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Gilbert and Gubar's multi-volume history of women in literature began in 1980 with the 

publication of The Madwoman in the Attic. It was followed by No Man's Land: The Place of 

Women Writers in the 20th Century (1988). Gilbert and Gubar's books were the first to 

review in a complete way the place of women both as literary figures and as writers. 

Drawing on the work of Harold Bloom regarding poetic identity, they argued that women 

could not become writers and assume a writer's identity until they found appropriate models 

for themselves in the tradition. Given the way women were represented, that was a difficult 

task at best. Their argument in this selection is that even the positive images of wpmen in 

literature express negative energies and desires on the part of male writers. 

Before the woman writer can journey through the looking glass toward literary 

autonomy... she must come to terms with the images on the surface of the glass, with, 

that is, those mythic masks male artists have fastened over her human face both to lessen 

their dread of her "inconstancy" and by identifying her with the "eternal types" they have 

themselves invented to possess her more thoroughly. Specifically, as we will try to show 

here, a woman writer must examine, assimilate, and transcend the extreme images of 

"angel" and "monster" which male authors have generated for her. Before we women can 

write, declared Virginia Woolf, we must "kill" the "angel in the house." In other words, 

women must kill the aesthetic ideal through which they themselves have been "killed" 

into art. And similarly, all women writers must kill the angel's necessary opposite and 

double, the "monster" in the house, whose Medusa-face also kills female creativity. For 

us as feminist critics, however, the Woolflan act of "killing" both angels and monsters 

must here begin with an understanding of the nature and origin of these images. At this 

point in our construction of a feminist poetics, then, we really must dissect in order to 

murder. And we must particularly do this in order to understand literature by women 

because, as we shall show, the images of "angel" and "monster" have been so ubiquitous 

throughout literature by men that they have also pervaded women's writing to such an 

extent that few women have definitively "killed" either figure. Rather, the female 

imagination has perceived itself, as it were, through a glass darkly: until quite recently 

the woman writer has had (if only unconsciously) to define herself as a mysterious 

creature who resides behind the angel or monster or angel/ monster image that lives on 

what Mary Elizabeth Coleridge called "the crystal surface."... 

For all literary artists, of course, self-definition necessarily precedes self-assertion: the 

creative "I AM" cannot be uttered if the "I" knows not what it is. But for the 
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female artist the essential process of self-definition is complicated by all those patriarchal 

definitions that intervene between herself and herself. From Anne Finch's Ardelia, who 

struggles to escape the male designs in which she feels herself enmeshed, to Sylvia 

Plath's "Lady Lazarus," who tells "Herr Doktor... Herr Enemy" that "I am your opus,"/"I 

am your valuable," the woman writer acknowledges with pain, confusion, and anger that 

what she sees in the mirror is usually a male construct, the "pure gold baby" of male 

brains, a glittering and wholly artificial child. With Christina Rossetti, moreover, she 

realizes that the male artist often "feeds" upon his female subject's face "not as she is but 

as she fills his dreams." Finally, as "A Woman's Poem" of 1859 simply puts it, the 

woman writer insists that "You [men] make the worlds wherein you move.... Our world 

(alas you make that too!)" - and in its narrow confines, "shut in four blank walls .. .we act 

our parts." 

Though the highly stylized women's roles to which this last poem alludes are all 

ultimately variations upon the roles of angel and monster, they seem on the surface quite 

varied, because so many masks, reflecting such an elaborate typology, have been 

invented for women. A crucial passage from Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora Leigh 

suggests both the mystifying deathliness and the mysterious variety female artists 

perceive in male imagery of women. Contemplating a portrait of her mother which, 

significantly, was made after its subject was dead (so that it is a kind of death mask, an 

image of a woman metaphorically killed into art) the young Aurora broods on the work's 

iconography. Noting that her mother's chambermaid had insisted upon having her dead 

mistress painted in "the red stiff silk" of her court dress rather than in an "English-

fashioned shroud," she remarks that the effect of this unlikely costume was "very 

strange." As the child stared at the painting, her mother's "swan-like supernatural white 

life" seemed to mingle with "whatever I last read, or heard, or dreamed," and thus in its 

charismatic beauty, her mother's image became 

by turns Ghost, 
fiend, and angel, fairy, witch, and sprite; A 
dauntless Muse who eyes a dreadful Fate; A 
loving Psyche who loses sight of Love; A still 
Medusa with mild milky brows. All curdled and 
all clothed upon with snakes Whose slime falls 
fast as sweat will; or anon Our Lady of the 
Passion, stabbed with swords Where the Babe 
sucked; or Lamia in her first Moonlighted pallor, 
ere she shrunk and blinked, And shuddering 
wriggled down to the unclean; Or my own 
mother, leaving her last smile In her last kiss 
upon the baby-mouth My father pushed down 
on the bed for that; Or my dead mother, without 
smile or kiss, Buried at Florence. 

