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Introduction 

In A.S. Byatt’s own introduction to Possession: A Romance (1990), Byatt writes that unlike 

anything else she had written this novel began with the title. Possession is set in an academic 

world obsessed with literary research. The title refers to two scholars’ experience of being 

“possessed” by the writers they are studying. It also reflects the economic sense of the word 

by asking who possesses the manuscripts or material of dead writers. In addition, possession 

refers to the sexual relationships in the novel as it deals with questions of ownership and 

independence between lovers. Byatt writes in her introduction that the idea of the novel was 

that poems have more life than poets, and that poems and poets are livelier than literary 

theorists living their lives analysing them. It is only the life of the past, the novels and authors 

whom they study, that matters. In Possession the past and present are closely linked. The 

present is presented almost as a recycling of the past.  

The novel starts in 1986 with an unexpected discovery. The scholar Roland 

Mitchell looks into the Victorian poet Randolph Henry Ash’s copy of Giambattista Vico’s 

Scienza Nuova and finds the drafts of a love letter by Randolph Ash to an unknown woman 

and becomes obsessed with finding out more. He steals the drafts and soon manages to 

identify the mysterious woman as Christabel LaMotte, a minor Victorian poetess. His 

research leads him to Maud Bailey, an expert on Christabel LaMotte. By developing the 

contemporary love story between the scholars Roland Mitchell and Maud Bailey in parallel 

with the story of the Victorian lovers they are researching, Byatt shows how the past is 

repeated when it comes to the power dynamic in romantic relationships. The same love story 

that defines Christabel and Randolph in the 1890s describes Roland and Maud in the 1980s. 

Byatt uses allusions to myth and folktales to emphasise both the romance theme of the novel 

and how the past has formed us and continues to affect us in our relationships and social roles. 

Consequently, Possession can be read as an exploration of the hold of the past on the present.  
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In Possession, Byatt invites us to contemplate the fact that descriptions of who 

we are as men and women have been written and interpreted by men to a large degree. Thus 

their stories and portraits of women and men and their specific roles have been dominant in 

society. Possession reflects on the power narration has over perceptions of gender roles 

throughout history. Byatt has said in an interview that writing novels is a kind of power game: 

“Writers rearrange the world to suit their own views and needs” (Carpenter n. pag). 

Possession urges us to reflect over whose truth we read and learn from. Who controls 

academic institutions, who decides what knowledge is important, who interprets history and 

what impact does it have on how we are represented as men and women? Furthermore, how 

can this be challenged?  

Previous work 

In my essay, I will develop some of the ideas from studies that are concerned with gender 

identity development and social constructivism. Katrina Sanders’ work “Polemical plot-coils: 

thematising the postmodern in Possession” deals with the topics of intertextuality, 

postmodern awareness and romanticism in Possession. Sanders suggests that Possession 

recognises that intertextuality forges an essential connection between past and present literary 

work and that Possession emphasises the difficulty of uncovering historical truths (7-10). We 

develop our knowledge from past texts but we interpret what we read differently depending 

on our own perspectives and experiences. Ted Underwood writes in “Stories of Parallel Lives 

and the Status Anxieties of Contemporary Historicism” that the characters’ lives are 

paralleled in Possession; people who died long ago possess their cultural descendants and live 

through them, proving that history is a process by which the present transforms and partially 

resurrects the past (9-10). Felicity Rose argues similarly in “Angel and Demon: Female 

Selfhood and the Male Gaze in Byatt and Brontë” that Possession often displays recurring 
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patterns that imply that history repeats itself and that our identities as men and women follow 

patterns from both fairy tales and history. Rose writes that Byatt’s use of metaphors and 

myths shows that Maud and Christabel parallel each other (5). Lena Steveker’s “A Room of 

her own: Melusina’s Bath as a Space of Power in A.S. Byatt’s Possession” discusses the 

Melusina legend and how it has been used as analogical allusions to describe Christabel’s and 

Maud’s identity development. Steveker suggests that Melusina's bath symbolises a space in 

which women can exert their power in both solitude and safety. This is also a clear reference 

to Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own where she argues that women need a room 

of their own if they are to be able to write novels. Woolf discusses how women have lacked 

money and independence to work intellectually, creatively and how the treatment of women 

in texts written by men has affected women’s identities. The themes in Byatt’s novel echoes 

the themes discussed in Woolf’s essay and are issues this essay will also examine further in 

relation to Possession. 

Susan Margaret Arthur also discusses the female characters’ identity 

development and suggests in her thesis “Possessed by Desire: A.S Byatt’s Possession and its 

Location in Postmodernism” that the female characters in Possession are portrayed as being 

protected or safe emotionally but do not participate fully in life. Nancy Chinn asserts in “’I 

Am My Own Riddle’ – A. S. Byatt’s Christabel LaMotte: Emily Dickinson and Melusina”, 

that Byatt deals with the feminist issue of how desire and passion for a man can be an 

enriching experience for women but it can also ruin women’s self-possession and 

independence, and by that the possibility to work intellectually (Chinn 180-81). In Possession 

passion is often connected with love, sexuality, and motherhood while intellect is often 

connected with independence, privacy, and artistry. The female characters’ dilemma in 

Possession seems to be to combine the two.  
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Culture as an instrument of power; habitus, field and capital 

My discussion of female identity development in Possession is linked to Janice Radway and 

Judith Butler’s studies that focus on how gender roles are created. In Reading the Romance, 

Radway states that heteronormativity is continuously confirmed and fortified through cultural 

products such as romance literature, music, and movies (125). She describes how female and 

male characters are portrayed in romance fiction, and how they tend to follow the same 

pattern. Gender theorist Judith Butler explains that the roles culture and society impose on us 

are prescribed as ideal for a person of a specific gender. Butler explains in “Performative Acts 

and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory” that gender can 

be understood as an imitation of an ideal or norm (906). Thus, we learn through cultural 

products, such as romance fiction, folktales and legends how to behave and think in socially 

accepted ways and transfer these norms from generation to generation. The work I use to 

problematize the emphasis on heterosexuality in romance literature is Adrienne Rich’s text 

“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence” in which she exposes some methods by 

which male power are manifested and maintained. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s book 

The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary 

Imagination (1979) similarly examines how women have been portrayed by male writers and 

that their portrayals had a negative impact on how women perceived themselves. 

John Fiske and Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical texts deal more generally with the 

connection between power and culture. Their theories support the idea that culture impacts 

our identities as men and women. Media scholar John Fiske argues in “Culture, Ideology, 

Interpellation” that culture can be seen as a set instruments of economic, ethnic, and gender 

domination. Fiske clarifies that we learn how to behave and think in socially accepted ways 

through social institutions like the educational system but also through culture (1269-70). We 

are given a sense of being individual subjects by being addressed in certain ways by our 
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culture. In Distinction (1984), the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu similarly shows how the 

social order is progressively inscribed in people’s minds through cultural products and 

institutions including systems of education, language, values and activities of everyday life 

(471). These all lead to an unconscious acceptance of social differences and hierarchies. 

Bourdieu sees power as culturally and symbolically created, and constantly re-legitimised 

through the interplay of agency and structure (170). Bourdieu’s key concepts field, capital and 

habitus will be used to explain how inequality and dominance are formed and repeated in the 

novel.  

To begin with, field describes social and institutional arenas in which people 

express and reproduce their dispositions, and where they compete for different kinds of 

resources (Bourdieu 113). A field can be seen as a game with predetermined rules and norms 

in which people or agents manoeuvre and struggle in pursuit of desirable resources. Social 

positions depend on their access to resources which are at stake in the field (113). In 

Distinction the resources needed are referred to as capital. Bourdieu discusses the economic, 

social and cultural capital which the agent needs in order to participate and be accepted in the 

field. Economical capital gives you access to money which usually gives you access to the 

cultural capital. Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital plays a central role in power relations. 

