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Abstract

The end of the century was a turbulent time for England. As Victoria's reign came to an
end, England's foundation was undergoing a sort of renovation. This thesis considers the figure
of the Victorian ghost in the social context of the fin de siécle as a response to the rising issues of
women's rights, the forming middle-class, and changing understandings of colonial relations as
they emerged in society. I consider how selected works by Vernon Lee, Henry James, and M.R.
James grapple with the changing role of women, class structure, and imperial practises
respectively, and how the literary ghost is utilized to narrate and construct this sense of
instability at the end of the century. This thesis is invested in analyzing how Lee's "Oke of
Okehurst, or, The Phantom Lover," Henry James's "The Turn of the Screw," and M.R. James's
"Mr. Humphreys and His Inheritance" essentially work to re-implement traditional power
structures in a time when this power was ultimately being questioned. Overall, despite the
potential for power and originality within the genre of the ghost story, I suggest that each text
rebels against a liberalizing world to preserve Eurocentric, patriarchal authority, though in

differing ways.
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INTRODUCTION

"The subject wrought in fantasy'": An Introduction to Literary Ghostliness at the Victorian fin de

siécle

In a letter to Vernon Lee, Henry James suggests that "the supernatural story" is "the
subject wrought in fantasy," (James in Thurston 1) but in the confines of the ghost story, the
ghost is itself much more than just a fantastic illusion. Instead, supernaturalism is often a stand-
in for a much more complex social reality. Writers of supernatural stories often utilize the ghost's
ability to exist in a space outside of our conceivable reality as a method of disrupting what we
understand to be 'authentic' and 'tangible.' In this fashion, the literary spectre can act as a critical
tool used to highlight social complexities that are not easily narratable otherwise. As Lowell Frye
suggests, "the very nature of the ghost story authorizes the writer to explore marginal states and
experiences" (Frye 168-169), making literary supernaturalism an appropriate genre for personal
expression and social criticism. In some way, then, the ghost's ability to exist on the fringes of
'normalcy' and turn a critical eye to the powers that be makes it a worthwhile instrument for
those seeking to incite change or generate awareness towards oft-unspoken social injustices and
inequalities.

We can take, for example, Hilary Mantel's memoir titled Giving up the Ghost, which
utilizes the figure of the ghost to express, and respond to, the inequalities imposed on her by
Jack, her stepfather. In Giving up the Ghost, Mantel invokes a quiet supernatural subtext which is
peculiarly imbued with ghostly figures that are often regarded with indifference in her narration.
This ghostly subtext lurks in the background of the entire work, and these presences cause the

reader to question the validity of her memory and her understanding of reality as these

" Henry James to Vernon Lee in a private letter discussing the writing of the supernatural genre, quoted in
Thurston’s Literary Ghosts from the Victorians to Modernism (Thurston 1).



Dumont 3

‘supernatural presences haunt her own recollections as well. Mantel, however, manipulates these
paranormal forces to impose her own expression of power within her memoir as she leaves the
"baffled spirit" of her abusive stepfather "locked in the shell of the house" at the end of her book
(Mantel 221). As a result, Mantel's memoir reduces the once-oppressive patriarchal authority to
nothing but an immaterial presence confined to a home that she will never return to. The reversal
of the order of power, and the transition of her stepfather's physical presence to a spiritual one,
allows the author to assert her own authority by dematerializing forces of control, while also
enabling her to empower herself through the act of writing. Mantel's 21°-century autobiography
thereby exemplifies a seizing of power by way of language, but also through a manipulation of
the ghostly figure. Though Mantel is free to "/Give] up the Ghost" in her contemporary memoir,
earlier versions of the ghost story do not convey an outright seizing of power, nor do they always
perform the feminist agenda that is indicated in Mantel's work. Instead, in the three selected texts
for this thesis I will analyze how ghosts often do precisely what they are meant to do: that is,
haunt and disturb the characters and their lives in both subtle and horrifying ways.

If we recall the King's ghostly presence in Hamlet, the haunting of young Hamlet himself
is concerned with avenging his Father's death and restoring domestic, social, and political order
in the state of Denmark. Mantel and Shakespeare's hauntings, then, despite their vastly differing
genre and time period, similarly function to expose a greater concept or theme at work within
their respective texts. In other words, we can see how the literary presence of ghosts speaks to
more than just the strangeness of otherworldly phenomena, but also engages with broader social
and cultural themes that concerns a society's current state of affairs or a lack of harmony within
one's personal life. In Mantel's aforementioned work, the protagonist challenges patriarchal

power by conquering a ghost; in Hamlet, the haunting stirs up questions of political power and
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organization. This 'malcontent's' version of a ghost is a common one, but in this particular thesis,
we look to the ghost story for something far different than its capacity for stealthy social
criticism. Instead, this thesis will highlight three ghost stories which evidence the supernatural-
story and the ghost figure's ability not as a rebel's tool for criticism, but as a site to communicate
the anxieties of those in power when they are haunted by a spectre of change.
Contextualizing the fin-de-siécle Ghost Story

While one cannot confidently suggest that Victoria's reign was entirely peaceful and
prosperous, during her rule British identity was both respected and asserted with its own power
and confidence relatively unwavering. However, the country began to experience the unsettling
dénouement of its own power at the end of the nineteenth century. As Britain's imperial power
began to destabilize with mounting tensions in South Africa and loosening control over India's
governance, the confidence and stability of British identity too began to falter. Not only did
changing imperial relations contribute to the flux of British identity, but the growing desire for
female liberation and social mobility also influenced the complexities of identity politics at the
end of the century. While women were confined to spheres of domesticity and subject to
patriarchal authority in the broadest sense, they began to challenge misogynist notions of
femininity as the era of the New Woman, and increasing action toward gaining suffrage rights
began to emerge (Grimes 1). England, then, was in a period of transition in the 1890s as part of
its shift into a new era at the turn of the century. As such, while this thesis is primarily concerned
with the construction of the anxieties of those in power as they are expressed through the ghost
story, this thesis will consider historical and social contexts of fin-de-siécle England, not because
the fin de siécle is essential to understanding the nature of conservative anxieties, but because the

context it provides is useful. Indeed, as the previous structure of Victorian England began to
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shift, the instability of particular structures of aristocracy, patriarchy, and imperialism were
revealed, and selected works from this particular time engage with society's transition during that
period. As these structures faced a torrent of change in England's move to a new century,
supernatural narratives came to be just as important in not only registering criticism of those
structures, but commenting on them. In particular, the hauntings in Vernon Lee's short story,
"Oke of Okehurst, or, The Phantom Lover" (1886), Henry James's "The Turn of the Screw"
(1898) and "Mr. Humphreys and His Inheritance" (1904) by M.R. James all similarly respond to
an upset power structure within the text. This thesis is interested, therefore, in the literary
response to these ghostly disturbances and the relationship between haunter and haunted. The
literary spectre, then, is the impetus for exploring significantly larger social structures at a time
when traditional power was unstable.

In the texts in question, social structures such as dichotomous class hierarchies,
patriarchal authority, and imperial power are marked by a sense of instability that is often, but
not always, first caused by the presence of a ghost. In fact, the concept of a new arrival into a
pre-existing domestic space is a central motif in all three of the selected works and, indeed, even
before a haunting occurs, the arrival of an interloper marks the initial disruption within the
homestead. Luke Thurston focuses on the "curious relation between host and guest" and states
that "it is hard to find a ghost story that does not feature...the arrival of a guest or a strange act of
hospitality" (Thurston 3). For Thurston, the relationship between guest and host parallel the
uncanny exchanges between the "living and the undead" (3). While the depth of Thurston's
analysis is fascinating, this thesis is primarily interested in establishing the genre's central
concept of "the arrival," for it is in that exact occurrence where the first signs of a disturbance (or

instability) are seen. After all, the arrival of a new master who inherits an ancient estate (as in
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M.R. James' "Mr. Humphreys"), for example, is a representation of just such a disturbance to the
domestic order that existed beforehand and sets the stage for a haunting to occur.

As we will soon see, each of the central characters or narrators in the selected ghost
stories experience a haunting only affer they arrive into a new structure or location. As
unknowing interlopers, these individuals stoke the spirits contained within the homestead, and in
doing so, the spectres provide a window into understanding that each of these texts deals with
anxieties toward change on a larger scale. While it may be natural for most readers of the ghost
story to point to the ghost itself as the primary source of disturbance, it is the initial arrival of a
new guest that interrupts the stability of a domestic space that will be considered in this thesis.
Moreover, there is tension and conflict that exists as a result of the newcomer entering an old
space lorded over by spirits, and where the ghost, as a harbinger of the past, resolves to terrorize
the interloper. When the prospect of change is implied by the arrival of a newcomer, the ghost
itself is effectively summoned as a reactionary way of expressing what amounts to an anxiety
about a change in social order. In the case of Vernon Lee, Henry James, and M.R. James, the
ghosts themselves are not necessarily representatives of the specific historical structures of
aristocratic power, patriarchy, and imperial dominance, but rather play a critical role in
expressing the anxieties held by men in positions of power which exist in these social structures.
For when the newcomers arrive, these structures are invaded, stirred up, and disturbed, and if the
newcomers are agents of change, and the ghosts are representatives of the past, the ghosts' need
to terrorize the interloper is both a message of attempted preservation of these historical
structures, as well as anxieties about their potential to change. While Lee, James, and M.R.
James all similarly evoke the dead as wardens of the past that they inhabit, it is their conflict with

the interlopers that allows us to discuss the implications of change within the domestic sphere
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and the anxieties that their conflict causes.

Additionally, these disruptions are worth considering in the context of the mid-nineteenth
century which was an era similarly beset by volatile anxieties in the face of structural changes
due to the breakdown of English superiority, as previously noted. In addition to the conflict over
change that erupts within the haunted spaces of the selected stories, their status as tales written in
the fin de siécle allows them to evoke the destabilization of an established and mostly
unchallenged British identity. While we must be careful not to conflate the conflicts within the
texts as purely analogous to the upheaval of the end of the century, the social context of the fin
de siecle nonetheless provides one way to explore and compare the domestic and social orders in
the text and the English nation itself. That is, when we come to understand the various possible
anxieties held by the male characters in each text, the following analysis of those characters can,
at the very least, benefit from a convergence between the disrupted social order in the selected
texts and England in its state of social transition. When we equate the domestic disorder in each
literary work to the larger changing social structure of Victorian England itself, the era of the fin
de siécle essentially acts as a subtext within this discussion while the concept of threatened
power and the anxieties of the male characters in the texts can be grounded in this specific
historical context.

