York University Press, 1993) and The Secret Diaries of Anne Lister (London: Hachette Digital, 2010).
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the odd position of this being available in the public domain but not accessible for full
reading. Very few academic studies or articles focus on this anomaly, or even make
direct reference to it. In the longer term, this anomaly is likely to challenge researchers
as the possibility of further publication becomes available. Alternative interpretations,
or readings of the code cipher and coded section of Lister’s Diaries and letters, are also
likely to foreground possible variations from Whitbread and lJill Liddington’s code
interpretations. The online versions of the Diaries also contain notes, which are not
included in the published extracts — this is obviously challenging for text-based
research.”> These notes also reference additional uses of the code, its origins and

reception in Lister’s earlier writing.

Readers and researchers therefore occupy a strange position in relation to the
text, in that it is not possible to juxtapose coded and non-coded diary entries alongside
each other. This also creates a significant challenge for those working on the
relationships between textual closeting, diverse types of writing and levels of intimacy
and desire. The first use of code by Lister is recorded in 1806 (available online) in letters
to Eliza Raine. As these letters are not easily accessible it is difficult to evaluate their
importance in the development of Lister’s coding. However, scholars have started to
work on these earlier materials, for example, Patricia Hughes.** This early use of shared,
coded writing also raises the issue of collaborative writing and ownership between
correspondents and decoding reader/writers. In the context of Lister’s writing, this
includes shared code development between Lister, Eliza Raine, Marianne Belcombe,

Isabella Norcliffe and Helena Whitbread’s translation, writing and interpretation of

% Via http://www.historytoherstory.org.uk/ About one sixth of the entries are in a letter-by-letter code,
other entries are heavily abbreviated. [accessed 2 December 2015].
9 patricia Hughes, The Early Life of Miss Anne Lister and the Curious Tale of Miss Eliza Raine (self-
published 2014).
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coded diary extracts.®® The result of this unique scenario is that researchers will
potentially reference the diaries as the published extracts, without being able to
understand the contexts from which the extracts are taken, and this raises the issue of
textual distortion.  This is not a criticism of existing scholarship, rather that the
implications of the current situation have the unfortunate effect of closeting Lister’s non-
coded diary entries. It is also easy to make assumptions about non-coded diary entries,
for example, that they shed no light on Lister’s self-construction or non-normative desire
because they are not obviously hidden. Where these entries have appeared in historical
studies of Lister, they are less obviously identified as parts of the diary. Conversely, it is
possible to argue that the roots of these problems are based in Lister’s own sporadic use

of the code, in combination with a total of twenty-one other diary volumes.

Gender Performativity, Dress and Regency Role-Play

Moving on from textual and social closeting in Lister’s Diaries, 1 now investigate
connections between visible difference and invisible otherness in the making of Lister’s
body, gender, mannerisms and clothing. Tensions between voluntary and involuntary
labelling in Lister’s diary writing are analysed, together with public perceptions of Lister’s
gender encroachment, physical gestures and performance alongside Judith Butler’s

definitions of gender performance and performativity:

It’s one thing to say that gender is performed and that is a little different from
saying gender is performative. When we say gender is performed we usually
mean that we’ve taken on a role or we’re acting in some way and that our acting
or our role playing is crucial to the gender that we are and the gender that we
present to the world. To say that gender is performative is a little different
because for something to be performative means that it produces a series of
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effects. We act and walk and speak and talk in ways that consolidate an
impression of being a man or being a woman.%®

While Lister’s Diary appearance and demeanour has frequently been used as an
example of early nineteenth century ‘female masculinity, very few analyses have
focussed on the range and subtlety of gender characteristics and their consolidation (to
use Butler’s term) in Lister’s Diaries. | evaluate the appropriacy of Judith Halberstam’s
term here but also suggest more recent conceptual terms and their possible application
to Lister’s Diary personae in the form of genderqueer, transvestism, cross-dressing and
drag personae. Ultimately, the question remains concerning what Lister means when
she says she is ‘softly gentleman-like.®” How can this be interpreted in a vastly different
historical context, and how does this relate to ideas of passing and female husbands in
the nineteenth century? For example, a recently produced activist website Defining
genderqueer gives the following definitions:

Genderqueer is a term that may be used to describe those with non-normative[1]

gender, either as an umbrella term or a stand-alone identity, typically

encompassing those who are in one, or more, of these six categories:
both man and woman (example: androgyne)
neither man nor woman (agender, neutrois, non-gendered)
moving between two or more genders (gender fluid)
third gendered or other-gendered (includes those who prefer “genderqueer”
or “non-binary” to describe their gender without labeling it otherwise)
5. having an overlap or blur of gender and orientation and/or sex [2] (girlfags and
guydykes)