Cultural capital refers to the collection of symbolic elements such as skill and tastes that one 

acquires through being part of a particular social group. Bourdieu writes that taste functions as 

a sort of social orientation, a “sense of one’s place” (466). Certain forms of cultural capital are 

valued over others, and can help or hinder people’s social mobility just as much as wealth. 

Sharing similar forms of cultural capital with others, the same taste in novels for example, 

creates a sense of collective identity and group position. Hence, classes distinguish 

themselves through taste (57). Bourdieu defines social capital as resources linked to having a 

durable network of institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition. 
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Those with power use their network to maintain advantages for themselves, their social class, 

and their children (122). The dominant social class, like white heterosexual men, usually have 

access to all capital. Those who have a high social, economic and cultural capital will have a 

powerful role in society as all this capital gives them the possibility to create norms in society. 

The third concept Bourdieu uses to explain how inequality and dominance are 

formed and reified is habitus. Habitus refers to socialised norms that guide our behaviour and 

thinking. It is created by interplay between social and individual processes. It is neither a 

result of free will, nor determined by structures, but created by the two over time (170). 

Bourdieu argues that habitus can be transformed by changed circumstances. Expectations or 

aspirations will change with it (171-172). In this essay Bourdieu’s concepts help to show how 

literature has affected the female characters in Possession. I will review men’s leverage when 

it comes to capital and how in Possession the different types of capital affect each other. The 

characters in the novel can be said to act and struggle for capital within three fields: the 

academic institutions, authorship and romantic relationships. The fields the characters in 

Possession find themselves in seem continuously to benefit men rather than women. Habitus 

is used to discuss romance stories’ impact on the development of female characters. Habitus 

opens up the idea that stories that are re-interpreted or re-told differently may offer a new way 

of looking at men and women and their position in society which Byatt seems to attempt 

doing in Possession.   

Virginia Woolf writes in A Room of One’s Own that “a woman must have 

money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (5-6). Woolf states that this is because 

“[i]ntellectual freedom depends upon material things. […] And women have always been 

poor, not for two hundred years merely, but from the beginning of time” (106). According to 

Bourdieu, in order to participate and be accepted in the field, the agent needs resources such 

as economic capital as it usually grants access to social and cultural capital (113). After going 
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through the books at the British Museum and finding none written by women, Woolf writes 

that “Nobody in their senses could fail to detect the dominance of the professor. His was the 

power and the money and the influence. […] he seemed to control everything” (35). Woolf 

writes that through history male critics have decided what is important: “This is an important 

book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war. This is an insignificant book because it 

deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-room. […] The masculine values prevail” (74). 

Adrienne Rich argues that male pursuits have been considered more valuable than female 

ones, so cultural values have become an embodiment of male subjectivity (Rich n.pag.). Rich 

refers to Kathleen Gough, who writes about some of the methods by which male power is 

manifested and maintained. Male social and professional bonding excludes women from 

society's knowledge and cultural attainments (Rich n.pag.). This relates to cultural capital and 

how classes distinguish themselves through taste (Bourdieu 57). According to Bourdieu, taste 

guides the occupants of a given place in social space towards the social positions adjusted to 

their properties, and towards the practices or goods which befit the occupants of that position 

(466). If those with high cultural capital mainly read male authors or if male authors are the 

main subjects of academic discussion, the work of male authors will be considered to embody 

taste and quality, and influence the way people more commonly talk; that is, they determine 

notions about being well-read, well-educated and having a cultural awareness, which is linked 

with high cultural capital. It is a way of distinguishing between positions in the social 

hierarchy. Those at the top of the social hierarchy assure its continuation as the social system 

tends to reproduce itself through culture and through schooling. By controlling the academic 

institutions, men have the opportunity to choose what type of culture and what authors are 

important. Men’s leverage when it comes to the economic and social capital increases their 

ability to control the cultural capital in Possession.  
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In Possession one is constantly reminded that men have, and have had, greater 

access to the institutions of education, employment and publishing. Byatt first introduces us to 

Roland Michell, who is a young literary researcher of Randolph Ash, a successful male poet 

from the Victorian era. Then we are introduced to the famous Ash scholar, James Blackadder 

at the British Museum and to Fergus Wolff, who is Roland’s more successful department 

rival. Moreover, we find out that another male character, Mortimer P. Cropper, is an 

American curator of a large collection of Ash’s correspondence and memorabilia and he tries 

to come into possession of as much of Ash’s legacy as he can. In addition, in order to find out 

more about this male author, Roland consults the work of other men, such as the diary of 

Crabb Robinson, who had known all the major male literary figures in his time. Roland finds 

the diary at a library owned by yet another man, Dr. William. Thus, Byatt illustrates how men 

have successfully produced and subsequently controlled the culture that is carefully kept in 

museums and academic institutions. 

Through Roland’s quest to find out more about Christabel, we discover that it is 

more difficult to find information about female authors than male authors. Professor 

Blackadder, the preserver of English culture, cannot recall or find any interest in the history of 

female authors. When Blackadder is asked about Christabel, he assumes it has to do with her 

father and can quickly answer Roland who he was (Byatt 31). He mentions that Christabel 

wrote “‘an epic which they say is unreadable’” (Byatt 31). The “they” Blackadder is referring 

to are most likely other male academics. By using male taste as the standard what is 

considered to be a well-written work, Blackadder assures that the masculine values prevail. 

Blackadder agrees with his assistant Paola, the only female character who works at the so 

called “Ash Factory” at the British Museum, that feminists would be interested in Christabel 

(Byatt 31), implying that women are interested in women and men are interested in men 

because of their differences in taste. He seems to be largely right.   
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The only female researcher who has been interested in studying Randolph Ash 

is the fictional old-school literary critic, Beatrice Nest. She was, however, advised against 

studying Ash’s work because her supervisor believed him to be beyond her research 

capabilities (Byatt 114). Beatrice says that “‘They said it would be better to – to do this task 

which presented itself so to speak and seemed appropriate to my – my sex – my capacities as 

they were thought to be, whatever they were’” (220). By excluding Beatrice from the study of 

Randolph Ash, her supervisor maintains the perceived greater value of the masculine subject 

and his ownership of it. Beatrice sadly points out to Maud the disadvantages of being an old 

woman in a male-dominated environment: “We thought it was bad being young and – in some 

cases, not in mine – attractive – but it was worse when we grew older. There is an age at 

which, I profoundly believe, one becomes a witch, in such situations, Dr Bailey – through 

simple aging – as always happens in history – and there are witch-hunts” (221). Beatrice is 

blocked in her access to the institution and forced to focus on Randolph’s wife Ellen Ash 

instead. Val, Roland’s girlfriend, is similarly discriminated against due to perceived images of 

what women are like. The academic institution cannot believe Val as a woman can write as 

well as she does and it is therefore suspected in academia that her thesis must have been 

written by Roland. In contrast to Beatrice, Val decides to end her academic career. By 

excluding Beatrice and Val, the male-dominated academia increases the value of male 

academic participation and decreases that of women.  

Fergus is the only man at the department who can provide information about 

Christabel. He points out that he became an involuntary expert on Christabel only because he 

had a relationship with Dr. Maud Bailey, a Victorian scholar at Lincoln University who also 

runs a Women’s Resource Centre. Blackadder and Fergus exemplify how male academics 

decide what knowledge is important. By demonstrating how uninterested they are in 

Christabel’s work they undermine its value. In fact, to find and preserve information about the 
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male author is so important to some of the male characters that Cropper, in his obsession, 

even opens up Ash’s grave at the end of the novel.  

The feminist movement within academia in the 1960s prompted a general re-

evaluation of women's historical and academic contributions in response to the belief that 

women's lives and works had been underrepresented as areas of scholarly interest. Byatt 

weaves this into her novel by demonstrating how Christabel and her companion, the painter, 

Blanche Glover would be gone from history if it were not for feminist scholars and for the 

fact that Christabel’s father is remembered by the male researchers as a writer. Maud notices 

that on Christabel’s tombstone it is only Christabel’s father’s profession that is mentioned; not 

a word is said about her own (Byatt 71).  Roland notices it as well and “felt briefly guilty of 

the oppression of mankind” (71). There is a note by Christabel’s grave saying “To not be 

forgotten”. It is signed by the women of Tallahassee, who write that they “keep her memory 

green and continue her work” (71). The feminists at the University of Tallahassee, where the 

feminist Leonora Stern is a Professor of Women's Studies, understand that keeping 

Christabel’s memory alive is of great importance.  