On the Supernatural Genre and its Ghostly Presences

Prior to the fin de siécle, not all audiences viewed the genre of supernatural fiction with
favour. Beyond Henry James's warning of the perils of literary supernaturalism, and his
disparagement of the genre as removed from close "observation" and believability, readers and
reviewers themselves had reservations about the supernatural genre for "almost a century prior"

to the 1890s (Thurston 1). According to Thurston, frequent readers and critics of the supernatural
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genre were "consistently appalled by its fantastic 'extravagance and over-writing' (1). However,
as we will see, no structures remain the same forever, and "by the time of the fin de siécle" [there
was a] resurgence of the literary gothic in the form of the ghost story" that appealed to the
"rational skeptics" of the era due to its "aversion to stylistic extravagance" (1-2). While stylistic
changes in the supernatural story allowed it to gain traction in writing circles, which led to the
revival of a "neo-gothic" ghost story in literature, a growing interest in spirits and occultism took
hold in English society itself at the end of the century. Emma Liggins notes that "the fin de
siécle, with its radical discussions of psychology, sexology and aesthetics, was...characterised by
an intensified and related focus on supernatural phenomena" (Liggins 37). Indeed, this period on
the cusp of modernity was marked by technological, and intellectual growth, as well as by
changing social dynamics that encouraged the Victorians to explore "the rich dimension of
space...full of uncanny juxtapositions just waiting to be noticed" (Kontou & Willburn 2). While
there have certainly been a multitude of attempts to synthesize and understand why the
Victorians were so fiercely concerned with otherworldly phenomena, this thesis will not attempt
to offer a reason for this fascination. Instead, the following analysis will work primarily on the
axis of its own kind of "uncanny juxtapositions" of an historical social order and the shifting of
this tradition to a modern era. In the case of Lee, James, and M.R. James, the juxtaposition that
exists is between the arrivals of guests and the ancient spirits who are forced to host them. The
tension caused by change and the conservative anxieties of those who are threatened by the ghost
and the instability of social structures respectively, will be the major focus of this thesis. The

conflict between the guest and the host, then, will be central to this analysis, and this conflict will

open up a discussion of the embedded conservative anxieties within each ghost story.
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To situate the framework of this analysis of ghostliness, I provide a background on the
literary ghost as it appears in fantastical fiction. Scholarship concerning supernatural literature
has often defined the genre as a space where the unconscious manifests and where history can
haunt the present (see Peter Messent, Jennifer Bann, and Elaine Showalter, for example). One of
the most prominent themes receiving critical attention is the ghost narrative's ability to interrupt
the construction of a singular subjectivity. Though Freud's work was not published in English
until 1900, his understanding of the subject has been useful for exploring the literary ghost.
Contemporary scholars such as Elana Gomel and Jodey Castricano have built on notions of the
"ghosts within us" (Stead) (that is, presumably Freud's "unconscious") to suggest that the ghost
story became the locus for the divided self, in which we can see the repressed desires of the
Victorian (and Gothic) subject. The idea of repression, and particularly Freud's definition of the
uncanny, seem like fitting concepts to apply to the analysis of a ghost story since the figure of
the ghost parallels the foggy knowledge of some traumatic aspects of our history that continually
recurs in our subconscious. In other words, it is an inability to acquire knowledge that haunts the
mind and torments us, the same way that ghosts are said to do.> And indeed, because the figure
of the ghost is so charged with ambiguity, the supernatural genre has historically (and
predominantly) been analyzed through a psychoanalytic lens. We might recall the popular
reading of "The Turn of the Screw" by scholars who perpetually suggest that the unnamed
governess at Bly is mad, hysterical, and of course, exhibiting symptoms of a sexually repressed
female.> While psychoanalysis certainly has its place in supématural scholarship, this analysis
will move away from the conception of the "divided self" and consider the construction of power

and anxiety within the selected texts as they are conveyed by the figures of male authority.

> We might recall Cathy Caruth's argument in Unclaimed Experience and her notion that the psyche is shocked by
trauma that it creates "[absences] from direct contact with the brutalizing event itself" (Caruth in Forter 260).
? See pro-Freudian readings of the governess as hysterical by Edmund Wilson, Harold and John Silver, for example.
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The threat to male power expressed in the ghost story, then, disturbs the linear
progression of a Eurocentric narrative by allowing the elusive figures of the past to reverberate
within the text and haunt the present. The ghost itself is an elusive character, one that is sly
enough to evade the hierarchical dualisms that structure Eurocentric society. The value of the
literary ghost and the genre as a whole is in its ability to voice experiences that are otherwise
marginalized by dominant history which has been penned by those with the authority to write
and legitimize the narrative, that is, those who are in a place of elevated power. Lowell Frye's
assertion that "the genre not only permits but requires a blurring of conventional boundaries
between living and dead, real and unreal, rational and non-rational, sane and insane" (Frye 168-
169) indicates that the supernatural is a genre that permits a multitude of 'ghosts' to appear. In
other words, the supernatural has the potential to challenge marginalization by oppressive social
structures based not only on gender, but also race, class, and sexuality. However, this thesis will
explore how, in works of Vernon Lee, Henry James, and M.R. James, this is not the case. Frye
also purports that ghosts "[undermine] the authority of dualisms" (169) and the "socially
constructed hierarchy they mask" (169), but in many ways, the ghost story becomes a platform
for conservatively reinforcing these hierarchies as I suggest in the following chapters. As the
supernatural genre summons the figure of the ghost and writes it into being, the ghost itself is
able to provoke and haunt fictive characters and external audiences alike. In doing so, these
particular ghost stories incite an anxious response from those who are being haunted and each
text ultimately offers a resistance to empowering those who are subordinated. This is not to say
that all the ghosts represent a subordinated other, but that the haunting itself effectively stages
the conflict and power struggle. Whether this power imbalance is between the aristocracy and the

degenerates in Vernon Lee's story, or men and women found in Henry James's novella, or the
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colonizer and colonized in M.R. James text, what remains true in each case is that the juxtaposed
presence of a haunting spirit and a new arrival lead to a clash that evokes a greater anxiety about
change.
Masculine Power under Threat: Vernon Lee's transgressive woman and dying aristocracy
Chapter One of this thesis will consider Vernon Lee's 1882 work, "Oke of Okehurst; or,
The Phantom Lover" and the intersection of class and gender that takes place as the story's
protagonist effectively challenges patriarchal authority and the dominance of the English
aristocracy. Emma Liggins and Vanessa Dickerson highlight one of the major cultural shifts in
the era when they note that "the woman writer at [the fin de siecle] used the increasingly
fashionable genre of the ghost story...to explore her potential 'inbetweeness' in patriarchal
culture" (Liggins 37, Dickerson 150). For this thesis, it is incredibly significant that amidst the
threat of female exploration and the changes it portends, Lee's "Oke of Okehurst; or, The
Phantom Lover" graphically conveys the daunting consequences of stepping outside of the
bounds of domesticity and patriarchal norms despite the female protagonist's initial challenge to
these structures. In providing such a gruesome ending for the potentially progressive female
protagonist, Alice Oke, Lee's text reiterates a central conflict between figures of masculine
authority and the threat to this power by a transgressive, dangerous female character. In doing so,
Lee's story contains expressions of conservative anxieties by the male characters and includes
warnings about dangerous femininity and the potential for masculine aggression when panicked
and threatened. Besides the wrath of her murderous and violent husband, the female protagonist
is subordinatéd by the male narrator as well as he overtly expresses a sense of fear when
confronted with Alice Oke's deviance. As such, Alice is subjected to male power and her own

autonomy is ostensibly limited by a deliberate usage of colonial rhetoric, designed to effectively
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"Other" the female protagonist. As I evaluate in Chapter One, Alice's "Otherness" is directly
equated to her transgressive and degenerative nature, and in fact, this colonial rhetoric is actually
a subtle response to the changing understandings of class structure in Victorian England as my
analysis of the Oke's familial history suggests. This analysis of "Oke of Okehurst; or, The
Phantom Lover" considers the dying position of the aristocracy and patriarchy within the text as
the primary anxieties of the male characters as it is mediated through the figure of the ghost, and
renders Alice Oke as both a threatening woman who cannot be contained by male power and a
figure who refuses to legitimate the Oke lineage.

Gender and the Spectre in Henry James's '"The Turn of the Screw"

Henry James's depiction of a conservative anxiety in "The Turn of the Screw" is perhaps
more difficult to discern, but then, the work as a whole has been notoriously baffling critics for
over a century. Indeed, the highly ambiguous nature of this novella has generated a multiplicity
of diverse and contrasting readings ranging from those with a focus on psychoanalysis to post-
colonial understandings of its content. My analysis is simultaneously interested in the framework
of gendered power dynamics, as well as competing notions of class structure in order to explicate
a sense of subtle conservative, patriarchal anxiety that lingers in the text. As such, the second
chapter of this thesis focuses on "The Turn of the Screw" and the portrayal of masculine power
under threat and the subtle reimplementation of patriarchal order within the text. Additionally, I
will explore how the text is firmly invested in reiterating structures of male power through the
figures of Peter Quint and Miss Jessel. Through their haunting, these spirits represent masculine
dominance and female passivity respectively. I also offer the suggestion that the story's obscure
timeline — that is, the retelling of an old tale in the present — is significant to James's overall

commentary on shifting gender dynamics: the silent Governess is a disempowered protagonist



Dumont 13

with very little agency or autonomy who comes to be central in a narrative produced in a time
when the liberation of women in society was in question and actively being pursued. In these
ways, James's novella centralizes a narrative of patriarchal power and female subordination in an
era of change and instability when these gendered dynamics were shifting and female autonomy
was becoming a reality.
The 'Other' Strikes Back: Empire and Ghostliness in M.R. James

It is no surprise that, as a Medieval scholar and antiquarian, many of M.R. James's ghost
stories are particularly invested in historical artefacts and narratives. In fact, James's first
published collection of ghost stories, titled Ghost Stories of an Antiquary, points to his rich
background in historical scholarship. I draw attention to the term 'antiquary’' to highlight the
intense focus on historical (as well as imperial) structures within his work. Jacqueline Simpson
highlights M.R. James's interest in "the development and persistence of local legends and
historical memories [as well as]...traditional beliefs" (Simpson 9). This personal predisposition to
traditions and history comes to the foreground in much of James's work, which focuses on
"medieval manuscripts, biblical Apocrypha, library catalogues, church iconography and the like"
(9). In this sense, while Vernon Lee and Henry James certainly have much to say about history
and its transition from the past to the present, few supernatural writers centralize history's power
as M.R. James does. Indeed, there are a number of James's stories that express interest in this
power, but "Mr. Humphreys and his Inheritance" is of particular interest to this thesis as it takes
antiquarian symbols, images, places and ideas, and evokes the narrative of European imperial
conquest and the subjection of the foreign Other by English interlopers.

In the case of "Mr. Humphreys and his Inheritance," the central characters investigate an

old Yew maze on Humphreys's newly inherited property. In Chapter Three, I suggest that James
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is cultivating a kind of imperial conquest as his protagonist ventures into a mysterious space and
is confronted with a horrifying spectre that disturbs the quaint estate. James's characters
encounter the threat of meeting the exoticized Other and facing its terrifying wrath, suggesting
that colonialism and imperialism are prominent themes within the narrative. Moreover, I will
consider how the text also conservatively works to conceal, and eventually dismantle, the
symbols of conquest and imperial interloping so that the present can imagine itself to be liberated
from the dark and horrifying past that preceded it.