6. those who ‘queer’ gender, in presentation or otherwise, who may or may not
see themselves as non-binary or having a gender that is queer; this category

PwnNpPE

% Judith Butler, taken from ‘Your Behavior Creates Your Gender,’ online interview transcript February
11, 2009, p.1 at http://bigthink.com/videos/your-behavior-creates-your-gender, accessed 1 December
2015.
97 Whitbread, p.136.
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may also include those who are consciously political or radical in their
understanding of being genderqueer®®
| have used activist blogs and websites in the absence of more conventional academic
sources. | use the term genderqueer because of its flexibility alongside historical labels,
in relation to established historical oppositions. Lister’s Diaries show her inhabiting a
number of differently gendered personae and subjectivities, which fit more comfortably
within a genderqueer or non -binary framework.

The reality of Lister’s gender positions within the Diaries is highly complex, both
in terms of her interpretation of, and access to, a variety of early nineteenth-century
gueer roles, such as: cross dresser, passing woman, and female husband. Lister explores
these roles alongside others borrowed from normative, romantic role-play and patterns
of seduction, in the form of the romantic hero/heroine (Don Juan) and adapted forms of
courtly behaviour. The text details Lister trying on a number of different demeanours
and personae for size, none of which seem to be a truly comfortable fit. Within these
biographical personae, a split becomes apparent between Lister’s queer sexuality and
Lister’s genderqueerness. The level of conscious identity coherence attributed to Lister
is often at odds with her unconscious connection between her gendered appearance
and the reading of her othered sexuality. As Marjorie Garber has suggested the
relationship between gender performance, dress, and sexuality is highly complex and

frequently shifting:

The history of transvestism and the history of homosexuality constantly intersect
and intertwine, both willingly and unwillingly. They cannot simply be

% Genderqueer Identities, Defining Genderqueer, http://genderqueerid.com/what-is-ggq 2011 accessed 1
December 2015.
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disentangled. But what is also clear is that neither can simply be transhistorically
‘decoded’ as a sign for the other.?®

The level of awareness, consciousness and control of the genderqueered subject, has
challenged critics trying to elucidate the projection and reading of masculinised female
appearance. Diverse studies do exist concerning women'’s awareness of masculinity and
cultural assumptions in later periods, for example, the First World War, but even here
there seems to be a confusion between social projection and self-construction, as Jenny

Gould notes:

The mannish or masculine woman in uniform, then, was thought by others to be
‘peculiar at least, if not downright immoral’, and she herself presumably,
experienced a keen awareness that her unusual self-presentation was generating
particular cultural associations about her sexual identity. (My italics).*®

This presumption may stand in a post-sexology period but it is much more problematic
in an earlier historical context. Nevertheless, the Diaries place Lister’s genderqueerness

alongside these masculine, non-passing women, but her uniform is of her own making.

This part of the chapter will explore the connections between nineteenth-
century passing identities, dress and queerness, and their relevance to Lister’s Diary
personae. In her Paris diary entry of Monday, 4" October 1824 Lister writes of her
interactions with British “friends’ and subtle social snubs which she connects with her

inability to dress appropriately:

% Marjorie Garber, Vested Interests: Cross Dressing and Cultural Anxiety, (London: Routledge, 2008), p.
131.
100 Jjenny Gould, “‘Women’s Military Services in First World War Britain’ in Between the Lines: Gender and
the Two World Wars, ed. by Margaret Randolph Higonnet, Jane Jenson, Sonya Michel and Margaret
Collins Weitz (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987) pp,114-125 (p.121).
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Major and Mrs Norcliffe...had called. Received them in the drawing room...but
only for 2 or 3 minutes, for the woman wanted to measure my head [for a new
bonnet], & the Norcliffes went away. She (Mrs Norcliffe) held out her hand...not
a word said about my breakfasting with them... Would rather be out of the way.
| cannot appear as | should wish. | want someone with me that | need not be
ashamed of - | feel this every day —to choose my dress, etc. Passed Mlle. de Sans
on the boulevard. Was it intentional that she did not know me.0!