The female forms Aurora sees in her dead mother's picture are extreme, melodramatic, 

gothic - "Ghost, fiend, and angel, fairy, witch, and sprite" - specifically, as she tells us, 

because her reading merges with her seeing. What this implies, however, 
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is not only that she herself is fated to inhabit male-defined masks and costumes, as her 

mother did, but that male-defined masks and costumes inevitably inhabit her, altering her 

vision. Aurora's self-development as a poet is the central concern of Barrett Browning's 

Bildungsroman in verse, but if she is to be a poet she must deconstruct the dead self that 

is a male "opus" and discover a living, "inconstant" self. She must, in other words, 

replace the "copy" with the "individuality," as Barrett Browning once said she thought 

she herself had done in her mature art. Significantly, however, the "copy" selves depicted 

in Aurora's mother's portrait ultimately represent, once again, the moral extremes of angel 

("angel," "fairy," and perhaps "sprite") and monster ("ghost," "witch," "fiend"). 

In her brilliant and influential analysis of the question "Is Female to Male as Nature 

Is to Culture?" the anthropologist Sherry Ortner notes that in every society "the 

psychic mode associated with women seems to stand at both the bottom and the top of 

the scale of human modes of relating." Attempting to account for this "symbolic 

ambiguity," Ortner explains "both the subversive feminine symbols (witches, evil eye, 

menstrual pollution, castrating mothers) and the feminine symbols of transcendence 

(mother goddesses, merciful dispensers of salvation, female symbols of justice)" by 

pointing out that women "can appear from certain points of view to stand both under 

and over (but really simply outside of) the sphere of culture's hegemony." That is, 

precisely because a woman is denied the autonomy - the subjectivity - that the pen 

represents, she is not only excluded from culture (whose emblem might well be the 

pen) but she also becomes herself an embodiment of just those extremes of mysterious 

and intransigent Otherness which culture confronts with worship or fear, love or 

loathing. As "Ghost, fiend, and angel, fairy, witch, and sprite," she mediates between 

the male artist and the Unknown, simultaneously teaching him purity and instructing 

him in degradation -----  

In the Middle Ages, of course, mankind's great teacher of purity was the Virgin Mary, 

a mother goddess who perfectly fitted the female role Ortner defines as "merciful 

dispenser of salvation." For the more secular nineteenth century, however, the eternal 

type of female purity was represented not by a madonna in heaven but by an angel in the 

house. Nevertheless, there is a clear line of literary descent from divine Virgin to 

domestic angel, passing through (among many others) Dante, Milton, and Goethe. 

Like most Renaissance neo-Platonists, Dante claimed to know God and His Virgin 

handmaid by knowing the Virgin's virgin attendant, Beatrice. Similarly, Milton, despite 

his undeniable misogyny (which we shall examine later), speaks of having been granted a 

vision of "my late espoused saint," who 

Came vested all in white, pure as her mind. 
Her face was veiled, yet to my fancied sight, 

Love, sweetness, goodness, in her person shined 
So clear, as in no face with more delight. 

In death, in other words, Milton's human wife has taken on both the celestial brightness 

of Mary and (since she has been "washed from spot of childbed taint") the virginal purity 

of Beatrice. In fact, if she could be resurrected in the flesh she might now be an angel in 

the house, interpreting heaven's luminous mysteries to her wondering husband. 
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The famous vision of the "Eternal Feminine" {Das Ewig-Weihliche) with which 

Goethe's Faust concludes presents women from penitent prostitutes to angelic virgins in 

just this role of interpreters or intermediaries between the divine Father and his human 

sons. The German of Faust's "Chorus Mysticus" is extraordinarily difficult to translate in 

verse, but Hans Eichner's English paraphrase easily suggests the way in which Goethe's 

image of female intercessors seems almost to be a revision of Milton's "late espoused 

saint": "All that is transitory is merely symbolical; here (that is to say, in the scene before 

you) the inaccessible is (symbolically) portrayed and the inexpressible is (symbolically) 

made manifest. The eternal feminine (i.e. the eternal principle symbolized by woman) 

draws us to higher spheres." Meditating on the exact nature of this eternal feminine, 

moreover, Eichner comments that for Goethe the "ideal of contemplative purity" is 

always feminine while "the ideal of significant action is masculine." Once again, 

therefore, it is just because women are defined as wholly passive, completely void of 

generative power (like "Cyphers") that they become numinous to male artists. For in the 

metaphysical emptiness their "purity" signifies they are, of course, self-less, with all the 

moral and psychological implications that word suggests. 