For each author, the ghost, then, becomes a harbinger of discontentment, and its presence
opens up a larger discussion of constructions of social and political upheaval analogous to the
social unrest of the late nineteenth century. As I consider themes of class hierarchies, gendered
power, and empire in an exploration of a disturbed social order, it becomes clear that the
hauntings themselves stir up the anxieties of the central characters and produce a sense of
resistance surrounding this changed social order. The ghosts employed in James, Lee, and M.R.
James's work respectively evidence the looming threat of shifting class structures, the changing
roles of women, as well as the pressing reality of imperial threats in a time when England was
responding to social change. Moreover, each text constructs a sense of instability of the fin de

siecle and writes it into being.
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CHAPTER ONE

Dying in her Arms: Aristocratic Ends and the Threatening Woman in Vernon Lee's "Oke of

Okehurst: or, The Phantom Lover"

That is the thing —the Past, the more or less remote Past, of which the

prose is clean obliterated by distance —that is the place to get our ghosts from.
Indeed we live ourselves, we educated folk of modern times, on the borderland of
the Past, in houses looking down on its troubadours’ orchards and Greek folks'
pillared courtyards; and a legion of ghosts, very vague and changeful, are
perpetually to and fro, fetching and carrying for us between it and the Present.
(Lee 3)

In a semi-epistolary fashion, Vernon Lee's "Oke of Okehurst; or, The Phantom Lover"
opens with a short letter addressed to Count Peter Boutourline in which Lee remarks upon the
power of writing. She notes that "to write is to exorcise, to dispel the charm; and that printers' ink
chases away the ghosts that may pleasantly haunt us, as efficaciously as gallons of holy water"
(54). Just as holy water is used to exorcise demons, writing is the mode by which the pressure of
past experiences and present tensions can be explored. In the form of a ghost story, the
intersection of the past and the present is initiated by the conflict of a newcomer entering an
historical space that subsequently disrupts the traditional order of this space. This thesis is
interested in the ways that this disruption consequently induces anxieties about a change in
traditionally acceptable practises of class organization, gendered power, and understandings of
imperialism. In many w;:lys, the ghost story is a useful vessel for exploring the anxieties of those
in power when this power is placed in question or threatened by the changing structure of a

modernizing world. In the case of Vernon Lee's "Oke of Okehurst; or, The Phantom Lover," I
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suggest that the aforementioned anxieties are those which extend from shifting stations of social
class, and moreover, that the threat to aristocratic order is very much caused by the transgressive
female protagonist who is central to this narrative. As such, this story grapples with the demise
of the English aristocracy and the anxieties about this dismantling structure as expressed by the
central male figures within the text.

Lee's story, like many ghost stories, takes place in the English countryside where the
narrating artist has gone to paint a portrait for William Oke and his wife, Alice. Alice Oke, the
"awfully strange" (Lee 56) female protagonist of the narrative is deeply invested in the tale of
Nicholas Oke and his wife, Alice Pomfret, who, in the late 17th century, were accused of
murdering a poet (and their neighbour), Christopher Lovelock. Despite speculations about an
affair between Lovelock and Alice Pomfret, she was also implicated as an assailant involved in
the crime. In Lee's tale, the narrating artist is simultaneously drawn to and threatened by Alice
Oke and her bizarre obsession with the seedy narrative that haunts Okehurst manor. The
Lovelock story and the threat of his lingering spirit also causes tension between Alice and her
husband, William. The ghost in this story is elusive and only clearly emerges in the climax of the
text when William Oke attempts to attack the apparition, and instead, kills his wife. While the
presence of the ghost is always lurking in the form of the Lovelock tale itself, it is this historical
narrative at the heart of Okehurst that invites our discussion of Alice's transgressive behaviour
and its relation to the dissipation of the aristocracy as depicted in Lee's work. I suggest that the
text's engagement with the past (that is, the Lovelock narrative) moves beyond expressing Alice
Oke's dangerous femininity and works to convey the unravelling structure of the English
aristocracy as well. As Alice Oke, and her predecessor before her, are evocative figures,

subversive in nature, and inclined to forward progression (or degenerative deviation), they pose a
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threat to the established order of patriarchal convention that previously structured Victorian
England and also to Oke's futile attempts to cling to his lineage.

Lee's work is set within an era of social change at the fin de siécle in which the enigmatic
New Woman emerged as a modern force of liberty, pining for economic and social dependence.
The New Woman, indeed, was a figure who seemingly transgressed traditional roles of
femininity in the midst of the rising consciousness of gender inequality. While the narrating artist
notes one key asset held in common between Mrs. Oke and the progressive women of the fin de
siécle when he remarks that (the beauty) of Mrs. Oke was "altogether a question of movement"
(Lee 55), Alice Oke is far more linked to the past despite her liberal and transgressive behaviour.
That Lee's male artist remarks first on the physical form of Mrs. Oke, and then attributes it to a
valued sense of movement speaks to the tensions that reside within Vernon Lee's "Phantom
Lover" as Alice Oke herself has one foot in the past with her close affinity to her predecessor.
However, like the New Woman, she challenges the confines of marriage by exercising control
over her husband and changing the dynamics of gendered power within her marital relationship.
But Alice Oke is not a clear prototype of the New Woman, since the text paints her with direct
linkages to a degenerative and unfavourable past, in contrast with William's investment in the
aristocratic ends of the Okes at Okehurst before him. As this chapter will explore, the
construction of Alice's transgressive character causes her to consistently undermine her
husband's own linkage to a historical past related to the English aristocracy. Moreover, Alice's
characterization as a dissident, self-serving, decadent woman directly conflicts with the ideals of
her aristocratic husband and evidences the tension between their two contrasting backgrounds, as
she is constructed as a degenerative deviant of low social standing. The dichotomous nature of

Alice and her husband exemplifies the ways in which Lee's "Phantom Lover" is, in some ways, a
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commentary on trepidations surfacing in an era where class structure was changing in Victorian
England and the story conservatively responds to this change be reinforcing the power of
traditional aristocratic order. With a shift to industrialism and the broadening spectrum of a
newly formed middle-class, William Oke is anxious about the death of the aristocracy, and Alice
Oke is the figure that threatens this security with her degenerative sensibility.
Alice Oke: The Other

Alice Oke is confined to the Okehurst estate and is portrayed as a figure with a rather
blasé attitude toward life, as noted by the male artist who is hired to paint the portraits of the
couple. Though Alice is not actively seeking retribution and pursuing feminist ideals in the
public eye, the female protagonist of "The Phantom Lover" is, in some ways, placed as a figure
of a liberated (new) woman literature because she transgresses against her domesticated ideals
and engages in anti-normative behaviours throughout the text. Liggins notes that "rather than
fulfilling her duties as wife and hostess, [Alice] spends hours and hours in her yellow drawing
room, with its 'scent of heady flowers"' (Lee 142), a space of decadence and other-worldliness
designed to combat the "'intense boredom' of her married life" (Liggins 43). She goes on to note
that the "arranged marriage between cousins, [is] devoid of any sexual spark" and is "soured by
its lack of children and the husband's barely controlled jealousy" (43) as she makes a compelling
case for Alice's desire to escape the monotonous convention of the marriage. Liggins attributes
Alice's engagement with both Lovelock and her name-sake to an obsession motivated by long-
withheld sexual desires. However, I think we can consider Alice's transgressive position further,
particularly in relation to the male narrator and Mr. Oke, and the sense of anxiety her threatening

femininity causes.
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While the notion that Alice is transgressing dominant patriarchal social structures in a
variety of ways is both insightful and accurate, to equate these actions to an experimental and
flourishing sexual liberation is only one possible interpretation of the gendered dynamics at work
in "Th§ Phantom Lover." Lee's text is certainly interested in manipulating patriarchal power as
she casts Alice Oke as a self-centred, decadent type of woman with little regard for her husband,
her marriage, or the domestic realm of Okehurst altogether. Moreover, Alice's male counterparts
are threatened by her subversive disposition. In particular, the male narrator expresses his
ambivalent feelings about Alice Oke, noting that "[she] was...to the highest degree exquisite and
strange" (Lee 66) and juxtaposing her "wonderful elegance" with her "perverse sort of grace"
(55). These descriptions of Mrs. Oke highlight not only a tension within her character, but also in
the narrator's conception of her. By suggesting that Alice is both "exquisite" and "strange," the
narrator's language is imbued with a kind of colonial rhetoric, as his words suggest that a mild
sense of trepidation accompanies his fascination with Alice Oke. In this way, she is both desired,
but also unfamiliar to him. The strangeness of Alice Oke, I suggest, incites a sense of fear in the
narration that becomes more prevalent as the narrative turns to her obsession with Lovelock and
the previous female inhabitant at Okehurst.

Since this thesis is interested in the presence of male anxiety within the ghost story, "The
Phantom Lover" is a reasonable starting point for just such a consideration. If we recall the
moment in the text when the narrating artist first learns of Alice's obsession with Lovelock, he
notes her "contemptuous indifference" (76) at the mention of her husband's knowledge of all of
her possessions and historical artefacts attributed to the Lovelock story. This "contemptuous
indifference," alongside Alice's exhilaration for the tale, provokes the narrator to feel "something

heady and oppressive in this beautiful room; something, [he] thought, almost repulsive in this
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exquisite woman" (76), who had become "suddenly, perverse and dangerous” (76). Lee evokes a
colonial lexicon to express the anxiety of the male narrator who finds Mrs. Oke so foreign that
his disapproval of her can only be narrated with a rhetoric that expresses a simultaneous desire
for, and fear of, Alice Oke herself. Alice's "otherness" is emphasized when she is referred to as a
"bizarre creature” (70), both "exotic" (78) and "awfully strange" (56) and said to have "manners
of certain foreign women...beyond English ones" (63). It is a language that simultaneously
indicates a desire for, but also a fear of, the "other." But what, precisely, makes Alice Oke
"perverse and dangerous" (76)? Why does the narrator suddenly feel threatened by Alice, so
much so that she becomes "repulsive” and "exquisite," "heady and oppressive" all at once? The
moments leading up to his repulsion chronicle Alice's obsession with the previous Alice of
Okehurst, Nicholas Oke, and Lovelock. In the "yellow room" with a "large bundle of
papers...brown with age" (74) and a looming strangeness, Mirs. Oke reads Lovelock's poetry with
"a curious sobbing cadence...[and] her eyes...fixed with that distant smile in them, with which
harmonised a constant tremulous little smile in her lips" (75). The story of Lovelock and Oke is
the object of her fixation, and this is precisely what becomes threatening to the narrator as she
grapples with a history that has disrupted the smooth progression of patriarchal tradition.

Recalling the Lovelock tale in greater detail, we know that there is an unfavourable
history attached to the Oke family in which a poet named Christopher Lovelock had "too great a
friendship, apparently, with the wife [Alice, daughter of Virgil Pomfret]" (69). As a result of that
relationship, "Nicholas Oke, accompanied by his wife dressed as a groom...attacked and
murdered [Lovelock]" (69). With no evidence to prosecute the rumoured perpetrators, Nicholas
and his wife lived on, but the tale of the murder continues to haunt William Oke and the

contemporary Okehurst estate. This story is a dishonourable transgression that plagues the
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lineage and family history of the Okes, and of course, disrupts what is otherwise a history of an
"honourable, modest stock, which had quietly done [their] duty, for a family fortune" (68). Alice
Oke's obsession with a tumultuous narrative embedded within the family history causes the
trepidation of the narrating artist, and likewise Mr. Oke of Okehurst himself. I think it fair to
assert that Alice's husband and, to an extent, the masculine narrator are unsettled by Alice's
"contemptuous indifference" paired with her desire to engage with a scandalous history that has
disrupted an otherwise "honourable" family, despite being intrigued by her initial disposition.
Because Alice is exhilarated by a story that involves the dissolution of a respectable
family structure, and moreover, an instance that sees the married woman exploring other sexual
partners outside of the convention of matrimonial structure, she is most certainly represented as a
figure attracted to that transgression. As a result, she threatens the sanctity of her marriage and
betrays her socially acceptable position as a domesticated female. Moreover, from the
perspective of the narrating artist, Alice is represented with a threatening duality that evidences
the tension between the past and the present. The ambivalence embedded within her
characterization reminds us that Alice Oke is a woman (character) directly placed within in a
transitional period for Victorian England. At the end of the century, where the traumatic history
of womanhood is in question (and in many ways experiencing political advancements), Alice
clings firmly to a historical narrative of transgression that threatens patriarchal structure in which
monogamy and marital institutions are undermined by lusty passion and flourishing sexual
desire. It is through her desire for and affinity to the Lovelock story that she becomes an example
of the New Woman within "The Phantom Lover," with one proverbial foot in the past and one

stepping into the present. The liberated New Woman is one who threatens the socially sanctioned
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mores of marriage and patriarchy to exist in a political space beyond domesticity much in the
same way that Alice Oke, and Alice Oke, daughter of Virgil Pomfret of the past, both do.
The Degenerative Woman