Lister’s anxiety is clear from this entry — ‘to choose my dress etc.” indicates the level of
vulnerability and confusion which she experiences in interpreting dress and clothing.
This statement also situates Lister in a rare position of child-like dependence on the
expertise of another, appropriately ‘feminine’ woman/dresser whom she needs to pick
suitable outfits for her. This entry also suggests the confusing overlap in Lister’s mind
concerning the role of prospective partner/companion/ladies maid/ladies companion as
if she is not sure if she needs a relationship or staff. This dresser role, which is akin to a
maid, also indicates the way in which upper-middle class women were infantilised in the
period, needing another women to dress them, pick out their clothes and address their
personal toilet such as brushing of their hair. This statement therefore has a dual textual
function, touching on dress and gender, but also outlining Lister’s aspirational class
position. Lister understands self-fashioning but not fashion per se. She does not know
what to do about her failed dress and cannot make her own decisions concerning aspects
of her own appearance, which is greatly at odds with her assertiveness and strength of

character shown in other parts of the text.

The entry is a painful admission of failure, and a clear reminder of the possible
links between the reading of her inappropriate appearance, non-consolidated gender

performance and social ostracism. Although direct disapproval is not expressed here,

101 whitbread, No Priest But Love, pp.24-25.
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this entry records Lister’s nagging sense of doubt concerning the links between the
reading of her appearance and her social reception. In this section, layers of frustration
and insecurity are encapsulated. Lister is at a loss, does not know what to do and is in
need of guidance. There is something surprisingly touching in the level of honesty here,
and in the feeling of frustration and unfairness. Lister is clearly impacted by this social
judgement, which happens in a space of silence in which ‘not a word said.” ‘I cannot
appear as | should wish’ is also a highly ambivalent and complex summary of failed
performance and distorted authenticity. The reader is left with a feeling that what Lister
is trying to articulate is rather ‘l cannot appear as others would wish me to’ and ‘I cannot
appear as myself’ Lister is left giving a performance which fails to match her sense of
self, and which occupies an area often inhabited by those accused of deceptive
transvestism and drag. ‘l would rather be out of the way’ implies a form of retreat back
into a non-closeted space where Lister is free from issues of conformity, permission and

approval, a space that fits rather than misfits.

The reference to being measured (for a new bonnet according to Helena
Whitbread’s commentary) becomes a metaphor for Lister’s attempts to try on different
guises. These repeat fittings become an obsessive ritual in the Diary texts where Lister
tries to meet feminine standards, only to be seen as going through the motions and not
fully embodying gender characteristics. Lister becomes an actor trying to get her
audience to ‘buy the lie’ but she still fails to convince. The Parisian setting for this
particular entry also offers a pointed example of cultural differences between Lister’s
reception by most local acquaintances and by visiting friends. Yorkshire disapproval
follows her across the channel, forcing her to retreat into a place of safety offstage and

out of sight of a normative audience gaze. This particular entry is poignantly completed
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by an allusion to a lack of recognition, but also to a lack of understanding: ‘Was it
intentional that she did not know me?’ (My italics). The writing here cleverly, if
subconsciously, intimates the connotative possibilities of knowing, (being familiar with)

and knowing (recognising a core identity).

Lister’s failed gender performance becomes read as a form of transvestism in the
Diaries, even though her biological sex is unambiguous. Lister’s occupation of a third
gender space is uneasily held, eighty-ninety years before the role becomes codified and
available. As Garber notes the idea of a third space is highly significant in the history of

transvestism and cross-dressing:

The transvestite mocks our reliance on binary oppositions. [... ]Spectacular and
specular at once, this third sex raised the spectre of sexual and social anxiety;
pinpointing anxieties that were particularly prevalent in the latter half of the
Victorian period.1%?

Garber traces the development of the ‘third sex’ through Edward Carpenter, Havelock
Ellis, and Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s work in the field of sexology. However, this leaves a
nagging question, about what happens to those who try to occupy, or unintentionally
occupy, this third space, before codifying language and discourse becomes available?
Specific aspects of Lister’s persona do clearly align her with von Krafft-Ebing’s definition
of ‘the Mannish lesbian’ and his definition of pathological inversion, despite Lister’s great

skill in avoiding contemporary pathology in her own milieu. As Garber notes:

It was Havelock Ellis who divided female homosexuals into two groups: ‘the
congenital invert’ who belonged to an ‘intermediate sex, and the potentially
‘healthy’ heterosexual who was prey to the advances of the invert. [...] The
statistically small group of genetically anomalous ‘inverts’ could, and did, corrupt

102 Garber, p.131.
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the much larger population of female ‘homosexuals’ who, while not themselves
‘homosexual’ were genetically predisposed to seduction by women.1%3

Lister’s clear attraction to feminine women means that she inhabits a position which von
Krafft-Ebing would regard as pathological, predatory and corrupting. Although the Diary
texts situate Lister firmly, and literally, within her own period and timeline, she is
paradoxically out of her time, or before her time because of these associations. She

shares these characteristics with other queer writers such as Michael Field.