Elaborating further on Goethe's eternal feminine, Eichner gives an example of the 

culmination of Goethe's "chain of representatives of the 'noblest femininity'": Makarie, in 

the late novel Wilhelm Meister's Travels. His description of her usefully summarizes the 

philosophical background of the angel in the house: 

She... leads a life of almost pure contemplation ___ in considerable isolation on a coun 
try estate... a life without external events - a life whose story cannot be told as there is 
no story. Her existence is not useless. On the contrary... she shines like a beacon in a 
dark world, like a motionless lighthouse by which others, the travellers whose lives do 
have a story, can set their course. When those involved in feeling and action turn to her 
in their need, they are never dismissed without advice and consolation. She is an ideal, 
a model of selflessness and of purity of heart. 

She has no story of her own but gives "advice and consolation" to others, listens, smiles, 

sympathizes: such characteristics show that Makarie is not only the descendant of 

Western culture's cloistered virgins but also the direct ancestress of Coventry Patmore's 

angel in the house, the eponymous heroine of what may have been the middle nineteenth 

century's most popular book of poems. 

Dedicated to "the memory of her by whom and for whom I became a poet," Patmore's 

The Angel in the House is a verse-sequence which hymns the praises and narrates the 

courtship and marriage of Honoria, one of the three daughters of a country Dean, a girl 

whose unselfish grace, gentleness, simplicity, and nobility reveal that she is not only a 

pattern Victorian lady but almost literally an angel on earth. Certainly her spirituality 

interprets the divine for her poet husband, so that 

No happier post than this I ask, 
To live her laureate all my life. On 

wings of love uplifted free, 
And by her gentleness made great, 

I'll teach how noble man should be To 
match with such a lovely mate. 
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Honoria's essential virtue, in other words, is that her virtue makes her man "great." In and 

of herself, she is neither great nor extraordinary. Indeed, Patmore adduces many details 

to stress the almost pathetic ordinariness of her life: she picks violets, loses her gloves, 

feeds her birds, waters her rose plot, and journeys to London on a train with her father 

the Dean, carrying in her lap a volume of Petrarch borrowed from her lover but entirely 

ignorant that the book is, as he tells us, "worth its weight in gold." In short, like Goethe's 

Makarie, Honoria has no story except a sort of anti-story of selfless innocence based on 

the notion that "Man must be pleased; but him to please / Is woman's pleasure."6 

Significantly, when the young poet-lover first visits the Deanery where his Honoria 

awaits him like Sleeping Beauty or Snow White, one of her sisters asks him if, since 

leaving Cambridge, he has "outgrown" Kant and Goethe. But if his paean of praise to the 

Ewig-Weibliche in rural England suggests that he has not, at any rate, outgrown the latter 

of these, that is because for Victorian men of letters Goethe represented not collegiate 

immaturity but moral maturity. After all, the climactic words of Sartor Resartus, that 

most influential masterpiece of Victorian sagacity, were "Close thy Byron; open thy 

Goethe,"7 and though Carlyle was not specifically thinking of what came to be called "the 

woman question," his canonization of Goethe meant, among other things, a new 

emphasis on the eternal feminine, the angel-woman Patmore describes in his verses, 

Aurora Leigh perceives in her mother's picture, and Virginia Woolf shudders to 

remember. 

Of course, from the eighteenth century on, conduct books for ladies had proliferated, 

enjoining young girls to submissiveness, modesty, selflessness; reminding all women 

that they should be angelic. There is a long and crowded road from The Booke of 

Curtesye (1477) to the columns of "Dear Abby," but social historians have fully explored 

its part in the creation of those "eternal feminine" virtues of modesty, gracefulness, 

purity, delicacy, civility, compliancy, reticence, chastity, affability, politeness - all of 

which are modes of mannerliness that contributed to Honoria's angelic innocence. Ladies 

were assured by the writers of such conduct books that "There are Rules for all our 

Actions, even down to Sleeping with a good Grace," and they were told that this good 

Grace was a woman's duty to her husband because "if Woman owes her Being to the 

Comfort and Profit of man, 'tis highly reasonable that she should be careful and diligent 

to content and please him." 

The arts of pleasing men, in other words, are not only angelic characteristics; in more 

worldly terms, they are the proper acts of a lady. "What shall I do to gratify myself or to 

be admired?" is not the question a lady asks on arising, declared Mrs Sarah Ellis, 

Victorian England's foremost preceptress of female morals and manners, in 1844. No, 

because she is "the least engaged of any member of the household," a woman of right 

feeling should devote herself to the good of others. And she should do this silently, 

without calling attention to her exertions because "all that would tend to draw away her 

thoughts from others and fix them on herself, ought to be avoided as an evil to her."10 

Similarly, John Ruskin affirmed in 1865 that the woman's "power is not for rule, not for 

battle, and her intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet orderings" of 

domesticity.11 Plainly, both writers meant that, enshrined within her home, a Victorian 

angel-woman should become her husband's holy refuge from the blood and sweat that 

inevitably accompanies a "life of significant action," as well as, in her "contemplative 

purity," a living memento of the otherness of the divine. 
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