And who better to narrate this female identity than a well-respected, male artist? It is the
narrative of the artist, whose fears and anxieties are nuanced by colonial language, that renders
Alice as an unknown, mysterious enigma who is both hedonistic, yet desirable, much like a
landscape of untouched terrain. Indeed, the artist's initial description of Alice Oke suggests that
her body is, in some ways, similar to an unknown, untamed, landscape. The artist remarks that
Alice's "exquisiteness and grace...had nothing to do with any preconceived notion or previous
experience of what goes by these names," and equates her being to a "combination of lines, a
system of movements, an outline, a gesture, which is new, unprecedented, and yet hits off
exactly our desires for beauty and rareness" (62). Far from conventional beauty that the artist
knows and is familiar with, Alice is compromised of an unprecedented and rare "combination of
lines" and "system of movements" that transcend conventionality. From this, we get a sense of
Alice's raw naturalness as a figure with "not one item of what makes up our notion of a well-built
woman" (62). In addition, Alice is described as an "exotic creature” with a "bamboo" figure and
"her charm" is compared to a "newly discovered tropical flower" (62), all of which render her as
a natural landscape, desired for its "beauty and rareness" (62). This rhetoric subjugates and
harnesses her resistance to patriarchy by rendering her "difference" as a site of fear. As Alice
Oke's 'Otherness' causes the narrator's fears of a threatening and transgressive woman, the
language he uses to express this fear is also indicative of degenerative discourses that were

present in Victorian fiction at the fin de siécle.
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As Stephen Arata summarizes, "degeneration theory" was a concept introduced in the
middle of the century, whereby social and biological sciences sought to explore "morbid
deviations from an original thus normative type" (Arata 14, 15). In many ways, Alice Oke is
representative of this deviation. The text pathologizes Alice: her husband notes that she has "a
nervous constitution...[she] mustn't be worried or excited, the doctors say"” (Lee 58). In this way,
the text imbues Alice with degenerative qualities as a result of her mental instability, hysteria,
and the illness it suggests. Moreover, her listlessness and inability to engage with her external
surroundings, as described by the narrator who recalls that she "simply passed over his
existence" (63), portray her as an individual incapable of forming social relationships,
consequently positing her in a space of deviance or instability. Arata notes that degeneration
theory "was an effective means of 'othering' large groups of people by marking them as deviant,
criminal, psychotic, defective, simple, hysterical, diseased, primitive, regressive, or just
dangerous" (Arata 16), but this notion can be applied to Alice as an individual because she
herself is "perverse" (89) and "dangerous" (76), as the narrating artist remarks.

Alice's social deviance, however, is more than a deviation from gendered norms. In fact
this initial subversive femininity she portrays, opens up a larger discussion of class — and
perhaps, lurking in the background, the question of race — that simultaneously threatens both the
narrating artist and William Oke. It is precisely because Alice Oke and her namesake share a
close affinity that we must interrogate how she is both an outcast and a threat to the socially
sanctioned domestic order at Okehurst. In some ways, these two elusive figures are both
submerged in the discourse of the degenerate subject that not only threatens patriarchy, but the
aristocracy that is on the verge of dissolution as well. Indeed "invocations of degenerative

paradigms are invariably tied up with concerns about the decline and the fall of
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bourgeoisie...[and] though degeneration theory is overtly concerned with the Other, it covertly
expresses the anxieties of a middle class worried about its own present status and future
prospects" (Arata 32). Though the aristocracy and bourgeoisie are two vastly different groups,
they share a history of elevated social status and economic power. As such, Alice's Oke's
degenerative nature directly threatens the power of the aristocracy, much like the degenerative
subjects of the fin de siécle would threaten the sanctity and succession of the bourgeoisie. Lee's
story directly engages with the threat of the "degenerative" human and isolates the anxieties over
a shifting class structure embedded within the text. As Alice herself is not reproductive, and is
not able to legitimate aristocratic power by way of extending the Oke lineage, we can see how
the anxieties of the male characters do not only stem from her dangerous femininity but as a
result of unfavourable degenerate nature.

The aforementioned exoticism with which Alice Oke is described is a characteristic also
attributed to her predecessor. While William Oke recalls the historical narrative that "haunts"
Okehurst, he expresses his aversion to the Pomfret family when the narrator remarks that "it was
clear that William Oke had no feeling of having any Pomfret blood in his veins; he spoke of
these people with an evident family dislike" (Lee 68). William Oke also notes that "the Pomfrets
were quite different sort of people—restless, self-seeking" (68), repugnantly expressing his
loathing of them, and also subtly pointing to their "difference,” which is noted with a gradation
of contempt. So, when the narrator remarks "the very singular resemblance that existed between
[Alice Oke] and the portrait of a lady that hung in the hall" (65), the exotic "otherness" of the
contemporary Alice Oke is similarly extended to her predecessor, Alice Oke (Pompfret). If the
previous Alice belonged to a family marked by their stark difference to William Oke's nature and

values, and the contemporary Alice Oke herself is compared to them, then it stands that we must
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apply William's trepidations and loathing of their otherness to Alice Oke (his wife), as well. She
is, in effect, the very exotic, degenerative, self-interested dissident that exacerbates male
anxieties, and is therefore very much representative of that contemporary self-interested 'other
type' of female emerging at the fin de siecle.
The Dying Aristocracy

There are, however, more facets of the tale that are necessarily invoked by Alice
Pomfret's "self-seeking" exoticism that William Oke detests. Lee overtly contrasts William and
his wife, and the Okes and Pomfrets, in a way that defines a class dichotomy and subtly posits a
racialized difference between both of the respective characters. In many ways, William Oke and
the portrayal of the Okehurst manor itself speaks to the purity of the aristocracy to which he
desperately clings. The aristocracy, of course, was under direct threat as the modes of
imperialism began to shift, and industrialism prompted the development of a middle class in
Victorian England. As "fears that the human condition was declining permeated fin-de siécle
culture" (Vorachek 197), Lee's narrative directly engages with the theme of a lost, or threatened
aristocratic lineage as the respectable patriarch, the Kentish squireen, known as William Oke,
outwardly refuses to accept the potential threat to his power. The sanctity of the aristocracy — or
at least, a class structure that came far before the fin de siécle — is also weaved into the
description of the "old English manor-house" (Lee 59). Simon Hay comments on the symbolic
importance of the aristocratic home within the ghost genre, noting that "typically, these ghost
stories center around some haunted property: some aged, aristocratic, and rural building, the
physical embodiment of the way of life of the landed gentry" (Hay 228). Indeed, this is the case
with the Okehurst manor and its occupants. As William Oke, too, is representative of the "the

last remnants of the dying aristocracy" (228), Lee details the historicity of the homestead and
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William's quiet attachment to it as he notes that it is a "nice old place...but too large" (59) for the
childless couple. As I will consider in the pages that follow, William has a quiet yearning to
procreate and his fears of a lost-blood line emerge when discussing Okehurst manor with the
artist.

The narrator admits that the house "was not at all what [he] had pictured...[as] the home
of Mr. Oke, of Okehurst" (58) as he anticipated a "modern Gothic country-house" (57). His
surprise, notably stated in the previous passages, indicates that Okehurst is itself a piece of
history that marks the era of "James " with its "rounded gables and high chimney-stacks" (57)
that exists outside of the modernizing world. The era of James I, of course, recalls a moment in
time when the English monarchy was harmoniously preserved by its bonded relationship to
Scotland, consequently securing the fate of the aristocracy. The Okehurst manor, however, is a
"forlorn, vast place" (58-59), marking not only the immensity of the home, which is likened to
the "palace of Sleeping Beauty" (59), but also a sense of abandonment and reclusiveness attached
to it. All of these characteristics subtly point to the immenseness of the previous order of
England, but also the shift away from practises and parliamentary structure of the monarchy
embedded within the location of the Okehurst estate. Similar facets of a rich and noble family
history are evocatively placed inside the Okehurst manor. The narrating artist remarks that the
inside of the home was

the most admirably preserved...with its immense fireplace of delicately carved
and inlaid gray and black stone...and its rows of family portraits, reaching

from the wainscoting to the oaken ceiling...[the] flat-stepped staircase, the parapet
surmounted at intervals by heraldic monsters, the wall covered with oak carvings

of coats-of-arms, leafage, and little mythological scenes...The beautifully
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damascened suits of court armour looked, without being all rust, as if no modern
hand had ever touched them; the very rugs under foot were sixteenth-century
Persian make; the only things of today were the big bunches of flowers and ferns,
arranged in majolicia dishes upon the landings. (59)
What is portrayed in the above passage is an intimate connection to the noble past of the family.
With emphasis on the "carvings of coats-of-arms" and "suits of court armour" that "[look]...as if
no modern had had ever touched them," the text centralizes William Oke's dedication to the
long-standing, respectable nature of the family. More than that is the "admirably preserved"
nature of these heirlooms, which suggest a distinct desire to defend and maintain the values and
artefacts that have previously structured the Oke family. William's resistance to modernization is
evident in the fact that "the only things of to-day were the big bunches of flowers and ferns,"
suggesting his desire to uphold his antique estate and resist deviation from this tradition because
we know that his wife is little concerned with the dwelling and the interior workings of the
homestead.

While the physical attributes of the Okehurst manor, and the relics therein, reveal the
highborn nature of the Okes, William Oke himself also possesses a similar kinship to his family
history and the preceding class structure that valued noble blood above all else. In stark contrast
to the "strange" (56) exoticism of his wife, William Oke is characterized with a genteel
whiteness that is emphasized throughout the narrative. Early in the text he is defined by an
almost classic normalcy, noting his "beautiful fair complexion...[that was] absolutely like a
hundred other young men...and absolutely uninteresting from the crown of his head to the tip of
his boots" (56). Besides the colour of his skin, the artist recalls "blond conventionality" (64) as

the most "fair" representation of William Oke. The characteristics of his physical body, then,
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conform to the very picture of aristocratic nobility to which he belongs. The most telling feature
of his aristocratic elitism is defined by his membership as "a lieutenant in the Blues before his
marriage" (56). Oke's physical attributes contribute to our understanding of his character as an
embodiment of the very structure of patriarchal European power. His relationship to a dominant
power structure is also punctuated by his military service, his inherited fortune, and his maleness.
With such "conventionality," William Oke could never be mistaken as a "degenerative" sort, or
placed within the "degenerate" discourse by any means.

"Oke of Okehurst; or, The Phantom Lover," however, places this conventional lineage
under threat by evoking the tainted spectre of the past, that is, Lovelock's murder. No force offers
greater contamination to a respectable family history than the transgressions of Nicholas and his
wife. After the death of Lovelock, it is the words of Nicholas Oke that herald the dissolution of
masculine power and point to the eventual breakdown of the aristocracy. After Alice Oke recalls
the tragic demise of Christopher Lovelock, she speaks to the fate of Nicholas Oke as well. She
states that "shortly before his death, he told the whole story of the murder, and made a prophecy
that when the head of his house and master of Okehurst should marry another Alice Oke,
descended from himself and his wife, there should be an end of the Okes of Okehurst" (82). In
short, Nicholas's promise of the demise of the Okes is the most pointed example of a lineage
under threat and one that instils a subtle fear in William Oke as he falters when discussing the
topic with the narrator.