Historical discussions of clothing and flexible gender identity are often focussed
on the notion of ‘passing. ‘Passing’ is defined as a way of convincing others that you are
the opposite gender, undetermined by biology/biological sex characteristics. However,
the notion of passing is highly problematic in early and mid-nineteenth-century texts,
such as Lister’s Diaries and Barbin’s memoirs because neither fit into a pattern of
conscious transgender swapping. If Lister fails to pass or convince, it is in the realm of
the faulty link between her biology and poorly performed femininity; admittedly with a
minor form of gender swap in her gentlemanly persona. Fictional texts set in the
nineteenth century offer an interesting parallel between Lister’s identity and that of
passing women. For example, George Moore’s novella Albert Nobbs offers a clear model
of a female husband in the form of Hubert Page, and then proceeds to undercut fixed
notions of both gender and sexuality. 1% Moore’s novella is a fictional representation of
a late nineteenth-century female-to-male cross-dresser Albert, who has decided to pass
as a man in order to survive poverty caused by the death of his parents. The text is

genderqueer but exhibits a much more ambivalent construction of sexuality. It is a

103 hid., p.139.
104 George Moore, Albert Nobbs: A Novella (1927) (London: Penguin, 2011).
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notable example of how nuanced, subtle and complex the matrices can be in individual

constructions of queer/non-normative subjectivity, as Joseph O’Leary argues:

George Moore’s story of cross dressing and sexual confusion, Albert Nobbs,
approaches these topics not via ideology or psychotherapy, but with a
sophisticated empathy learnt from literary tradition. It focusses precisely on the
‘palpable’ person , the ‘suffering individual’, that Butler is accused of bypassing,
though it also contains behaviourist insights like the artificial and arbitrary nature
of gender itself, and its protagonist exhibits plenty of incoherence and fluidity.10°

Albert Nobbs also features two women who are both nominally heterosexual — one
actively, one platonically, who become Hubert and Albert. In Moore’s novella the gender
is swapped but the sexuality is not, the gender opposition being maintained, both
Hubert and Albert are in, or attempt to be in, publicly heterosexual relationships.
Hubert’s marriage to another woman is therefore not necessarily an expression of
lesbianism but the need to maintain a heterosexually passable coupling. Hubert
becomes Hubert because as a woman she decides to leave her abusive husband, not
because she feels an identity shift per see. Similarly, Albert is forced by circumstances
into genderqueerness, having been rejected by a man in straitened circumstances, and
then enters half-heartedly into a potential courtship with a woman, whilst tethered to
the idea of celibacy and asexuality, rather than same-sex desire.

The unique and positive aspect of Lister’s personal performance is that she
selects terms such as ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ from a normative vocabulary and plays with
them. Lister is not trying to be a man, look like one, or pass as one, other than to
engender enough confusion to provide a safe space for courtship and seduction, where

other women are not challenged but can indulge a fantasy of a masculine suitor within

105 Joseph O’Leary, ‘Sex and Gender in Albert Nobbs,’ Journal of Irish Studies 26. 5, (2011), 88-96, (p.88).
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the body of a woman. Lister walks a continuous tightrope between, ‘softly, gentleman
like’% and masculine, often tipping over the edge, or pushing at the edge of
respectability. Lister does pass as gentleman-like but not as masculine, she is not
masculine enough to pass as a man, or feminine enough to pass as a woman. The lack
of intentional passing marks Lister out from other women who cross-dressed in this
period for a variety of reasons (not all related to sexual expression). Lister does make a
reference in the diaries to being passed off (see analysis below of the Scarborough
confrontation), but it is unclear what this means, in the same vein as the ambiguous
‘smoking out.” There is a consistent social tension in texts which articulate forms of
genderqueerness, between what is natural to the individual, and what is socially
approved of as natural. The Lister Diaries contain a number of notable assertions of her
naturalness and are often queer rather than conventionally normative. Lister associates
pathology and disease in the texts with normative, or opposite-sex relationships, she
acquires a sexual infection from Marianne which she identifies as being from her sexual
contact with her husband. Normative sexuality is therefore, identified as the source of
abnormality and disease, rather than health. Lister feels metaphorically, as well as

literally, contaminated by her indirect sexual contact with a man.