Blanche and Christabel are known only to the feminists, until the discovery of 

the connection to Randolph makes them suddenly interesting to traditional male researchers. 

The fact that there are discussions of “literature” and “feminist literature,” what “researchers” 

are interested in and what “feminists” are interested in demonstrates how male authors and 

men’s research are taken as the “norm”. Blackadder and Roland work for “The Research 

Centre” and Maud works at “Women’s Research Centre”. This indicates that there is a 

difference in kind between the research they conduct and it sustains men’s leverage in 

mainstream academia. 
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Feminists like Luce Irigaray have proposed that because patriarchy is too deeply 

rooted in society, women should withdraw from the patriarchy and constitute an alternative 

arena of their own (Irigaray 795). The idea is that when women leave patriarchal society, they 

become freer from male-dominated fields and norms. Maud and Leonora, the feminists in 

Possession, seem to develop more freely and gain respect in what can be considered a 

different field than the traditional male academic institutions. Creating the Women’s Research 

Centre can also be seen as a separation from patriarchy. In the modern story the feminists who 

have left the male-dominated institutions or at least created a separate niche for themselves 

within the institutions, are freer to develop their thoughts and ideas and have a career in 

contrast to the female characters’ Beatrice and Val, who try to succeed within the male-

dominated institutions. Byatt uses withdrawing from patriarchy in the Victorian story as the 

only solution for Christabel and Blanche. Christabel explains that they need their solitude in 

order to ‘“live the Life of the Mind’” (Byatt 187). She clarifies her relationship with Blanche 

in a letter to Randolph: “We were to renounce the outside World – and the usual female 

Hopes (and with them the usual Female Fears) in exchange for – dare I say Art – a daily duty 

of crafting […]. It was a Sealed Pact. […] It was a chosen way of life […]” (Byatt 187). Byatt 

thus demonstrates how several female characters separate themselves from men in order to be 

intellectuals and artists on their own merits.  

In Possession the importance of women working together by sharing and 

preserving knowledge becomes clear. By networking and collaboration, higher social capital 

is obtained which makes the economical capital less important. In the plot that takes place in 

modern times, the feminist Leonora Stern argues that for women it is vital to cooperate and 

support one another and share knowledge. Leonora recognises that women do not have to own 

the physical material to gain knowledge (Byatt 436) and the fictional French feminist scholar 

Ariane Le Minier, says “‘[…] The photocopier is a great democratic invention. And we 
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should share information should we not – it is a feminist principle, co-operation. […]’” (Byatt 

334).  Women have not had the same opportunities to own culture as men nor have they had 

the same opportunity to work or study outside the home. Therefore, they need to collaborate 

to gain knowledge. While working together they can support one another and thus pursue 

their individual work. The feminists, Leonora and Maud, receive and depend on support from 

one another. A parallel can be drawn to the feminists in the past. While supporting one 

another, Christabel and Blanche can work independently and creatively. When they lose each 

other’s support they can no longer produce art.  

For Christabel’s and Blanche, withdrawing from patriarchy, due to their desire 

to be creative and to work intellectually, ends tragically. Christabel falls in love with 

Randolph and their love affair leads to a pregnancy. In disgrace she leaves for France to give 

birth to the child in secret without telling Randolph. Randolph and the reader is lead to 

wonder if Christabel killed their child until the very end of the novel. Blanche sees no other 

possibility than to commit suicide because she cannot go on painting and living the free, 

independent life she wants after Christabel leaves. In Blanche’s last letter, she writes that her 

reasons for killing herself are:  

First, poverty, I can afford no more paint … Second, ‘pride’ …  I cannot again 

demean myself to enter anyone’s home as a governess … I would rather not live 

than be a slave.… Third, failure of ideals. I have tried,… to live according to 

certain beliefs about the possibility, for independent single women, of living 

useful and fully human lives, in each other’s company, and without recourse to 

help from the outside world, or men. We believed it was possible … 

Regrettably, it was not. (Byatt 307) 
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When Christabel is old, she writes a last letter to Randolph saying that she is 

“writing my verses by licence of my boorish brother-in-law, a hanger on as I had never meant 

to be, of my sister’s good fortune (in the pecuniary sense)” (Byatt 500). Christabel, who had 

guarded her independence, becomes dependent on her brother-in-law’s charity and loses her 

ability to write good poetry. Possession illustrates how social and economic disruption has 

obstructed women's creative aspirations and that without economic and social capital, culture 

cannot be possessed or created.  

Byatt not only deals with problems concerning women’s possibilities to work 

intellectually if they lack financial funding to do so, it also becomes apparent in the novel that 

men have a higher social capital. The knowledge the male pupil receives from the master or 

the man in the academic field is not only an education. He is also involved in the transmission 

of cultural and social forms of capital. In Possession, Professor Blackadder is Roland’s 

“master” and so apart from being a white heterosexual male and thus belonging to a dominant 

social group, Roland also receives other types of capital from Blackadder. Roland receives 

support from Blackadder in his career and their relationship seems professional and 

uncomplicated. Blackadder praises Roland’s writing and offers Roland a research fellowship 

(486). He also says in the end of the story that he has given Roland his recommendations for 

several posts: “‘…I’ve spoken to them all. Sung your praises.’” (486). Not only do men aid 

men, women also assist men in their careers. Val, Roland’s girlfriend, for example supports 

Roland financially so that he can pursue his academic career while she has to give up her 

academic pursuits. Maud also helps Roland by her scholarly collaboration, which eventually 

promotes his career. Similarly, Randolph’s wife Ellen becomes Randolph’s secretary and 

relieves him of any practical problem so that he can devote himself totally to poetry. Her main 

purpose in life is to live and work for Randolph. Ellen’s single book called Helpmeets is about 
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wives of great men and the support they provide. It is the wives’ relationships with the men 

that make the women worth writing about. 

In contrast, the male characters do not support the female characters in their 

careers. In “The Danger of Intellectual Master: Lessons from Harry Potter and Antonia 

Byatt,” Mary Eagleton explores how the man becomes “the intellectual master”, “the father 

figure” and “the lover” of the woman and the female student (Eagleton 63-65). Randolph and 

Christabel’s relationship starts off by him trying to educate her, as a master. Randolph is 

impressed by Christabel’s intellect and although she is not perceived as subordinate since she 

leads an independent life, he has more social capital; better education and greater knowledge 

than her because he is male. His attempts to teach her, to “master her,” are also discussed in 

Christabel’s last letter to Randolph (which he never receives): 

“Do you remember how I wrote to you of the riddle of the egg? As an eidolon of 

my solitude and self-possession which you threatened whether you would or no? 

And destroyed, my dear, meaning me nothing but good, I do believe and know. I 

wonder – if I had kept to my closed castle, behind my motte-and-bailey defences 

– should I have been a great poet – as you are? I wonder – was my spirit 

rebuked by yours – as Caesar’s was by Antony – or was I enlarged by your 

generosity as you intended?” (502) 

Christabel recognises that he tried to help her progress by giving her intellectual 

stimulus but unfortunately it ends her career instead. 

When it comes to Maud and Roland, it is Maud who has a higher status to begin 

with. However, although she is above him intellectually, she never becomes his “master”. She 

does not see it as her duty to enlighten him or teach him. Instead, they work together to find 

more information about Christabel and Randolph’s relationship. In the end of the novel Maud 
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says to Roland: “‘I thought – we might edit the letters together, you and I?’” (505). Maud is 

offering collaboration and support, which she has been taught to do in her field, feminist 

research, but Roland declines. He has chosen a different field or path in life which means that 

he and Maud no longer need to compete in the field of academia. He says that he has learned 

a great deal but he does not mention that he has learned anything specific from Maud. Instead 

he says that he has learned from the male authors Randolph and Vico, about poetic language 

and that he now has things to write himself (505). Maud will continue studying literature 

while Roland, besides receiving international job offers and a research fellowship, begins to 

write his own poetry. Because Byatt chooses a different field for Roland, the possibility for 

Maud to be above Roland in status is denied. Instead it makes it possible for him to become 

the master in a different field where she is not an actor.  