While the weight of Nicholas's promise of an end to the Oke bloodline haunts the
potential future of the Okes at Okehurst, William himself carries a quiet doubt about the

continuation of his empowered paternalism. In a conversation with the narrator, William Oke

*Oke’s regiment is the second most senior squad in the British Army and was often utilized as an impromptu police
force charged with maintaining public order.
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attempts to suggest that he cares little for having children: "'I don't care for children one
jackstraw, you know, myself; can't understand how anyone can, for my part" (60). The
statement, however, is quickly discarded as a falsity by the artist, who recounts that "if ever a
man went out of his way to tell a lie, I said to myself, Mr. Oke of Okehurst was doing so at the
present moment" (60). Indeed it is not surprising that William Oke is accused of the act of
deception, for the quotation itself displays his lack of conviction through a multitude of pauses
and short utterances punctuated by excessive commas. As well, William's words carry an
uncomfortable tendency toward self-referencing, as he struggles to convince himself that he truly
believes his own lie. William's deception regarding his desire for children actually works to
confirm that the demise of his lineage is a very real threat indeed and no mere prophecy. As he
feels the need to cast off this fear and the notion of having children all together, William appears
to deploy a defence mechanism to evade the vulnerability of his impossible desire.’ But the
reader, like the artist, is not fooled: William Oke of Okehurst is terrified at the prospect of a
childless future which would consequently mark the utter breakdown of the continuation of his
aristocratic legacy.

Utilizing the actions of the Okes from 1626, Lee's story necessarily calls upon the spectre
of the past to expose the trepidations of the firn-de-siécle present. As Simon Hay rightly notes,
"modern ghost stories are concerned with historical trauma, its remembrance and its lingering
consequences" and it is the lingering traumatic history of Lovelock's affair and murder that
ensures the ultimate consequence for the Okes at Okehurst. Indeed, Simon Hay notes that in
ghost stories, the ghost itself is "something that returns from the past, something that irrupts into

the present, disrupting both the present's presumed separateness from the past, as well as its

> While William notes that he and his wife are unable to have children due to her poor health, the end of the tale
reveals that she is the one who has "never wished for them" (Lee 82).
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stable inheritance of that past" (227). In this case, the historical "trauma" of Lovelock's murder is
the event that disrupts the linear progression of the Oke family and interrupts the "stable
inheritance" that has previously been bestowed upon them, whether that 'inheritance' is defined
by the certainty of their power or the continuation of their progeny. Due to Lovelock's haunting,
neither structure remains stable. As such, just as Lovelock was "shot through the back" (82) by
an unexpected assailant, the spectre of the poet returns to remind William Oke that the quiet
death of the Okehurst tradition is looming.

The dark history of William's ancestors comes back to haunt the Okehurst manor at the
time when Britain's traditional class structure was put into question. As we have previously seen,
the fin de siécle itself represents a time of recounting the historical "trauma" attached to a period
of confidence in which the monarchy governed and class division was evident but "naturalized"
by English society. The fin-de-siécle ghost story, with its invocation of the past and the tension
incited by the changing role of women and empire, thus narrates a schismatic quality to English
life at the time. As a result of this schism, the ghost story presents a great division to which there
is scarcely an opportunity to turn back from. In the case of Lee's text, there is an evident
movement away from "feudalism to capitalism" (Hay 227), but also a shift in gendered power as
the New Woman sought to spring free from patriarchal power and, in essence, abe;ndon the same
past that her forerunners inherited. The dynamic figure of the New Woman both engages with
the present and seeks to drastically alter it, and in that way presents its own sort of interruption of
the 'stable inheritance' imposed on women prior to the end of the century.

If we allow the notion that the fin de siécle is schismatic in nature, and we further allow
both Alice Oke and William Oke to be cast as representatives of both aristocratic and

degenerative sensibilities respectively, then "The Phantom Lover" offers a commentary on a
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society haunted by social turbulence of the late 1880s and 1890s, particularly in terms of shifting
class structure. Recalling too, that this work exists in a nation whose historical narrative is
tainted by a deviation from the Christian values it once upheld, it is no surprise that the
transitions threatened by the fin de siécle might have caused elite aristocrats (like William Oke)
to feel fearful for the longevity of their waning power, as a "conscientious young Englishman,
the sort of...Christian soldier kind of thing; devout, pure-minded, brave" (Lee 64). Much like the
traditional ghost story which presents the anxiety of "both...the bourgeoisie, [who are] anxious to
legitimate their inheritance of the social spaces of aristocratic power, and that of the aristocracy
anxious to sustain their own legitimacy" (Hay 228), "The Phantom Lover" is much more than a
story of lust and murder.

While Hay's analysis of empire and feudalism has its place in the scholarship of
supernatural literature, the new feminist discourse emerging at the fin de siécle cannot be
overlooked as a feature of the ghostly genre. I suggest that Lee's narrative is one that expresses
not only the fears and anxieties indicative of a changing class structure, but also the trepidations
of the masculine characters. These characters who, in essence, cling to the patriarchal structure
firmly rooted in the past are ultimately terrified that their power might itself be a murder victim,
laid low by the hand of the then-cutting-edge transgressive woman and changing stations of
social class simultaneously. In this way, it would seem then, that Lee's story offers a critique of
gender and class power respectively and offers a criticism of men who attempt to confine and
control the female protagonist. However, the ending of the text complicates this reading of "The

Phantom Lover."
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On Disbanding Structures

In the closing pages of the story, we witness Alice's untimely demise by the hand of her
own husband. In the moments leading up to the murder, William Oke leads the narrating artist
through the "vaulted hall, hung round with ancestral pictures" (Lee 100). This decisive
movement through the passage of historical and ancestral memory is both evocative and curious,
because the climax of the text invites a blurred distinction between the past and present,
coercively brought about by the threat of Lovelock's ghost in the yellow drawing room. William,
in a physical altercation with the phantom, remarks that "the damned rascal has given me the slip
again!" (101) as he unsuccessfully leaps at the apparition and, instead, kills his wife. Recalling
Nicholas Oke's initially unsuccessful attempt at murdering Lovelock in the seventeenth century,
these two figures merge together, emphasizing the intimate connection between the past and the
present and their direct relationship to each other. Moreover, this relationship emphasizes that
historical "trauma" that comes back to disturb the Okes at Okehurst.

The narrator also comments on these blurred moments, stating: "I know nothing of time.
It all seemed to be one second, but a second that lasted hours" (101), suggesting an even more
prominent collapse of the past and the present. It is precisely this dissolution of time that nuances
the persistence of conventional social structures that reinforce male European power. As Alice
Oke lays dead on the floor with "a pool of red forming in her white dress" and with "her
mouth...convulsed, as if in that automatic shriek" (101), we experience the death of her
transgressions and forward movement toward libeI:ation as well. [ have suggested that there is an
evident tension between William Oke and his wife and it is a tension that depicts a constant

power struggle between the male and female figures in the text. As Alice casts off all sense of

patriarchal convention, and William Oke clings so firmly to the tradition of his family before
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him, their dichotomy and continual conflict for power ultimately becomes fatal for the Okes at
Okehurst and the discourses they represent. But the end of this text names no "winner" in this
battle for power and dominance. Shortly after the death of Alice, William commits suicide and
both patriarchy and the struggle for feminine liberation are laid to rest at once. With the death of
the power struggle and the demise of the gendered binary at the end of "The Phantom Lover,"
Lee's narrative questions the validity of a dichotomous structure itself. Lee's ghost story, then,
enacts a limited critique of the violent reality of hierarchical binaries that structure class and
gender and, in this way, responds to the social upheaval of the end of the century with a kind of
ambivalence. While this fin-de-siecle ghost story is one that quietly articulates a time of social
uncertainty when Victorian England was on the brink of radical shifting in the social realities of
patriarchy and the aristocracy, it subtly challenges the dominant structures of male and
aristocratic power, but ultimately reinforces them.
Final Thoughts

Lee's short story expresses explicit trepidations about changing class structures in
England and conservatively reinforces their authority by violently killing off the figure of
potential female liberation. Lee effectively "locate[s] the presence of ghosts in the minds of the
living and their imaginative relationships to the past" to expose the tensions of a transitional era
(Vrettos 202), and, like we will see in the next chapter, reinforces an expression of male power at
the end of her text. It is through the text's obsession with history and spectrality that we are privy
to themes of threatened masculinity, a growing consciousness of the horrors of changing class
structure, and the intersection of the two. This particular narrative moves beyond simply defining
and reaffirming patriarchal discourses, and outlines the problematic intersection of classism and

masculine power as it leaves the spectacle of feminine power dead on the floor of Okehurst
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manor. This chapter has examined how a text utilizes the figure of the ghost to evoke a long-dead
historical consciousness at the cusp of shifting power dynamics in England and, in some
respects, I have also sought to locate the vulnerability of these structures and how the ghost story
emphasizes the danger of relying on the past to structure the present. By remarking on the
wavering and shifting nature of ideological structures altogether, and exploring how the past
ultimately comes back to "haunt,” challenge, and trouble the present, I have explored how the
ghost story evocatively grapples with the volatility of the fin-de-siecle society and all of its
uncertainties. Curiously, though the text seems to firmly, and predominantly, uphold notions of
dangerous femininity, that William Oke succumbs to his own self-induced demise when he
commits suicide at the end of the story complicates this reading of the text as a conservative
reinforcement of patriarchal power. As William's suicide, after all, suggests that the tale itself
may hold the potential to critique the self-destructive nature of aggressive masculinity, despite its

ultimate support for it.
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CHAPTER TWO

"In old, faded ink. and in the most beautiful hand": Henry James's "The Turn of the Screw" and

its ghostly response to shifting feminine identity in Victorian England

While Lee's primary female character is cast with the agency to disrupt the workings of
hetero-normative marriage and patriarchal authority, while also threatening the aristocratic
lineage that her husband is linked to, Henry James's female protagonist in "The Turn of the
Screw" has a much less clearly defined kind of power. Indeed, it is possible, though not simple,
to say that the Governess is in a position of power, for while she is granted domestic authority
based on her job as a caregiver and teacher, her contracted arrival to the scene at Bly places her
in a less than powerful position. Her initial arrival as the Governess of the manor, we should
note, is only made possible because she is appointed to that position by an elusive male power-
figure called simply "the Master." In fact, the position of governess at Bly brings with it a type of
power itself, as confirmed when the narrator tells us that the position was previously occupied
temporarily by Mrs. Grose, and that Grose had been "placed at the head" of the manor and had
helped make it "healthy and secure" (James 9). For that work, the narrator calls Mrs. Grose "an
excellent woman" but noted that once the temporary position had been filled, this new "young
lady who should go down as governess would be in supreme authority" (9). The position of the
governess, however, is not without its difficulties and limitations, as evidenced in Douglas's
words on the previous governess, Miss Jessel, who he confirms had died during her duties (9).
When the audience learns of Jessel's death, they ask if the position carried any "necessary danger
to life" and further question what compelled the Governess to take the position at Bly in the first
place. Indeed, there are questions about whether the Governess had succumbed to the

"seduction" of the Master himself (10), and this initial discussion of her motives suggests that the



Dumont 36

female employee is vulnerable to manipulation and willing to meekly agree to take the position.
Moreover, for a position of supposed "supreme authority," it is odd that the Master's stipulations
upon hiring the unnamed Governess are that she should "never trouble him" and "never, never:
neither appeal nor complain nor write about anything," and instead remain essentially silenced
and quietly efficient (11). While I delve into this passage later, for now, it is an apt way to
understand the ambivalent position of Governess in the tale. That is, in short, it is one in which a
person might be supremely empowered in task and title, but in practice at Bly, it is also a
position founded upon an expectation of complete obedience.