One of the key diary entries concerning nature and pathology occurs during
Lister’s traumatic visit to Scarborough on Wednesday 17" September
1823 [Scarborough].1®” Marianne enters into a discussion concerning these concepts,

which has a devastating effect on Lister. She voices normative social censure in

106 Whitbread, | Know My Own Heart, p. 136.
17 |hid., p.296.
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excruciatingly direct terms and makes a clear distinction between her behaviour and
identity persona in a horribly, uncanny reworking of von Krafft-Ebing’s later theories.
She also encapsulates, in one sentence, everything that Lister is fighting against: ‘She
said | did not know her feeling; the objection the horror she had to anything
unnatural’.1°® Marianne wants to sleep with Lister but does not want to deal with the
disapproval which their acknowledged relationship would engender. She projects her
shame onto Lister, and tries to make her feel ashamed of who she is. Lister tries to
accommodate Marianne’s shame by using the deceptive term ‘pass me off’, offering a
more closeted version of herself:

Told M — I would not be with her again in strange places till  had an establishment

of my own & that degree of importance that would carry me thro’, for that she,

& she owned it, had not consequence enough to, as it were, pass me off.19°
Lister is forced to confront the full scale of Marianne’s aversion and attempts to
accommodate this phobic reaction to her own detriment. Marianne is clearly able, and
keen, to make a distinction between behaviour and personal persona in a way that Lister
is not. The whole entry can be summarised with the sentiment, ‘you are not acceptable,
| am publicly ashamed of you and you are not normal.’ Little wonder that this discussion
damages the relationship irrevocably. Touchingly Lister tries to understand Marianne’s
position and acknowledges it, even at the moment of potential self-destruction: ‘I
shewed her | understood her & then observed upon my conduct & feelings being surely
natural to me inasmuch as they were not taught, not fictitious but instinctive.’*1° In this
moment of epiphany, Lister finally realizes that she cannot survive in a relationship

where she is being repeatedly shamed and denied. If the Diaries show anything, it is

108 |bid., p.297.
109 |bid., p.296.
10 |bid., p.297.
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that Lister understood that the key to her psychological survival was to keep shame and
closeting on the outside, rather than the inside.

In the text, Marianne becomes a symbol of both social disapproval and
hypocrisy. Ultimately, and ironically, it is Marianne who is shown to be playing a part.
Marianne is the Regency embodiment of keeping up appearances, literally and
metaphorically. She tries to police Lister’s behaviour and visible persona in their
Scarborough discussions: ‘Yet, said |, taking me altogether, would you have me changed?
Yes said she, ‘To give you a feminine figure.”'!! Sadly the last thing Marianne is prepared
to do is ‘to take Lister altogether’. However, Lister is at pains to point out that social
judgements are not always based on her appearance, although her argument is not
particularly convincing:

| have mentioned that Miss Morritt & Miss Goodricke’s conduct is so pointed they

must have some especial reason for it. It cannot be merely my relative situation

in life or my manners or my appearance. There must be something affecting
character more than we know.*2

The fact that Lister has to mention three possible objections before a mysterious dislike
appears does significantly undermine her argument! Appearance and its effects become
increasingly loaded in the diaries as Marianne’s concern with looks is shown to be
‘worldly’ (never used as a compliment in the text), deceptive and inauthentic. Despite
this the diaries clearly outline the extent of Lister’s psychological trauma caused by the
breakdown of her relationship with Marianne.

The performance aspect of Lister’s dress is powerfully encapsulated by her

decision to only wear black. The portrait of Lister by Joshua Horner, which usually

11 |bid., p.296.
12 |bid., pp.297-298.
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resides at Shibden Hall, shows her wearing an austere, if conventional, Regency dress.!*3
Her hands are markedly absent from the portrait. Her black dress is signified, textually
and contextually, as a form of mourning dress for a person who is not dead. Regency
customs indicate that the initial state of deep mourning for a spouse would usually last
for a period of around a year. Lister enters a state of temporary mourning in the text,
which becomes permanent when she fails to resurrect her relationship with Marianne.
Her black dress is therefore an acknowledgement of grief but also a mark of failure,
which is compounded by her social circle who fail to offer an explanation for this
austerity other than to suggest that Lister is a bad dresser. Lister does not write of
Marianne’s reaction to her change of dress or any other mentions of her widowhood
from those around her. Lister’s deep mourning dress would have caused social
confusion: she is mourning for a (publically) unidentified person who hadn’t actually
died, and is an unmarried woman wearing widow’s weeds and mourning jewellery made
out of possibly pubic hair. As Sarah Dempster’s article in The Guardian, on the BBC’s

dramatised version of The Secret Diaries of Anne Lister makes clear:

Cue innumberable shots of Lister striding determinedly across the moors in a
series of heroically horrible ‘miffed widow’ numbers, one of which appears to
consist entirely of flattened crows. It was all rather heartening. 14

The Diary entries clearly show the causative connection between Marianne
Belcombe’s marriage and Lister’s decision to go into mourning. She writes the following

for Tuesday 2 September and Saturday 13t September 1817, both in Halifax:

113 See Appendix One.
114 sarah Dempster, The Guardian, Tuesday 1%t June 2010, via http://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-
radio/2010/jun/01/secret-diary-miss-anne-lister [accessed 1 December 2015].
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Spent the whole of the morning in vamping up a pair of old black chamois shoes
and getting my things ready to go and drink tea at Cliff-Hill. As soon as | was
dressed, went to drink tea with the Miss Walkers of Cliff-hill. Went in black silk
the first time to an evening visit. | have entered upon my plan of always wearing
black.1*>

A thousand reflections and recollections crowded on me last night. The last time
| slept in this room & in this bed, it was with Marianne, in 1815, the summer of.
Surely no one ever doted on another as | did then on her. | fondly thought my

love and happiness would last for ever, Alas, how changed. She has married a
blackguard for the sake of his money.!1®

The wider public of Halifax is unable to understand Lister’s public mourning of a secret
event. Lister entered full mourning dress in 1817 and never came out of it; forever stuck
at the point of grief, like a queer Miss Havisham, she was unable to secure Marianne as
her permanent partner.!’”  Lister’s dress as detailed in the Diaries conforms to
conventional Regency mourning garb and also strangely overlaps with the required
mourning dress for Princess Charlotte’s period of official mourning which was to start on

6 November 1817, as Stephen Behrendt notes:

When a four-week period of ‘deepest mourning’ was declared for Charlotte (a
relatively short period for someone so near the crown), the court mourning dress
decreed by the Lord Chamberlain required women to wear black bombazine (a
particularly dull blend of wool and silk) and muslin adorned with crape
accessories.

While Lister’s diary writing offers a clear connection between grief, mourning,
and queer widowhood — the reading of Lister’s mourning dress is persistently obtuse
across a range of geographical and social locations. Her mourning becomes the textual

equivalent of a Regency elephant in the room, the reader knows and is aware of it but

115 Whitbread, p.14.

118 |bid.,p15.

117 Stephen C. Behrendt, Royal Mourning and Regency Culture: Elegies and Memorials of Princess
Charlotte (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1997), pp199-200.
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no-one ever mentions it directly. Lister’s enactment of widowhood is self-acknowledged
but not so by the wider world. Lister is playing a role that others refuse to recognise.
Conversely, Lister’s decision to enter and display full mourning ironically allows her the
psychological freedom to pursue other relationships with Miss Brown and Mrs Barlow.
The role of queer widow allows Lister to express aspects of her psyche even if they
cannot be fully read, or read conventionally. The fate of literal widows in the diary texts
is also seriously problematic: replicating a wide nineteenth-century concern about
widows and their ambiguous social standing. Witness Mrs Barlow and her precarious
identity, fragile socio-economic position and possible gold digging. Lister writes on
several occasions that she cannot trust Mrs Barlow and fears that she may be after her
for her position: ‘In silence, | thought to myself, somehow | cannot get rid of the idea of
her wanting to catch me...Has she ever used Mr Bell’s name to spur me on? Surely she
had hopes of gaining me?’1!8 Lister is torn between her feelings and her reading of Mrs
Barlow’s potentially subversive widowhood, between dynastic, class considerations and

119

emotional/sexual needs. This tension becomes one which Lister cannot resolve.

Writing offers Lister a form of catharsis, a psychological safety net and a free
space, as well as a creative channel. The Diaries also offer intriguing insights into psycho
—geography, personae construction and the use of natural space. Lister associates
herself with Shibden and claims it as her cultured and wild domain, and buffer zone from
psychological attack. This spatial issue is also reflected in the diary code. Lister

sometimes leaves highly revealing entries uncoded which are set within the parameters