The romance genre as an example of a cultural product 

In Possession, there is a close connection between fairy tales and myths in the female 

characters’ lives and the love plots follow traditional expectations in the romance genre. 

Literature, including myths and fairy tales may, by means of repetition, often confirm certain 

norms in society, which in turn guide our behaviour and thinking. Bourdieu suggests that the 

agent adapts to the context and to her social position in the field and to the expectations for 

operating in that social domain (110-112). We learn what is expected by us as women and 

men as we participate in the field of heterosexual romance. Heterosexual romance stories 

thereby guide our behaviour and thinking and shape our habitus. This way, we adapt to certain 

expected social positions. Through habitus the actor shows his or her position in society by 

using a certain type of behaviour. In this essay habitus is used to discuss how female 

characters are portrayed and have been portrayed, which Byatt seems to suggest has had an 

impact on women’s pursuit towards a female identity. It can also be used to understand why 
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female characters identity development is portrayed in such a similar way although a hundred 

years has passed between the two stories in the novel.  

Janice Radway observes in her reader-response study of romance novels that the 

ideal heroines in romance novels have similar dispositions. First, they are differentiated from 

most women by their unusual intelligence and they exhibit special abilities in an unusual 

occupation (Radway 123). Both female protagonists in Possession are the unusually skilled 

persons, which the romance genre requires. Maud and Christabel are portrayed as women 

with whom the reader wants to identify, and as a reader it is hard not to be impressed by the 

female characters’ abilities. The heroine in the past story, Christabel, is far more independent 

than what was the norm in the Victorian era. Christabel wants to work with her writing and 

rejects traditional ideas of how women must live their lives, with a man as breadwinner. Maud 

in the modern story is academically at a higher level than the male hero Roland. Roland is 

overwhelmed by the complexity of one of Maud’s essays that he reads on his way to his first 

meeting with her and when he confronts her, she is taller than him, unsmiling, her voice is 

“deliberately blurred patrician” (39) that he does not like and, by trying to carry his bag for 

him, takes a masculine role (38-41). By associating the heroine’s personality with behaviour 

usually identified with men, Byatt connects the heroine’s and the reader’s impulse toward 

individuation and autonomy. Radway explains that the heroine’s initial rejection of feminine 

ways is essential to the plot because it emphasises the heroine’s insistence that she is free to 

voice her will (127). Thus, an impulse towards individuation ironically sets the romantic story 

in motion.  

However, although romance heroines are unusually capable and unusually 

independent, they are also characterised by emotional isolation. Radway writes that the mood 

of the romance novel’s opening pages is nearly always set by the heroines’ emotional 

isolation and her profound sense of loss (135). Possession follows this theme and it is 
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illustrated in various ways. Christabel compares for example her situation with an egg: “An 

Egg, a perfect O, a living Stone, doorless and windowless, whose life may slumber on till she 

be Waked-or find she has Wings to spread-which is not so here – oh no-” (Byatt 137). Rose 

establishes that Maud and Christabel parallel each other, with Maud living in solitude in a 

white apartment like an egg (Rose 2-3). The image of the egg is linked to a lack of life, yet 

also the possibility of life as it is associated with the female aspects of reproduction, 

suggesting that there is emptiness in these independent women’s lives.  

We find out that Christabel identifies with the protagonist in Lord Tennyson’s 

ballad “The Lady of Shalott”. The Lady of Shalott is isolated in a tower and suffers from a 

mysterious curse. She must continually weave images on her loom without ever looking 

directly out at the world. Instead, she looks into a mirror, which reflects the world outside. 

When the lady sees the knight Lancelot; she stops weaving and looks out of her window, 

bringing the curse to fruition. She decides to leave the tower and participate in the living 

world but dies before arriving at the palace Camelot to meet Lancelot whom only sees her 

after her death. Chinn declares that in Tennyson’s version of “the Lady of Shalott,” the Lady 

provides a recurring image for the difficulties of the woman artist in Possession (Chinn 180-

181).  Although the Lady suffers from imprisonment she is able to enjoy the creative freedom 

it brings. Similarly, Maud spends her life weaving and unweaving the narratives that become 

the target of her literary criticism (Steverk 7). In addition, the solitude of Maud’s apartment, 

this “bright safe box” (Byatt 137), she works at the top of the glassy “Tennyson Tower” and 

Beatrice’s work place, which also appears like a box, are parallels to the Lady’s tower and can 

be seen as symbols of women’s need for solitude if they are to be able to work and be 

creative. Maud is afraid of losing the autonomy she feels that she must have so that she can go 

on with her work (506). She is afraid of emotional attachment (459) and fears that falling in 

love will make her loose her independence (549). Similarly, Christabel feels that Randolph 
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threatens her autonomy and lifestyle. Their correspondence reflects her apprehensions 

regarding their relationship, describing how it might infringe upon her sense of solitude and 

freedom.   

The Lady is reflected in several female characters, such as Ellen, Beatrice, Val 

and Blanche. They are in a sense protected and safe emotionally in their homes or with their 

work but they also appear to be imprisoned by their solitude and by social limitations placed 

on women. The common factor is that they are either not happy in their relationships with 

their men or they lack a sexual relationship with a man. For example, Ellen is described as 

being “safe” in her home, where no one or nothing seems to be able to touch her. She lies very 

still during her days of headache, “suspended almost as Snow White lay maybe, in the glass 

casket, alive but out of the weather, breathing but motionless” (Byatt 282). She lives a kind of 

half-life, trapped in the glass in a state of stasis. Ellen is portrayed as a woman who follows 

society’s conventions. Ellen’s angelic ways and, her conformity, appear to imprison her and 

to make her unhappy.
1
 Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar are of the opinion that the Victorian 

angel-woman has no life; it is a life that is devoid of story and it is really a death in life (817). 

Sleeping Beauty and Snow White in her glass coffin also have things in common with the 

Lady and the angel-woman. Susan Arthur explains how the barriers of glass symbolise the 

loneliness of feminine autonomy and the fear of sacrificing life for the sake of art (Arthur 44). 

In “The Glass Coffin” (a Grimm fairy tale rewritten in Possession) the young woman is 

trapped in her glass prison because of her wish to be independent (Arthur 45). The fairy tale 

motifs of ice, snow, water and glass are re-used in Possession to capture the theme of 

                                                           
1 Gilbert and Gubar assert that women’s “purity” has been important for them throughout history. Conduct books 

for ladies from the 18
th

 century on reminded all women that they should be “angelic” (submissive and modest) 

and that “purity” signifies selflessness with all its moral and psychological implications (Gilbert and Gubar 815). 

Gilbert and Gubar also write that it is the surrender of herself and her personal desires that is the beautiful angel-

woman’s key act (816). However, Ellen’s sexuality has been suppressed to the degree that she cannot fulfil her 

“duty” as the self-less wife she desires to be and throughout her marriage she is consumed by guilt since she is 

terrified of sex and therefore unable to consume the marriage. 
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Christabel and Maud’s concern for their autonomy. This way, the reader is gradually lured to 

believe that women who are not in a satisfying relationship with a man have isolated lives.  