In these ways then, we can come to understand both the potential power of the position,
and its contradictorily embedded expectations of a kind of voiceless fealty. From that
understanding, we can note the awkward empowerment potential of the Governess as a character
herself who takes over for the deceased Miss Jessel, and the temporary, but excellent Mrs. Grose,
and exactly how her potential supreme authority creates anxiety among those still in power and
who reign over her. It is important to recall, then, that the Governess is a new arrival on the scene
at Bly, and that she at least has the potential for 'supreme authority' in the space within the
Estate. From here, I will begin an explication of how the Governess's assigned domestic power is
met with resistance by the spectre of Peter Quint, and the looming presence of the Master.
Moreover, the latter part of this chapter will consider the implications of Douglas's retelling of
the Governess's tale as he acts as a harbinger of its pro-patriarchal discourse found within the
Governess's recollections and thrusts it onto his audience of the present. Indeed, "The Turn of the
Screw" explicates a wider anxiety about females in positions of power, and ultimately ensures

they do not remain powerful.
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The longstanding debate about the ghosts within "The Turn of the Screw" has largely
concerned itself with the question of their 'reality.' Many previous criticisms of the text have
offered two competing understandings of the ghosts, and have been predominantly interested in
whether the ghosts were 'real' manifestations, or simply the hallucinations of the Governess at
Bly. Those who err on the side of female psychosis ostensibly limit the possibility of feminine
power within the text by reducing the Governess's account to unreliable narrative induced by
psychosis or mental illness. My intention here is not to debate whether the ghosts are real or not;
they are real enough in that they were written into the text at all, and it is their literary existence
in the late Victorian Era that is of interest to this section. I will consider the Governess's
interactions with the two central ghosts within the short story, but I will extend my analysis
beyond the encounters with Peter Quint and Miss Jessel to examine the ways in which the Master
of Bly is but a phantom himself. The interactions with these apparitions actually evidence the
ways in which the Governess is denied social mobility, first and foremost because of her gender,
and secondly because of her social position as the daughter of a "poor country parson" (James 7).
The relationship between the unnamed Governess and the Master of the estate is representative
of the constrictiveness of class and gender, and the hauntings of Peter Quint and Miss Jessel
reinforce the limited position of the lower middle-class female. Moreover, in an unspoken way, I
believe that the literary work is both a cautionary tale and an act of resistance against the
modernizing world in which conceptions of both class and gender had slowly begun to shift,
evidencing the subtle fears and anxieties, as well as a resistance to this change.

On the Confines of Patriarchy: The Governess and the Ghosts
So how, then, does the Governess's tale articulate the discourse of feminine confinement

and how does James's text work consistently to reinforce a patriarchal social order? It is precisely
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in the way that the narrative firmly places the male characters in positions of power while
continuously working to disempower the Governess as well. Critics such as Peter Beidler and
Alexander Jones defend the governess's sanity and attempt to liberate her from the long-standing
conceptions of madness and mental instability as they "judiciously [dismiss] the views of
scholars who think Peter Quint and Miss Jessel are not really ghosts but the wild imaginings of a
sexually repressed neurotic or a pathological liar...[and assert] that the Governess is...good,
sane, devoted, modest, sensitive, and reliable" (Beidler, Jones 96). In spite of this attempt and
(others like it) to validate the "innately good" conception of the Governess, she is clearly caught
within the ideological conception of female weakness and psychological instability, both in the
criticism of the text, and in the text itself. We know that the Governess is confined by her role
within the domestic sphere at the estate of Bly. Overseen by the uncle of her young charges, we
also know that working at Bly means she is working within the confines of social and economic
male power without a hope of forward social progression. The Governess is immediately
constructed as naive and vulnerable, being the "youngest of several daughters of a poor country
parson" who comes to her "first time in the schoolroom" with "trepidation," while at the mercy
of the Master for employment and subsistence (James 7-8). Furthermore, the Governess's first
two interactions with the ghost of Peter Quint reinforce her subordinated position as a female
subjected to the limitations of domesticity and masculine authority.

In his article "Henry James's 'General Vision of Evil' in "The Turn of the Screw'," Thomas
Bontly speaks to the notions of gendered power within the text, and recalls each confrontation
between Peter Quint and the Governess. Bontly notes the overarching phallic imagery of the
tower where the ghostly Quint emerges as a symbol which "suggests the dominance and power

of the male set in station above the female" (Bontly 729). He goes on to state that "the
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Governess's fear and hatred of Quint seems based not so much on his ghostliness as on his
masculinity" (Bontly 729). Bontly supports this claim by revisiting the second encounter
between the Governess and Quint when he peers into the dining room from "the other side of the

"nn

window," noting Quint's "fixed stare,""aggressiveness," and the masculine invasion of the
"feminine domestic circle" through his penetrative gaze (James 31, Bontly 730). Following this
observation, Bontly argues that the relationship between Quint and the Governess is "inherently
sexual," and notes that the threat of masculinity is one fixed on "sexual animosity" (731). While
Bontly's reading of the relationship between the Governess and Quint is reasonable as far as the
"masculine invasion of the domestic sphere" goes, I am less convinced by his conclusion that
their encounters can be interpreted as sexual tension. Rather, their initial interaction demonstrates
that Quint is a gatekeeper of patriarchal ideology: an overseer of its continuation at Bly, policing
the domestic realm of the estate. While I certainly suggest that Quint's piercing male gaze is a
reminder of the limits of female authority, a form of surveillance, and a lingering presence of
masculine control, the first encounter between Quint and the Governess indicates a more
complex and subtle indication of feminine subordination that emerges as a result of her reaction
to Peter Quint in a moment of terror.

Peter Quint is very often the primary enforcer of the Governess's powerlessness
throughout the work, but a major catalyst for the expression of her limitations comes initially in
James's own decision to render the Governess's first fearful encounter with the spirit in a
disembodied fashion. This detached expression of her fear works to render the Governess as
disempowered, in turn, because it essentially suggests that the female subject (and whatever

power she may be imagined to hold) is inaccessible to James himself. Recalling their first

encounter, the Governess notes that:
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[A stranger] did stand there!...and the figure that faced me...I had not seen it in
Harley Street — I had not seen it anywhere. The place moreover...had on the
instant and by the very fact of its appearance became a solitude...the whole
feeling of this moment returns. It was as if...all the rest of the scene had been
stricken with death. I can hear, as I write, the intense hush in which the sounds of
evening dropped...the friendly hour lost for the unspeakable minute all its
voice... We were confronted across our distance quite long enough for me to ask
myself with intensity who then he was and to feel, as an effect of my inability to
say, a wonder that in a few more seconds more became intense. (James 25-26)
The above passage notes that the "whole feeling of [the] moment returns,” yet, during this
encounter (and all the ones that follow), the Governess is entirely detached from her own bodily
responses to trepidation. This strangely detached narration of the ghostly encounters is entirely
devoid of a corporeal reaction to terror, despite the Governess's evocation of fear and horror
when she notes that she was "afraid of 4im" and when she describes the ghost as a "figure of
unmistakeable horror and evil" later on (35, 47, original emphasis). While James does remark on
her fundamental sensory responses to the apparition, the lack of her own bodily response to fear
seems worthy of specific discussion. In a moment of pure fear, why would James neglect to
describe her physical reaction at the sight of terror? In fact, that James does not utilize the
Governess's body as a vehicle to convey her fear is itself a refusal to articulate the depth of the
Governess's experience. While there is an internalized linguistic expression of her fear, it seems
vague, unconvincing, and even displaced. As the Governess calls attention to her subject position
as a writer, she is further distanced from the firsthand account of her encounter with Peter Quint

and assumes an inactive role in their interaction. As she notes: "I saw him as I see the letters I
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form on this page" (27); the Governess is distanced from the immediate sensation of fear, and in
some ways, is portrayed as a disembodied stream of consciousness. The fragmented
representation of the Governess emphasizes that masculine authority is not just present within
the actual interactions between the ghosts and characters, but exercised in James's
characterization and authorship of the Governess as well.

Furthermore, when the Governess recalls that "the man who looked at [her]...was as
definite as a picture in a frame" (26), James's text emphasizes Quint's masculine power by
making him the focal point of a metaphorical picture. But alternatively, the Governess, too, is
trapped within this framework as the subordinated subject left only to look up at him. The
metaphorical frame, here, represents the focus on male power, and symbolically cuts off (or
excludes) anything outside of this ideology. The focal point of the Governess's picture is a ghost
of patriarchal control that haunts her and rejects any potential for deviation from this norm. It is
interesting then, that in the time of the mobile New Woman, James's text steadfastly resists the
rise of feminine power by refusing to give his Governess a voice (or a body) when directly
confronted with Quint. As a result, this unsettling lack of physicality, alongside the namelessness
of our Governess, and moreover, the profound concentration of her voicelessness and the
atmosphere of "intense hush" in the presence of the intruding male figure represents the
powerlessness of the female protagonist. It is as if the silent, bodiless Governess herself begins to
resemble a ghostly shell that is repressed, oppressed, and ultimately denied a potent expression
of fear. And with that, the feminine subjectivity she represents must be similarly limited, again,
emphasizing the ways in which James's text is essentially a commentary on a lack of female
power. While Quint's ghost is representative of the historical confines of patriarchal power,

James's employment of the supernatural genre and the necessary evocation of fear exposes an
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oppressive disembodiment of the female subject for the audience to consider. Patriarchy, then,
haunts not only the Governess by way of Quint's ominous presence, but transcends the events of
the plot and manifests as a spectre that informs James's fiction in such a way that confines the
female to a structure of omnipotent patriarchy.

Indeed, this omnipotent patriarchy is reinforced by Peter Quint's pervasive presence and
is notable in the second encounter between Quint and the Governess, which takes place in the
dining hall. The Governess states that "he appeared...with a nearness that represented a forward
stride in our intercourse...to show me how intense the former [encounter] had been" (33). As he
peers in with "his face...close to the glass" and "his stare...deep and hard," the Governess feels as
though she "had been looking at him for years and had known him always" (32). This last
quotation subtly indicates a history of confinement to patriarchal authority and her familiarity
with these limitations, as well as the intensity of its imposing boundaries at present. In other
words, Quint's "fixing" of the Governess, isolates the truth that she has always been marginalized
by her gender, and is always already (and always will be) locked under the oppression of
patriarchy. Certainly, there can be very little doubt about Quint's role as an oppressor or agent of
masculine authority when we realize that in this encounter, Quint is actually seen wearing the
clothes of the Master himself. This fact is revealed in a later conversation between the Governess
and Mrs. Grose, where she explicates her terror of having seen the apparition of Peter Quint.
Pushing the aggressive phallic imagery of Quint aside, (whereby the Governess recalls Quint's
ghost as "tall, active, erect"), Quint's masculine presence is cast within the Governess's space of
'supreme authority': that is, the dining hall and domestic realm of Bly itself (38). Moreover, that

the spirit mimics the Master's authority and that he remains safely distant from the home itself,
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but continues to oversee it, suggests that the Governess's authority is ostensibly limited and
controlled by the male figures around her.
The Governess and Mrs. Grose discuss the nature of the ghostly figure, beginning here

with Mrs. Grose:

“A gentleman?” she gasped, confounded, stupefied: “a gentleman he?”

“You know him then?” [asks the Governess]

She visibly tried to hold herself. “But he is handsome?”’

I saw the way to help her. “Remarkably!”

“And dressed—7?”

“In somebody’s clothes. “They’re smart, but they’re not his own.”