118 Diary entry, | Know My Own Heart, Tuesday, 23 Aug. 1825, Whitbread, p.118.
119 See Emma Liggins, Odd Women? Spinsters, Lesbians and Widows in British Women’s Fiction 1850-
1930 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014) for links between oddity, queerness and
widowhood.
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of Shibden estate and surrounding land, away from social contact, and then shifts back

into code, if not role-play in a reversal of her usual patterning.'?°

Other masculine women are largely sidelined in the text on the grounds of their
lack of sexual attractiveness and possible competition with Lister, for example, Tib
(Isabella) Norcliffe, and Miss Pickford. Interestingly Lister does not record any instances
of Isabella Norcliffe, Miss Pickford, or Miss Threlfall receiving abuse on the grounds of
their masculinised appearance. Therefore, this suggests that Lister’s characterisation as
‘Gentleman Jack’ in Halifax hides a deeper and more particular level of social anxiety,
which is specific to her. However, the diaries also outline ways in which Lister uses her
gentlemanly qualities to court and seduce women (using this label to her own
advantage) in a successful performance of suitor, as Anna Clark notes of Lister’s

sophisticated, romantic repertoire:

Anne’s masculinity signalled to lovers that a woman could sexually desire in a way
that was both threatening and alluring. Flirting with Marianne’s sisters she
wrote, ‘My manners are certainly peculiar, not all masculine but rather soft
gentleman like. | know how to please girls.’t??

Unfortunately, for Lister it appears that the wider reading of her persona was more often
based on the first category, rather than the second, with viewers unable or unwilling to
understand these subtle distinctions. The tension between this performance and
unconsolidated gender performativity is threaded throughout the diary volumes and is
worked and reworked, but never fully resolved. Lister’s persona is arguably more

threatening than Isabella Norcliffe’'s and Miss Pickford’s because she is attracted to

120 Roulston, p.272.
121 Anna Clark, ‘Anne Lister’s Construction of Lesbian Identity’, Journal of the History of Sexuality 1
(1996), 23-50 (pp.42-43).
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conventionally feminine women rather than women who are androgynous or masculine
in parts. In other words, the Diaries explore the ways in which Lister targets women
who may be available for relationships with men, or who have been, or are in, opposite-
sex relationships. This may partly explain the increased level of pejorative labelling in
Lister’s case (bearing in mind the proportion of these entries in relation to the overall
volumes). This is not to imply that such feminine women were not queer, but that their
superficial femininity made them seem accessible as objects of male desire. Some
queer women have not needed to out themselves as masculine because of their visible
characteristics, supported by body language and clothing. Of course, not all masculine
women in the nineteenth century were queer, and not all queer women were masculine
a point which Lister’s life writing illustrates very eloquently. To complicate matters
further, genderqueer does not necessarily support queer sexuality, although it often
does. That Lister is able to seduce so many women suggests that the connotative
relationship between gender and sexuality is highly complex in an early nineteenth-
century context. Lister’s Diaries show that she does not make a connection between the
reading of gender characteristics in other women and possible sexual availability, or
potential queerness. The Diaries do not show what happens when these feminine
women are forced to redefine their own characteristics as a result of their involvement
with Lister. Both Eliza Raine, and Ann Walker suffered serious mental health problems

within and without their relationship with Lister.

Despite the candour of the Diary narration there are certain topics, including
mental health and madness, that even for Lister as coded writer are too traumatic to
include. Lister places pathology beyond the Diaries’ reach to maintain a safe space and

to avoid encountering that which is too close to home. This, however, has the curious
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effect of making Eliza Raine and Anne Walker seem like ghosts haunting the text for those
readers who are aware of the broader biographical context. Lister is touched by
pathology but not pathologised. Lister is also curiously silent about several close family
members who are deceased; her brothers and her mother are barely mentioned in the
published Diary extracts. There is a single, poignant, but disturbing mention of Lister’s

mother in the Parisian Diary extracts:

Leaned my head on her breast. Kissed the left one over her habit shirt. Wanted
to open that. She would not permit me but closed her shawl. At last, however,
she felt this open again. | said my mother has nursed me when my sister was
born. She had too much milk. | liked it exceedingly. Asked if she, Mrs Barlow
would nurse: Oh no she could not do this.*??

Lister uses ideas of the eroticised maternal here to appeal to Maria Barlow, the only one

of her diary lovers who has a child.

In order to explore the extent of the Diaries’ treatment of female masculinity,
and gender, two entries will be used which elucidate the distinction between
performative and performance and which focus on the presence or absence of a phallus.
As Judith Halberstam notes, Lister does adopt traditional feminine dress but still fails to
convince locals that she is fully female: ‘Anne remarks on the stares that she draws from
people who think she might be a man (this despite the fact that she always wears
women'’s clothing).123 Although both Clark and Halberstam argue that the Diaries show
how Lister is partially able to offset social judgement because of her elevated social
status, there is still a lack of consensus between them; on whether it is gender confusion,

124

which provokes insult, or lack of confusion. Clark uses the term androgyny,’** whereas

122 \Whitbread, No Priest But Love, p.53.
123)ydith Halberstam, Female Masculinity (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), p. 69.
124 Clark, p.37.
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Halberstam suggests that Lister’s feminine dress fails to override her clear masculinity. it
is her own inability to perform effectively enough with established terms of femininity
that causes her serious problems. Even with Marianne, there are occasions where this

role-play fails because of this secondary, visible aspect.