The romance genre and the heterosexual norms require that women are rescued 

from their isolation by the male hero. By focusing on Maud’s and Christabel’s emotional 

isolation, the female characters appear like fairy-tale princesses who wait for their knight to 

come and set them free from their solitude. In Possession it is Roland and Randolph who 

fulfil this role. Roland and Randolph become “knights” as they rescue the female protagonists 

from their confinement. Radway writes that in romance novels the hero initiates the sexual 

contact and activates the heroine’s sexuality. She is free, then to enjoy the pleasures of her 

sexual nature. This way, the hero “rescues” his princess (142-43). Accordingly, the hero frees 

the heroine from her confinement by letting out her sexuality. When Christabel and Randolph 

go to Yorkshire, Randolph joins her in the bedroom and finds her in the bed, covered in the 

bedclothes and with a gown that conceals her entire body (Byatt 283). That night, after 

Randolph makes love to Christabel, her confinement quickly disappears. Randolph notices 

how Christabel swiftly roams freely outdoors, marching "indomitably over the moors, the 

crinoline cage and half her petticoats left behind left behind, with the wind ruffling her pale 

hair" (285). The time with Randolph in Yorkshire is described as a month of freedom for 

Christabel and although this period is the reason why she ends her life dependent and 

dejected, she still feels "clear love" (545) for Randolph and thanks God for him in her last 

letter to him.  

Since Maud feels safe with Roland she dares to be vulnerable with him, which 

opens up the possibility for Roland to release Maud’s passion: 

[…] very slowly and with infinite gentle delays and delicate diversions and 

variations of indirect assault Roland finally, to use an outdated phrase, entered 

and took possession of all her white coolness that grew warm against him, so 
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that there seemed to be no boundaries, and he heard, towards dawn, from a long 

way off, her clear voice crying out, uninhibited, unashamed, in pleasure and 

triumph. (507)   

Maud reacts similarly to Christabel after making love to the male protagonist as 

she cries out “uninhibited” in “pleasure and triumph” (507). It symbolises hope and 

embracing life. Possession does not absolutely challenge the notion that women need men to 

be happy or that a heterosexual relationship is necessary for a woman. Maud and Christabel’s 

sexual relationships with the male heroes lead to personal development in two ways; 

Christabel becomes more creative and Maud “opens up” emotionally and is freed from her 

emotional isolated life. Byatt emphasises the importance of women’s sexuality and that 

passion and desire are beneficial, positive and educational. Possession stresses that desire is 

necessary in order to fully understand what it is to live. Randolph expresses this idea as he 

asks Christabel: “Could the Lady of Shalott have written Melusina in her barred and moated 

Tower?” (Byatt 206). Randolph proposes that Christabel, as the Lady of Shalott, cannot write 

with or about passion without having experienced it. For a female writer it is implied then that 

it is necessary to be with a man in order to experience life and thus be able to write about life. 

Emphasising male sexuality as something beneficial is one way of exercising power. 

Christabel has never been in a sexual relationship with a man before her sexual 

encounter with Randolph and we never really find out if Christabel and Blanche have had a 

sexual relationship. Consequently, it is he, not Blanche, who releases Christabel’s passion and 

inspires her to write her best poem “Melusina.” “Melusina” is a poem on how women’s 

sexuality is important for women’s creativity but it is also a story about the danger in women 

letting out their passion due to betrayal by a lover. The Melusina legend confirms the idea that 

women need to find a man they can trust. Radway points to the fact that in romance novels the 

heroine needs to learn to distinguish between those who want her sexually from that special 
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individual who is willing to pledge commitment and care in return for her sexual favour. It is 

important to know whom she can trust since she might become financially dependent on the 

man if she has children (140). The heroine therefore needs to find the right man, the “knight.” 

At the same time as women learn that not all men are to be trusted women are 

simultaneously encouraged to believe that it can be edifying to be in a relationship with a man 

if they find the right man. Consequently, male character foils are used to distinguish between 

bad and good men. Radway explains that villains are used to illustrate how some men see 

women as sexual objects and teach the heroine the true worth of the real hero (133). Bad men 

in romance novels are usually good looking men who try to trick the female character or try to 

master them (Radway 134). In Possession there is one obvious villain in the present story, 

Fergus. Fergus is presented as the complete opposite of Roland; he is a brilliant, successful 

scholar, a charming but aggressive man. Maud is just a trophy for Fergus. They have a brief 

affair at a conference in Paris and Maud remembers with repugnance how he lured her into 

his bed (57). Although we find out that Maud has had a sexual relationship with Fergus, it is 

Roland, not Fergus, who frees Maud, whom he sees as a “kind of captive creature” (Byatt 

272). Although Fergus lectures about sexuality in terms of psychoanalytical and feminist 

theory he never comprehends romantic love as Roland does. In addition, Fergus’ surname 

“Wolff” as well as Roland’s name provide the reader with hints about the male characters’ 

true nature. The name Wolff demonstrates that he is a predator and Roland is the name of 

famous knights in various tales. Randolph Ash’s surname symbolises something that is left 

after a fire has died out. It symbolises how he lit Christabel’s inner fire, her passion, and then 

how it died out by means of his making her pregnant and thereby exposing her to a life that 

society forces upon her.  

Roland’s position clearly changes in the novel, from experiencing feelings of 

failure in the beginning of the novel to receiving plenty of good job offers at the end. Roland 
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tells Maud “‘…I’ve got three jobs. Hong Kong, Barcelona, Amsterdam. The world is all 

before me. …’” (505). Roland convinces Maud to begin a relationship with him by saying that 

he will take care of her (Byatt 507). It may sound beneficial to be taken care of by someone. 

However, to be taken care of implies that, like a child, you are unable to take care of yourself 

and that someone who is better, more capable, must do so. In the end of the novel, Maud asks 

Roland if he is angry with her and Roland replies that he has been. “‘You have your 

certainties. Literary theory. Feminism. … I haven’t got anything. Or hadn’t. And I grew - 

attached to you. I know male pride is out of date and unimportant, but it mattered.’ (505). 

Roland is gradually rescued from the inferior position he has in the beginning of the novel by 

choosing a field (writing his own poetry) where he cannot be inferior to Maud and by 

rescuing her from her isolation and showing his willingness to take care of her, Roland 

becomes the more traditional “knight”.  

The gradual change in Maud and Roland’s roles as man and woman is important 

in the romance genre. Radway explains that the romance genre confirms the validity of the 

reader’s longing to be protected, provided for and sexually desired and that romances evoke 

the remarkable benefits of conformity (149). John Fiske writes that social norms present 

themselves as neutral but the norms used to define equality and fairness are in fact derived 

from the interest of the white, middle-class male (1270). If something appears to be good for 

us, we tend not to question it. So if our roles are described in ways that make us feel as if we 

have something to gain, we will follow these norms.  

Bourdieu explains that habitus is created by social structures over time and is 

not a result of free will (170). Hence, heterosexuality for women may not be a preference but 

something that has been imposed and maintained. Adrienne Rich argues that the idealisation 

of heterosexual romance and marriage is one form of compulsion, the control of 

consciousness. She states that women have been convinced that heterosexuality is inevitable 
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(Rich n pag.). It can be seen as a way to insist that normative heterosexual behaviour is the 

only way for women to receive love, nurturing and financial support. Although it is clear in 

Possession that a relationship with a man can ruin a woman’s independence and ability to 

work, we also understand that it can be beneficial for a woman to be with a man. In addition, 

we learn that strong, independent women must be emotionally isolated but when they show 

their vulnerability to a caring man they can be saved from their solitude. However, being 

taken care of is a type of domination and the reversed roles are not presented as a possibility. 

As with most love stories, Possession ends without further exploring whether or not the 

modern couple will end up happily-ever-after. Instead the end offers the illusion that it is 

possible.  

Self-sufficient women in cultural products 

Apart from idealising heterosexual romance, another way of convincing women to follow the 

heterosexual norm is to warn women or punish those who do not participate in the field of 

heterosexual courtship. In Possession it is emphasised that desire for the right man can be 

beneficial but risky. The risk of not conforming to heteronormativity is emphasised by Byatt’s 

use of allusions to double-nature women. Women, who are not in need of being rescued by a 

man, have been looked at as witches or demons and, as such, become outcasts. 