She broke into a breathless affirmative groan: “They’re

the master’s!” (37).
Following this descriptive exchange, Mrs. Grose invokes the name and duty of Peter Quint for
the first time, naming the apparition: "Peter Quint— [the Master's] own man, his valet" (37).
This effectively reiterates that Quint is an agent of the dominant patriarchal structure at Bly, for
he is a servant and direct assistant of the Master, and moreover, in the very garb of a man who
bears the very nickname and implied authority of male dominance. Certainly, Quint himself is
not the Master, as a disgraced servant cannot rightly be, but, he is at least doing the Master's
work in reigning over the nameless Governess while she stands within her domestic territory.
And when we take this posing as an elite representation of patriarchy in addition to the
Governess's previous sensation that his gaze eternally subjects her to his power, then there can be
very little question as to just how driven the authorities at Bly are to deny female power in the

form of the Governess's agency. Moreover, I believe it necessary for us to recognize that this
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dining room scene, and the visitation of Quint before it, both contain intense acts of mimicry that
speaks to the construct of Bly and how it essentially obliterates one's autonomy and stifles the
forward progression of the Governess and, in some ways, Peter Quint, as they both essentially
mimic positions of power that they do not belong in.

In the same scene, the Governess herself replicates the actions of Peter Quint. As noted
previously, once the ghost disappears, the Governess relates a sudden compulsion to chase him
down and she finds herself having been "instinctively" compelled to go "to the window" where
Quint had previously been (32). In fact, without a clear sense as to why she does so, the
Governess "place[s] [her]self where he had stood" and, in an act of mimicry derived from a
"confusedly present" notion that she "ought" to, the governess goes on to "[apply her] face to the
pane and look, as he had looked, into the room" (33). While this scene at Bly's dining room
suggests the possibility of movement and personal fluidity with Quint wearing the Master's
clothes, and the Governess replicating the movements of Quint himself, none of this "fluidity' of
identity lasts. Instead, at most, these scenes of mimicry act as a reminder of the inevitable
survival of Bly and its hierarchal social order. That Quint and the Governess imitate their
superiors is simply a reminder of the absoluteness of their positions and the impossibility of
upward social progression and is evidenced by placing them in clothes or positions
representative of authorities they will never occupy. The Governess, we know, will never be in
the empowered position of her oppressor, even if she replicates his actions, anymore than Quint
can actually take on the position of the Master for wearing his clothes. There is then, only the
allowance of temporary fluidity and a compulsion to mimic the forces that dominate both Quint
and the Governess respectively for the purpose of providing a reminder that these characters can

never hope to achieve such power. This imitation, I think, provides a tranquilizing sensation that
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the conservative nature of Bly cannot be overcome and indeed, that Bly (as a patriarchal space in
practice) induces doubt in one's identity, as carried out by the Governess's and Peter Quint's
attempts to assume someone else's position, simply in the service of preserving the Master's
desired hierarchy.

When Mrs. Grose is confronted with the Governess in the window pane, her startled
reaction is not dissimilar to that of the Governess when she sees Quint. And when she "passe[s]
out" the Governess can note "only one" thought worth mentioning as she asks herself "why [Mrs.
Grose] should be scared?" (36). This question is, I think, significant to understanding the
structure at Bly and the various anxieties over identity and socio-political power at work in the
text. Why, indeed, should Mrs. Grose be so terrified upon seeing the Governess? And why is her
fainting the final action after two separate instances of mimicry-through-instinctive-compulsion?
The answer to both of these questions, it would seem, is present within the scene itself and
embedded in the very nature of Mrs. Grose's reactions and the effect of Quint upon the
Governess that I explicated earlier. That is, when Mrs. Grose enters the room, she witnesses the
Governess very much in the act of mimicking Quint, standing at the window, just as he had done.
While Mrs. Grose did not ever see Quint herself, she reacts in a manner that replicates the
Governess's own reactions to seeing a ghost, and even passes out in sheer terror at the sight. In
this, James offers a perplexing moment for the reader to consider, for what possible reason must
there be for Mrs. Grose to be so afraid of the Governess, that she faints so violently? In view of
the previous ideas of mimicry though, perhaps we can suggest that the Governess's mimicking of
Quint's actions effectively casts her in the ghostly and oppressive mode of Quint. In re-enacting
Quint's authority, the Governess comes to represent the exact same oppressive structure that

haunts her. And so, that the Governess is actually caught in the act of that re-enactment, and that
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the result inexplicably renders Mrs. Grose terrified and unconscious actually works to express
just how dependent Bly's oppressive power is on the pressure applied by symbolic gestures like
external gazing and watching.

Indeed, it would seem that Mrs. Grose fainting indicates that whether it be a ghost in the
form of Quint, or the image of the Governess, what is fruly horrifying in Bly is the sense of being
watched over and dominated by an external authority. Mrs. Grose's unconsciousness and the
Governess's querying of it, is then, an attempt to unearth the larger truth about Bly that even in a
place rife with hauntings and ghosts, perhaps the most terrifying feature of the space is its
insistence on the continuance and potency of a dominant and watchful hierarchy. We know, after
all, that there is a hierarchy in place at Bly that ensures the Master is at the head, Quint is his
man (and an oppressor), and the Governess is the supreme domestic authority, and third in the
order is Mrs. Grose as a servant of the manor. As such, within that organization of power that is
designed to keep each member static, Quint continues to be the portent of patriarchal authority,
and the Governess's own 'authority' is continually in question and consistently undermined by
authoritative, ghostly men.

"The Turn of the Screw" utilizes the figure of the ghost in more than one way, however.
If Peter Quint acts as the warden of the Governess's imprisonment, Miss Jessel is an enigma
within the text that is not so easily explainable. Quint's hard, penetrative, and "fix[ing]" (62)
glances are almost direct reinforcements of masculine structures of control. Despite his
immateriality, he reinforces an ideological patriarchal order by being both present and not, subtly
threatening, but not physically threatening and utilizing features that are characteristic of the
ghost (his non-presence) to reinforce his power. Quint's non-materiality, then, permits him to

continue policing the Governess because he is not a tangible force to be reckoned with. Instead,
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he is simply a representation of the invisible (ideological) workings of patriarchy in which the
Governess is entrapped.

But of course, there is a gendered difference in the text's handling of a female ghost,
particularly one who is conceived of as the "vile predecessor” (James 90). First and foremost,
Miss Jessel is cast as a deviant and "infamous" (49) woman who was accused of having an illicit
relationship with Peter Quint. As a result of her sexual 'impropriety’ with a "base menial" (55)
like Quint, Jessel is forced to leave Bly, presumably due to a pregnancy. Because of this
inappropriate sexual relationship, Miss Jessel suffers "abasement" (50), and comes to be known
as a worthless and wicked figure. Beyond Jessel's subjection to standards of female sexuality, the
text confines her to spheres of patriarchy on an even deeper level. In the text's construction of her
presence itself, Miss Jessel is actually subject to male power as she is restricted from the same
type of authoritative gazing which Peter Quint is afforded. In fact, even her appearance strips her
of individuality and depth as she is blotted out by her "black" attire, presenting a "pale and
dreadful" demeanour (47). Moreover, and more importantly, as a ghost, "Miss Jessel's existence
is predicated on the negation of her presence" (Nikolopoulou 7). One of the most evocative
encounters between the Governess and Miss Jessel occurs in the schoolroom, which
Nikolopoulou describes as "the memory of a memory of Miss Jessel's specter that reproduces
that specter in the governess's text" (15). Nikolopoulou defines the trace, or the memory of the
encounter with Jessel in his Freudian reading of "The Turn of the Screw," but I think this concept
can be transferred to this discussion of the role of the female ghost, and how the text is
oppressive in its very nature by creating a ghost without origin or contemporaneousness. Since

the moment in the schoolroom is deferred by being displaced from the present and described as a
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memory, Miss Jessel's ghost is actually a deferred trace, a negative space, and a negated space
defined by non-existence.

As a result, "The Turn of the Screw" subjugates the female ghost by disallowing her to
have any agency or authority in her exchanges with the Governess. Her ghostly characterization
and her haunting itself is also passive in some ways as she lacks presence and effectiveness when
she encounters the Governess. As the female protagonist recalls her confrontation with Miss
Jessel in the schoolroom, she describes the female apparition as "she rose...with an indescribable
grand melancholy of indifference and detachment" (90). The Governess's recollection of her
"vile predecessor" (90) renders her as unobtrusive ghostly figure who scarcely engages the
Governess with her "indifference and detachment.” Jessel's presence, then, is far different from
that of Peter Quint whose "hard and fixed" (31) stares exemplify a much more aggressive role in
his policing of the Estate and the Governess in particular. We can briefly recall the Governess's
early encounter with Miss Jessel in the garden and the female ghost's complacent avoidance of
eye contact that also suggests her passivity. While it is the Governess that notes that she "began
to take in with certitude and yet without direct vision the presence, a good way off, a third
person," (45) Miss Jessel certainly does not assert her presence with much more potency than
this. As Jessel remains "on the other side of the lake" (47), she is no interlocutor and essentially
keeps to herself and while refusing to look at the Governess, or Flora for that matter. The spectre
of Miss Jessel, then, is at best, a looming presence who does not actively engage with the
Governess, and her passive haunting is a gendered representation of female submissiveness and
disempowerment. In essence, both of the ghosts that torment the unnamed Governess at Bly
serve the patriarchal undertones of the text as Peter Quint evinces the looming threat of

masculine dominance, while Miss Jessel's haunting is both passive and submissive, as well as a
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reminder of sexual transgression. The ghosts reiterate the appropriate Victorian social order by
performing their gendered duties respectively. Arguably, then, the subordination of the feminine
subject manifests in James's very attempt to write not only the female character, but the female
ghost as well.
Ghostly Authority and Social Immobility

James, furthermore, introduces a third ghost that has since been overlooked in the
scholarship concerning "The Turn of the Screw," but one that is an integral component to the
analysis of the intersection of class and gender in the text. The opening of the novella provides
our first insight into the Governess's relationship with the Master. Though there has been
skepticism about Douglas's reliability as a narrator and his ability to recount his personal
relationship with the Governess, he is the only character in the text that has access to the events
at Bly and without him the story would cease to exist. As a result, his narration is the only one
we have to utilize despite the biases within and ambiguity of his tale. Prior to the arrival of the
manuscript, Douglas contextualizes the Governess's story by reflecting on his relationship with
her and speakipg to her past affections. These past affections become a key indicator of the
Governess's stifled social mobility and how she is undeniably and irrevocably chasing a ghost.
Following Simon Hay's suggestion that "the ghost story is thus concerned with articulating a
middle-class identity...and in different ways the ghost story functions as marking the middle-
class anxieties about its identity formation" (Hay 9), I assert here that the Master of Bly is, in
fact, the third ghost that haunts the Governess as the text expresses her longing for the Master
and her desire to escape from her own lower-middle class identity.

The Master is both a presence and an absence who has reigning authority over the

unnamed Governess. He is also the ghostly figure who is charged with the narrative task of
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defining the immobility of her social position through his absence and inaccessibility. While
Peter Quint and Miss Jessel are the spectres that figure most prominently in the scholarship
concerning "The Turn of the Screw," the Master himself is also imbued with a sense of
ghostliness because he is simultaneously present and absent within the text. Hay observes that a
fundamental aspect of "ghost stories is that they are a mode of narrating what has been
unnarratable...of making narratively accessible historical events that remain in some fundamental
sense inaccessible" (Hay 4), and as a result, "the figure of the ghost as a present-absence, there
and not there both at once, visible and yet invisible, makes the ghost story singularly well-suited
to such a narrative task" (4). Hay's suggestion, of course, can apply to the problem of social
station within "The Turn of the Screw;" rather than simply narrating history, the Master's ghostly
presence indicates the limits of female authority and class identity as his ghostliness represents a
socio-economic space she will never obtain.