The instances of name calling in the Diaries serve to foreground tensions
between the reading of internal and external gender characteristics in a conceptual
space of impossibility. That Lister is a woman is clear enough to those who threaten her.
She is ridiculed because of her inability to produce a conventional version of femininity.
She is also ridiculed by men who are clearly threatened by the possibility of her refusal
to submit to ‘real’ masculinity and phallic power. The two entries which concern Lister’s
potential phallus represent a suggestive contrast in terms of their ownership and
attribution. In Lister’s Diary entry of Sunday 28%" June 1818 [Halifax] she records

comments from the local populace about her:

The people generally remark, as | pass along, how much | am like a man. | think
they did it more than usual this evening. At the top of Cunnery Lane, as | went,
three men said, as usual, ‘That’s a man’ & one axed [sic] ‘Does your cock stand?’
| know not how it is but | feel low this evening.?®

This entry gives a microcosm of the confusion, and paradoxical lack of confusion,
which Clark and Halberstam have highlighted. Male reactions to Lister clearly assert her
masculinity at the same time as denigrating her. In other words, locals only dare to taunt
Lister because they know that she is not a man, and therefore she occupies a lower status
at the same time as she holds a privileged class position. The stating of Lister’s proposed

maleness is what actually undermines it (if she really was a man there would be no need

125 Whitbread, I Know My Own Heart, pp.48-49.
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to say so?) This is reinforced by the references to a possibly functioning penis. This
goading of Lister simultaneously insults but also strangely suggests a need to reposition
Lister within a male discourse of potency, or its lack. The fact there are three men
involved suggests that they feel empowered by their numbers. Lister is considered fair
game for vulgarity because she is not lady-like (lacking in feminine performativity). She
also positions herself within a largely same-sex female milieu with her attributed phallus,
which puts men under threat. This over-determined maleness is a reaction against
Lister’s indifference and refusal to defer to patriarchal and sexually normative structures.
The assertion ‘that’s a man’ reinforces the paradoxical nature of avowal as disavowal —

the need to state sex patently undermines it.

This interaction also produces an odd by-product of (assumed), non-queer men
being fascinated by the idea of a woman with a phallus, within a triangulated
relationship dynamic (to use Sedgwick’s term), for a repressed form of male bonding
which fixates on the cock. Lister occupies the central position which allows the
possibility of homosocial bonding between men excited at the possibility of finding a
phallus. Although this statement suggests the need for phallic control, the attribution
to Lister cannot be revoked and therefore, has to be accompanied by potential
impotency and lack of virility. Despite Lister using a non-gender specific term, people,
at the start of this entry, it soon becomes clear that it is men who are the chief-instigators
of direct taunting. This implies that Lister’s masculinity provokes a much stronger
reaction in men than it does in women. Lister cleverly re-works this penis attribution,
through the use of sexual fantasy in a later diary entry, where she imagines herself with
a functioning penis, replacing a missing member with one which supports her sexual

desire and ideas of dominance:
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Foolish fancying about Caroline Greenwood, meeting her on Skircoat Moor,
taking her into a shed there is there & being connected with her. Supposing
myself in men’s clothing & having a penis, tho’ nothing more. All this is very bad.
Let me try to make a great exertion & get the better of this lazyness [sic] in a
morning —the root of all evil [...]Now | will try & turn over a new leaf & waste no
more time in bed or in any way else that | can help. May God’s help attend this
resolution.126

The later lines, however, suggest that it is laziness and lack of activity that is ‘very bad’,

rather than sex.

Lister’s choice of a shed (probably used for animals) as a location for sex may
seem a purely practical option but the connotative possibilities are intriguing.  This
remote shelter occupies a space between worlds, and an inside space outside. Its
location allows Lister to go beyond normal boundaries and indulge her wild nature to
the full. The space also seems to be abandoned and belonging to no one. Lister feels
free to claim it and indulge her gender role-play to the full, in her diary writing, if not in
reality. This no-man’s land between Shibden and Halifax allows Lister to produce her
own version of selected masculinity. There may also be uninte