Gilbert and Gubar explain that female monsters, double-natured women, have 

long inhabited male texts. The double-natured women have, according to Gilbert and Gubar, 

incarnated a real dread of women (820). The female monster populates the works of the 

satirists of the 18
th

 century and it was for example implied by these male authors that women 

becoming authors meant becoming a monster (Gilbert and Gubar 823). Woolf writes that 

male authors’ opinions have been discouraged women (55). She further explains that the 

female author was not free to create her own identity or use her imagination independently. 
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Instead she adjusted to the roles imposed on her by men (Woolf 74-75). In this way women 

have been limited in their efforts to be creative and work intellectually. Woolf imagines how a 

woman would write if she did not have to adjust to men as the opposing factor:  

She wrote as a woman, but as a woman who had forgotten that she is a woman, 

so that her pages were full of that curious sexual quality which comes only when 

sex is unconscious of itself. […] I saw, but hoped that she did not see, the 

bishops and the deans, the doctors and the professors, the patriarchs and the 

pedagogues all at her shouting warning and advice. You can’t do this and you 

shan’t do that! (92-93)  

Men’s interpretations of independent women in myths and fairy tales appear to 

have had an impact on how women look at themselves and their identities. This way, women 

have been limited in their efforts to be creative and passionate (in the same way as men) and 

confined to certain norms. Kathleen Gough writes that sex-role stereotyping is one method by 

which male power is manifested and maintained. Another way has been witch persecutions as 

campaigns against independent women (Rich n.pag.). In Possession, Christabel's uncle, Raoul 

de Kercoz, tells Christabel about his interpretation of the meaning of the tale of Merlin and 

Vivien: “‘It is one of many tales that speak of fear of Women, I believe. Of a male terror of 

the subjection of passion, maybe – of the sleep of reason under the rule of – what shall I call it 

– desire, intuition, imagination’” (Byatt 354). Christabel’s cousin Sabine asks “‘Why should 

desire and the senses be so terrifying in women? Who is this author, to say that these are the 

fears of man, by which he means the whole human race? He makes us witches, outcasts, 

sorcières, monsters …’” (Byatt 349).  Describing independent single women as witches can 

be seen as a warning to those who lead an independent life without men. There is a fear of 

what women will become or what men think they become when women’s desire and passion 

are released independently from men.  
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Possession presents many allusions to double-natured women; selkies, 

mermaids and witches who represent the female quest for identity in a world that does not 

allow them to exist beyond the accepted social boundaries. They are self-sufficient and break 

common rules so they are perceived as different, even monstrous. The Melusina legend plays 

an important role in Possession, since Melusina embodies the difficulty of reconciling female 

needs to be sexual, creative and intellectual with social conventions that emphasise women’s 

role in heteronormative relationships in which they are vulnerable angels in need of being 

rescued by a man. Christabel tells Randolph in the beginning of their correspondence how her 

life-history and the Melusina-epic are intertwined (Byatt 174). Melusina provides an allusion 

to Maud and Christabel as “double-natured” women; beautiful and vulnerable as angels but 

also intellectual and self-sufficient women who refuse to be controlled by men. Fergus tells 

the story of Melusina and says that “the new feminists see Melusina in her bath as a symbol of 

self-sufficient female sexuality needing no poor males” (34), sounding a bit concerned by the 

way the feminists try to interpret the legend in a way that recognises the possibility of women 

leading their lives without men.  

Melusina is described as a female monster who is half human and half dragon. 

She is cursed to take the form of a serpent from the waist down each Saturday. The curse can 

only be lifted if Melusina marries a mortal who swears never to visit her on Saturdays. She 

marries Raimondin and promises to make him a powerful lord, which her ingenuity and 

creativity manages to accomplish. However, Raimondin does not keep his word and spies on 

Melusina in her bathroom, thus witnessing her transformation. Because of Raimondin’s 

betrayal, Melusina turns into a dragon and has to abandon her husband and her children. The 

lower part of her represents the dragon or the monster existing within creative women and so 

the upper part symbolises the “angel”. When Melusina transforms it is the upper part of her, 

which symbolises the “angel”, that disappears. The lower half symbolises sexuality, passion, 
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creativity and the power to give life. If a man controls the lower part of the woman, that is her 

sexuality and creativity, she may not turn into a monster.  

When Christabel and Randolph’s love affair has come to an end, Christabel tells 

her cousin Sabine that “‘all men see women as double’” as “‘enchantresses and demons or 

innocent angels’” (Byatt 373). In contrast to Ellen Ash’s angelic ways, Christabel lets out the 

passion inside of her. She has a sexual relationship with Randolph although they are not 

married and when Randolph tells Ellen about Christabel, he says ”’For the last year perhaps I 

have been in love with another woman. I could say it was a sort of madness. A possession, as 

by demons […]’” (Byatt 453). So if Ellen represents angelic purity, Christabel is described as 

the demon who does not fear her sexual desires or letting out her creativity and intellectual 

imagination. Being passionate, sexually active and independent is a risk, as such women 

cannot be controlled by men. When Randolph describes his relationship with Christabel he 

describes her as a demon who put a spell on him so that he could not control himself.  

Being considered a demon or a witch is a risk for women, as everyone knows 

the punishment for being a witch. Christabel is in a sense punished for refusing to conform to 

social norms and for having a sexual relationship outside of marriage. When Christabel has a 

child, she is forced to give it up and watch the child grow up from a distance, the same way as 

Melusina. In her last letter to Randolph three decades after their affair, she writes: “I have 

been Melusina these thirty years” (Byatt 501). She describes how she became “an old witch in 

a turret” (593), trapped in a tower and consumed with guilt and shame. Christabel refuses to 

give Randolph access to his child by letting him believe that she killed their love-child, his 

only progeny. Hence, Randolph is denied becoming a father as well as becoming the knight 

who financially and perhaps also emotionally rescues Christabel, which can be seen as a form 

of rebellion against a patriarchal system in which the woman lets herself be taken care of. 

However, Christabel is in fact adjusting to the field since her actions are not taken 
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independently but rather as a protest of the current social order. Not following the norm by 

choosing an independent life without men gives the impression that it is risky since it makes 

her unhappy. 

Lena Steveker suggests that Melusina is betrayed by her husband because there 

is no place for women like her in a patriarchal world. Steveker argues that Raimondin 

symbolises how patriarchal society takes control over female power and robs women of their 

only possibilities to live out her true identity (3). When Melusina fully turns into a monster 

she needs to hide and isolate herself, like Maud, Christabel, Blanche and Beatrice, other 

women who do not live up to or defy society’s expectations of women. They do not comply 

with social norms and demands since none of them fulfil the female ideal of a loving and 

caring woman. They are strong, intelligent women who are only free to live out their 

otherness in seclusion from society. Christabel, like Melusina, can be seen as victims of 

patriarchal society, having chosen not to live in a relationship with a man. 

Blanche also resembles Melusina. As a lesbian, she deviates from social norms 

and therefore is excluded from society. Byatt’s description of Blanche demonstrates how 

lesbian existence and independent women have been destroyed or excluded from culture, 

which is one way of enforcing heterosexuality. Blanche is the only character whose physical 

appearance is never described, except for small details, and her paintings have all but 

disappeared. After her suicide Byatt writes that “‘[s]o little remained of Blanche’” (Byatt 

306). She seems to have left no trace in history. Kathleen Gough refers to this as a “Great 

Silence” regarding lesbian existence in history, and how their culture is missing in literature 

(Rich n.pag.). Rich states that the total neglect of a lesbian existence in a wide range of 

writings and the lack of visibility for women's passion for women keep many women 

psychologically trapped. As a consequence, they try to fit into what is deemed acceptable 

(Rich n.pag). Blanche writes when she leaves some of her paintings to Christabel: “Nothing 
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endures for certain, but good art endures for a time, and I have wanted to be understood by 

those not yet born. By whom else, after all?” (Byatt 308). This expresses the belief that strong 

independent women who leave behind a legacy will, if known, encourage more women with 

their cultural pursuits and to imagine a different type of life for themselves.  