We know from Douglas's prelude that the Governess's interactions with the Master at Bly
were infrequent; in fact, "she only saw hiin twice" (James 10). In spite of this, Douglas's
recollection of the encounters between the Governess and the Master establishes a much more
profound exchange between the pair. Although their interactions were brief and rare, the
Governess's longing for the Master is established in the early pages of the story. Douglas recalls
that "she was in love" (5) and the lingering passion in their initial meeting points to the
Governess's desire for the Master who is described as a "handsome and bold and
pleasant...gentleman...in the prime of his life" (8). More importantly, the young bachelor is "rich"
and "fearfully extravagant" with his "high fashion" and "expensive habits" and his "big house
filled with the spoils of travel," all of which indicate his superior social and economic status (8).

This elevated social status, of course, renders him romantically unavailable to the lower middle-
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class Governess. The inaccessibility of the ghost-Master represents the Governess's inability to
rise above her social station. Furthermore, it is only through the figure of the present-absent
Master that the Governess's social immobility is narrated.

The ambiguous and multilayered nature of the narrative framework of "The Turn of the
Screw" makes it difficult to discern whose recollections are being conveyed. In spite of this, the
text provides an intimate insight into the Governess's affections for the Master, as ambiguous as
they may be. Douglas's prelude to the tale recalls the relationship between the Governess and her
ghost-Master and I have suggested that their relationship is presented in a way that moves
beyond the typical interactions of an employer/employee, and, for the Governess at least, their
brief interaction indicates a longing and unspoken desire for the Master. Upon their "second
interview," when the Master has stated the conditions of her employment — that is, "that she
should never trouble him—but never, never: neither appeal nor complain nor write about
anything" —the Master "held her hand, thanking her for the sacrifice, [and] she already felt
rewarded" (James 10-11). The Governess's "reward," in this instance, goes far beyond monetary
value of the salary that "much exceeded her modest measures" and she is rewarded by the
affirmation of his gratitude and physical touch (10). This lingering moment of affection
exemplifies the Governess's desire for the Master, and also defines the nature of the power
imbalance between the two of them.

This is quite an odd exchange in the text, but one that is rather telling when we consider
the theme of feminine identity and social mobility in "The Turn of the Screw." As always, it is
difficult to discern what James means when he states that "she already felt rewarded" (11) and it
has been suggested that the Governess is taking on a martyr-like role by selflessly agreeing to the

conditions of employment. However, since the text goes out of its way to identify the social



Dumont 52

position of both the Master and the Governess, this intimate physical exchange between the two
arguably speaks to the powerful status of the rich bachelor, and the poor, modest nature of the
Governess who sits beneath him, both economically and socially. Despite the troubling and
suspicious nature of the conditions of her employment, which are at best undefined, if not
threatening, the Governess agrees to his bizarre demands. Moreover, she feels "rewarded" for
doing so (11). This reward is not one of financial compensation, and instead, her reward is the
gratification of appeasing and serving her employer. Looking beyond the affection for the young
bachelor, the Governess is made vulnerable by her own lower-class status, and smitten with the
potential for social and political upward mobility attached to the solidified power of the Master.
So, when he takes her hand, she willingly agrees to the threat of imminent danger at Bly and
tosses aside all ideas of conservative self-preservation in exchange for what really amounts to a
gamble, specifically, a social and monetary gamble with her own safety.

Indeed, the physical exchange between these characters of two vastly differing social
scales has the subordinated female longing for more than just physicality; it also emphasizes the
vulnerability of the lower class female in the presence of the rich bachelor. In light of this, I
would like to now consider how the text articulates the Governess's actions based on the pursuit
of the Master and how he remains as ghostly and as inaccessible as is the potential of progressing
beyond her station. "The Turn of the Screw" steadfastly rejects any potential for the unnamed
Governess to elevate her social and economic position because she closely abides by the Master's
wishes, which renders her silent in the face of adversity while under strict authoritative orders. If
we recall the moment in the text when young Miles is expelled from school, it is important to
note that the Master ardently reiterates his wishes when he asks the Governess to "deal with him;

but mind you don't report. Not a word" (16-17). Disregarding the severity of the situation, the
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Governess silently abides by the demands of her employer, and remains committed to the task
she has been charged with. Moreover, her loyalty to the Uncle is evident when, despite the
threatening nature of the ghostly disturbances at Bly and the potential threat to the safety of the
children, she still remains committed to her promise. All the while, the loyal Governess is
working to appease (or please) an entirely absent Master who is unable to validate her efforts.
Ultimately, the Governess is chasing a ghost. It is both the ghost of requited love and of
prestigious social positioning, neither of which are obtainable for her. And of course, the absence
of the Master is a compelling case of ghostliness within the text as we never see or hear from
him again apart from the beginning of the text, emphasizing the inaccessibility of her forward
progression. He is but a lingering trace of authority above her and one to which she is intensely
committed. Unlike heroines such as Jane Eyre, who surpasses the confines of her social location
to marry Mr. Rochester, the Governess is denied this same mobility, and yet remains committed
to adhering to the patriarchal social order established by her superior.

The Governess's longing for the Master is also strangely carried out within her
relationship to Miles as he, in some ways, represents the Master of Bly himself. Certainly the
same charm of the Master that captures the Governess upon their initial meeting is suggested in
the characterization of Miles. Before the Governess even meets "the little gentleman" (14), she
resolves "to win the child into the sense of knowing me" as a measure of "her first duty"” (15). In
essence, the Governess launches into what seems like a pursuit to obtain Miles's affections. Upon
their first meeting, the Governess recalls "the great glow of freshness, the...positive fragrance of
purity" of the "incredibly beautiful child" and notes that there was "something divine that [she
had] never found to the same degree in any child" (21). The Governess's impassioned affection

for Miles also causes her to be put "under the spell [of his charm]" and she gives herself "up to
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it" (30-31) much in the same way that she succumbs to the allure of the Master and agrees to take
the position of Governess. It is notable too, that Miles, in some ways, is the acting Master of the
Bly estate. When we consider that he is supposed to be off at school, distant and displaced from
the domestic realm of the manor as the Master himself is, the Governess's decision to keep him
at Bly indicates her longing for their closeness and her desire to be with him. In this way, the
Governess's want of the Master is carried out in her relationship to Miles in a perverse and
unsettling way. The Governess's longing for Miles is furthered suggested in the text when the
pair are having dinner together. As the Governess looks on at Miles while eating dinner, she
admires his "charming little ‘table manner' (122), and she compares their "silent" dinner to
"some young couple, who on their wedding-journey, at the inn, feel shy in the presence of the
waiter" (123). That the female protagonist compares her dinner with the child to a couple who
has, presumably, consummated their marriage, speaks to her bizarre and perverse desire for the
Miles himself as he comes to represent the Master-like authority at Bly and her longing for a
relationship with him. Since the Governess cannot obtain the Master himself, she thrusts her
affections onto Miles as an odd substitution for her own social climbing, and in doing so, the
Governess becomes a figure of perversity whose inappropriate longings force us to question her
integrity as a protector of the children and undermine her authority, morality, and sanity
altogether.
Restoring Patriarchal Order at the End of the Century

Indeed, the patriarchal discourses present in "The Turn of the Screw" are impossible to
overlook. But the story's prologue accentuates the text's support for reinforcing these discourses
in a modern context. That is, the retelling of the Governess's tale of affliction is imposed on an

audience who is gathered round the fire in the "present," which, for James's audience, is the end
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of the nineteenth century. The fin de siécle heralded the beginning of a new era of feminine
issues and activity that disrupted the traditional gender roles that previously structured Victorian
society. In her exploration of identity politics at the end of the century, Michelle Tusan recounts
that the New Woman was a 'new’ kind of woman, who "suddenly appear[ed]" to the British of
the late 1800s, cascading "on[to] the scene of man's activities, as a sort of new creation" (Tusan
169). To writers of the day, this new woman seemed to "demand a share in the struggles, the
responsibilities and the honours of the world, in which, until now, she ha[d] been a cipher" (169)
and in so doing seemed to irreverently challenge the patriarchal system. Indeed, it is remarkable
to consider Tusan's recount of 1893's The Woman’s Herald, and the manner in which it casts the
new woman as a sudden, almost shocking, presence and one that had apparently remained
elusive or disguised up to that point. It is as if the British woman was a societal phantom until
her 'appearance' at the end of the century showed her capable of a heretofore unknown

vigour. Tusan confirms the impact of the New Woman in a series of accounts that recognized her
as having been "represented as a real or imagined threat to traditional social structures" because
of her interests in events far beyond the expected domestic duties (169). In short, the seemingly
sudden instantiation of this form of woman placed the issues of social mobility and female social
elevation into a central spotlight at the very time of James's authorship of "The Turn of the
Screw" and at the time of the narrative's setting itself. It would be remiss, then, to imagine that
James's novella could avoid becoming embroiled in such a shift, and indeed it is further
fascinating that James's tale casts a sense of resistance to female agency by crafting a tale about
disempowered women in a time at which the threat of a powerful, engaged, and substantial

woman was real.
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To hazard a notion about James's feelings on the emergence of a more powerful woman
is difficult; however, we are exposed to a kind of patriarchal resistance through the very nature
of Douglas's prologue. That is, I believe the text's resistance to feminine power is implied by
Douglas's position as a narrator and as the gatekeeper to the Governess's manuscript. It is
precisely through the reiteration of feminine subordination some twenty years after the
Governess's death, and longer since the hauntings occurred, that we are exposed to the text's
resistance to changing feminine identity. If the ghostly presences within "The Turn of the Screw"
reinforce the social order of the Victorian past, this order is then imposed on the present
audience, as well as the narrator. And the Governess's tale, told by the arbiter of masculine
authority, serves the mission of resituating patriarchal order by evoking the historical
consciousness that caused the New Woman to form in the first place. His recollection of the tale
is also paired with a significant amount of gazing that emphasizes not only the power dynamics
that support male dominance and female subordination, and the power of the rich over the poor,
but also the persistence of these hierarchies in a modern context. The meta-narrative at the
forefront of James's work is what establishes the ambiguity of the text, and it also offers an
intimate picture of a social structure that exists outside of the Governess's tale and one that is
being reinforced by Douglas's narration itself. Douglas and the unnamed narrator are displaced
from the fantastic happenings of the Governess's story, and yet, the power dynamic between
them seems to re-establish the patriarchal social order at work in the Bly residence. Before we
can turn to the implications of the meta-narrative, however, it is imperative that I establish the
premise on which I am working when I offer the suggestion that there is an uncanny sensation
derived from the similarities between the narrator and Douglas, and the Governess and the

ghosts. This premise is simply that the unnamed narrator can be potentially constituted as female.
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Some of the most sophisticated Jamesian scholars have engaged in critical debate about
the ambiguous nature of the unnamed narrator. Juliet McMaster has suggested that the first
narrator is "James" himself (McMaster 381), and others have put forward the idea that the
relationship between Douglas and the narrator is implicitly homoerotic, therefore implicating the
speaker as male (Mazzella 329). Critics such as Michael Taylor have also added to the discussion
about the narrative frame of the novella, concluding that we should "be on our guard against
making any positive identifications" about the sex of the narrator in a work that "has far too
many checks and balances within it to be anything but equivocal" (Taylor 722, 721). Despite the
wealth of analysis that has been added to this topic, the ambiguity of the initial narrative
framework still opens up the possibility of reading the speaker as female. Without conclusive
evidence to support the maleness of the speaker, I will follow Beth Newman's assertion that the
narrator's "self-presentation...nearly approximates that of the Governess" and that "the text
suggests that identity is always being constituted and reconstituted" (Newma