According to Bourdieu, the social order is progressively inscribed in people’s 

minds through cultural products of everyday life (471). In this sense habitus is created and 

reproduced unconsciously (Bourdieu 170). Throughout her novel Byatt emphasises that we 

mirror people from the past and adjust to or accept roles from culture. Fiske explains that 

culture is ideological and that there is always a class struggle in the domain of culture which 

takes the form of the struggle for meaning, in which the dominant class attempt to naturalise 

the meanings that serve their interests (Fiske 1269). As heteronormative relationships are 

continuously emphasised in culture it is difficult to imagine that our roles as men and women 

should be played differently in the field of heterosexual courtship. In tales and love stories 

women have taken on roles that seem to persuade them to guard themselves and keep safe, 

until the right man arrives to protect her. If women refuse to participate in the field of 

heterosexual courtship or follow the rules in the field, that is play her role, she risks being an 

outcast. Hence, independent women who are not controlled by men are described as witches 

or monsters like Melusina, or are hidden away in history like lesbians.  

(Re-) Interpreting the past: Literature as examples of how tradition can be used to 

challenge itself 

Byatt begins the novel by introducing the reader to the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico 

and his The New Science, which proposes a repetitive model of history with each generation 

mirroring those who have come before. Sanders writes that for Vico, continuity is an essential 

aspect of civilisation (11). Christabel also conceives of history as “that forever refreshed 
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Continuum” (166). Possession likewise forges a sense of history as a continuum, in which 

each experience is unique, but is still linked to its past. In Possession there is much focus on 

how the past shapes the present and influences the future. Possession recognises that 

intertextuality forges an essential connection between past and present texts and Randoplh 

writes in a letter of “the life of the past persisting in us” (104). Hence, literature is viewed as a 

continuum and Roland observes that “everything connects and connects”: “‘Do you never 

have the sense that our metaphors eat up our world? I mean of course everything connects and 

connects – all the time – and I suppose one studies – I study – literature because all these 

connections seem both endlessly exciting and then in some sense dangerously powerful’” 

(253). As discussed in the introduction, Byatt describes writing as a powerful game 

(Carpenter n. pag) and Possession illustrates both that literature is a powerful game and that 

men have governed the production of knowledge. The writer takes on an active role, and 

“does” the past, producing a history that is like a moral force.  

Through human history, myths and fairy tales have been important carriers of 

knowledge and norms which is transferred to following generations. However, they provide a 

knowledge which has limitations. Possession reveals how women are trapped by cultural 

myths and tales about heterosexual relationships and Byatt reminds us of the fact that a male 

author’s interpretation of female behaviour can be limiting. Early on, when Christabel starts to 

correspond with Randolph, she reflects on how men perceive women and that Randolph, as 

well as many other men, have the wrong idea of women. She writes to Randolph telling him 

women are not “[…] mere chalices of Purity – we think and feel, aye and read […]” (Byatt 

180). Christabel suggests that the roles that are imposed on us are not “true” images of who 

we actually are. Instead the roles are created and can be seen as ideals that we feel we must 

follow. Christabel’s cousin Sabine similarly reflects on this as she remembers her childhood 

fantasy world: “I played at being Sir Lancelot, before I learned I was only a woman and must 
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content myself with being Elaine aux Mains Blanches, who did nothing but suffer and 

complain and die” (Byatt 339). She experiences how, if you are continuously described in 

certain ways, it is likely that you will eventually conform and accept your role. This agrees 

with how habitus function. Women may also want to be knights but as long as they are only 

allowed certain ideal roles and norms it is difficult, perhaps even impossible, to choose 

different roles than the ones imposed on them. 

Bourdieu argues that habitus can be transformed by changed circumstances. 

Expectations or aspirations will change with it. Hence, habitus can be changed as a result of 

the awakening of consciousness (171-172, 569). If, following Althusser, we see culture as a 

dynamic process constantly reproduced and reconstituted in practice, that is, in the ways that 

people think, act, and understand themselves and their relationship to society (Fiske 1269), 

then culture can offer alternative understandings of reality. This opens up for the idea that 

stories can be re-interpreted or re-told differently and by doing so they may offer new ways of 

looking at men and women and their position in society. Judith Butler argues in Performative 

Acts and Gender Constitution that if the ground of gender identity is the stylised repetition of 

acts through time, then the possibilities of gender transformation are to be found in the 

possibility of a different sort of repetition or in the breaking of repetition (901). Women 

could, instead of accepting traditional roles, strive for autonomous self-definition beyond the 

dichotomy of being seen as either “angel” or “monster”.  

The use of Vico in the novel suggests that Byatt wants us to contest the ability 

language has to represent the world objectively, as Vico was interested in the creative power 

of language to reflect reality as well as its ability to shape it. To Vico, the idea of an objective 

truth is untenable since “the truth” must be understood in terms of how it is made, for whom, 

and at what time it is true. Interpretation of events, their causes and effects reveal how 

complicated it is to obtain an objective truth. By re-reading texts from critical perspectives, 
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encompassing views that may have been excluded previously, alternative understandings can 

be offered. In Possession, Christabel’s father believes that legends, such as Melusina, could 

provide knowledge of a past which needs interpretation in order to be understood, or to be re-

interpreted to be understood in a different way (Byatt 173). Through Christabel, Byatt re-

interprets the Melusina legend with Melusina portrayed as a loving mother and a victim of 

betrayal rather than a dangerous monster (Byatt 170-71). Her superhuman nature may now 

evoke admiration and sympathy rather than terror.  

Furthermore, Possession offers a different type of hero and a different type of 

ending then traditional romance novels by letting Roland read a short story titled “The Glass 

Coffin” written by Christabel LaMotte. In this story, the hero is not a dashing knight but a 

craftsman, “‘a little tailor, a good and unremarkable man’” (Byatt 58). Roland and the tailor 

are described in a similar way. They are both unlike traditional masculine men, as they are 

both socially and physically small and insignificant. Both Roland and the tailor are aware that 

they are playing a conventional role, however, when the tailor awakens the beautiful sleeper 

he “‘knew this was what he must do, bent and kissed the perfect cheek’” (Byatt 63). The tailor 

is then ready to leave the woman “‘Though why should you have me, simply because I 

opened the glass case, is less clear to me altogether, and when, and if, you are restored to your 

rightful place, and your home and lands and people are again your own, I trust you will feel 

free to reconsider the matter, and remain, if you will, alone and unwed’” (Byatt 66). This is 

quite different from the rules of the genre. The woman is rescued from her state of sleep by a 

craftsman, not a handsome, strong prince, who is content to go on doing his work while she is 

freed to live the life she has chosen for herself. It is not necessary for the heroine to live the 

rest of her life in gratitude to the rescuing hero. Byatt shows how fairy tales can be retold in 

new forms and that stories do not have to end with a man and a woman living together 

happily-ever-after. This suggests that Byatt asks us to consider the possibility of re-
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interpreting or re-telling stories about us and our roles as men and women in order to visualise 

and perhaps form a different type of society. 

However, although the tailor is happy to leave the princess be she still needs a 

man to awaken her, just like Roland is in a sense needed to awaken Maud and rescue her from 

her emotional isolation. Roland also tries to convince Maud that they together can find a 

different way “‘We can think of a way – a modern way - …’” (507). Still, what this “modern 

way” entails is not described in the novel and the idea is still that they together may become 

happy as man and woman. Possession’s open ending makes it possible for the reader to 

imagine a parallel between LaMotte’s “The Glass Coffin” and Maud who would then 

similarly contentedly go on with her life without Roland. Still, as traditional romantic plots 

are beamed at us from childhood, such an ending can be hard to imagine and in Possession 

there is an illusion that a happily-ever-after life with Roland is possible. Possession ends 

before social realism can register, before Maud has experienced motherhood and the strains 

that it can put on an independent woman. She does not end up associating her female identity 

with the social roles of lover, wife or mother in need of male protection. In a position of 

economic and emotional dependence, she could find her intellectual autonomy difficult to 

maintain and Roland could become the Knight who abandons her or betrays her like 

Raimondin.  

As a work of postmodern literature, Possession constructs meaning from the 

fragments available. There is always some kind of truth to uncover and, as Randolph writes, 

“that fragment we must thoroughly possess and hand on” (Byatt104).When Randolph creates 

his characters, he likes “constructing systems of belief and survival from the fragments of 

experience available to them” (7). This reveals the unreliability of apparent truth or the 

impossibility of only one interpretation. We read between the lines and imagine what is not 

there, what we cannot see but believe is there. We make our own interpretations and therefore 
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have different ways of looking at life, the past and present. Shinn writes that the whole truth 

can never be possessed, as some information will always be lost and some feelings will never 

be expressed (Shinn 177).  Shinn argues that unrecorded human actions often provide the key 

to understanding the relevance of the past to our lives and that the literary artist alone can 

penetrate the silences and provide the words that describe and therefore concretise those 

actions and make them available as our “other” history (Shinn 172). The whole story is not 

possible to possess by only looking at existing evidence. Authors help us understand and 

challenge history and our social roles by filling in “the blanks”. Thus, imagination is 

important but it can also lead us astray.  

Since history then can be interpreted differently this could be one of the reason 

why Beatrice is concerned about how Maud will use Ellen Ash’s journals when she asks “‘it 

won’t expose her to ridicule – or – or misapprehension? I’ve become very concerned that she 

shouldn’t be – exposed is the best word I suppose – exposed.’”(235). Ellen does not want to 

expose Randolph either. Ellen writes in her journal that Randolph hated contemporary 

biography: “He said often to me, burn what is alive for us with the life of our memory, and let 

no one else make idle curios lies of it” (442). She burns some of his letters and by doing so 

she destroys possible knowledge about him but she also tries to prevent misinterpretations of 

the past. Ellen and Beatrice seem concerned that a past will be written that they cannot control 

and which may not be the truth as they see it.   

Blackadder thinks there is too much guessing, too much imagination, going on 

amongst the feminists. He says that feminists think that “‘…Randolph Ash suppressed Ellen’s 

writing and fed off her imagination. They’ve have a hard time proving that, I think, if they 

were interested in proof, which I’m not sure they are. They know what there is to find before 

they’ve seen it […]’” (31). Beatrice explains her, and Blackadder’s, perspective by saying 

“‘We were not taught to do scholarship by studying primarily what was omitted’” (221). 
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Beatrice says “‘A Professor Stern came. From Tallahassee. She wanted to know – to know – 

to find out about Ellen Ash’s sexual relations – with him – or anyone. I told her there was 

nothing of that kind in this journal. She said there must be – in the metaphors – in the 

omissions’” (221).  Maud says “‘she may have been right. Maybe what you find baffling is a 

systematic omission’” (222). The feminists guessing or imagining what Ellen leaves out in her 

diary turns out to be right. Reading between the lines gives a clue about Ellen and Randolph’s 

relationship. There is another story that is not being told; a sexual relationship turns out to 

have been omitted and the researchers eventually discover that it is Randolph’s and 

Christabel’s.  

Sanders writes that Possession teases the boundary between history and fiction 

in order to foreground the imaginative element inherent in any historical narrative (9). When 

Roland sits in the London Library, he meditates on “the tiresome and bewitching endlessness 

of the quest for knowledge” (Byatt 4).  While searching for facts, it gradually comes to our 

attention that the truth as the scholars thought they knew it had been constructed and not 

accurate at all. Roland acknowledges that the discovery of the correspondence between 

Christabel and Randolph “made us all look – in some ways – a little silly, in our summing-up 

of lives on the evidence we had” (Byatt 485). The truth turns out to be something quite 

different from what they had expected. First the characters in the modern story find out that 

Randolph had a relationship with Christabel, then they find out that Christabel and Randolph 

had a child and that it survived, that Maud is their descendant and that the message of the 

child’s existence never reached Randolph on his death bed. This way Possession emphasises 

the difficulty of uncovering historical truths. It rethinks the connection between art and life, 

and by doing so validates the power of the imagination.  

Interestingly, the postscript of the novel paints yet another picture for the reader. 

The postscript lets the reader in on a different “truth”, as it describes a meeting between 
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Randolph and his own daughter. Consequently, the reader is let into a secret the contemporary 

protagonists will never know; a piece of the puzzle, which, since it was never written down, is 

omitted from history but nevertheless still took place. That part of history can only be 

discovered by the fictional author who uses his or her imagination. Possession concludes that 

historical knowledge is fallible but much of history can be retrieved with cooperation, 

imagination and a passion for knowledge.  

Concluding discussion 

The essay’s introduction reflected on the power narration has over our gender roles. 

Possession demonstrates how male academics take part in shaping knowledge about the past 

and the present from their perspective. By preserving and taking an interest primarily in men’s 

work, male characters make it possible for other men’s stories to live on. There is an apparent 

transmission of capital between the male characters as the male characters support one 

another in various ways. Female characters do not receive the same support from men as the 

female characters give the men. Thus, Possession illustrates the importance of women 

supporting one another. The female characters who support one another through collaboration 

and work outside male-dominated academia develop more freely than those who try to work 

in the male dominated field. Yet they also find themselves ostracised. 

When authors describe female and male characters, they shape or reify our 

views on how women and men should act. This way, tales can be interpreted as historical 

documents that explain moral rules that exist in a culture. Some provide a knowledge that is 

gendered, as they help transfer certain norms to following generations. Possession reveals 

how women are trapped by cultural myths about women’s roles in society. The roles imposed 

on women in romance stories in particular can be seen as a reductionist patriarchal view of 

women. While participating in the male-dominated field women do not seem able to create an 

autonomous self beyond the dichotomy of being either or both “angel” and “monster”. 
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Instead, Possession confirms that being in a heterosexual relationship is difficult for a woman. 

If she conforms to the norm -the “angel”-, she will lose her creativity and her life will be 

shallow but if she does not conform then she will be considered a witch and become an 

outcast. In addition, she will lose the benefits that passion and desire for a man may entail; 

financial protection, children, intellectual stimulus and sexual pleasure. To avoid this fate, she 

needs to show her vulnerability and allow a man to rescue her.  

Christabel wants both to experience the sexual pleasure and intellectual stimulus 

involved in being with a man yet her refusal to be taken care of by Randolph leads to her 

describing herself as a witch or Melusina, an outcast. In the modern story, Maud opens up to 

Roland emotionally, which offers sexual pleasure and protection. He insists that their 

relationship can be different, which lures the reader into thinking that heterosexual 

relationships may function differently once the woman finds the right man, the knight. 

Although the story recognises that it is problematic to combine work, creativity and a 

relationship with a man, the risk is encouraged, as it is suggested that the rules of the game 

can be changed. Perhaps this time the female character will end up happily-ever-after with her 

Knight. 

Even though Byatt does not actually challenge the importance of the 

heterosexual romance in the novel she problematises the romance theme by describing 

independent women’s sad fates as they enter into relationships with men. Their fates 

demonstrate the complexity of heterosexual relationships for independent women in a society 

where women are supposed to be taken care of by men. Byatt also emphasises how women 

who at varying levels do not collaborate with men are punished for their chosen lifestyles and 

how some, like homosexual women, have been removed or have chosen to remove 

themselves from society in different ways.  
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By rewriting traditional myths and fairy tales, Byatt attempts to demythologise 

social myths concerning women. Byatt suggests that by retelling such narratives we may 

invent new roles, which can affect how we look at one another as men and women. Still, 

although Byatt rewrites and reinterprets myths and fairy tales, Possession does not ultimately 

challenge the male and female characters’ gender roles. Perhaps the structure with a man 

rescuing the woman is so deeply rooted in our subconscious that a different power dynamic in 

heterosexual romances is difficult to achieve. Finally, Byatt leaves the end open for the reader 

to imagine how Maud and Roland’s love affair will end and to reflect upon whether or not it 

is possible for a truly happy ending for independent women.  
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