
      
         	
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         
      

      
         
         
         
            	
            The Rise and Fall of the Femme Fatale in British Literature, 1790–1910

            	

            
         

         
      

      
         
         
            	
            The Rise and Fall of the Femme Fatale in British Literature, 1790–1910

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Heather Braun




            
         

         
         
         

         
         
         
            	
            	
            FAIRLEIGH DICKINSON UNIVERSITY PRESS

            	
            Madison • Teaneck

            
         

         
         
      

      
         
         
         
            	
            Published by Fairleigh Dickinson University Press

            	
            Co-published with The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

            	
            4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

            	
            www.rowman.com

            	

            	
            10 Thornbury Road, Plymouth PL6 7PP, United Kingdom

            	

            	
            Copyright © 2012 by Heather Braun

            	

            	
            
               		All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical
               means, including information storage
               		and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by
               a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.
               	
            

            	

            	
            British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

            	

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

            	
            Braun, Heather, 1975–

            
         

         
         
         
            	
             The rise and fall of the femme fatale in British literature, 1790-1910 / Heather
               Braun.
            

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            p. cm.

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Includes bibliographical references and index.

            	
            ISBN 978-1-61147-562-3 (cloth : alk. paper)—ISBN 978-1-61147-563-0 (electronic)

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            1.  English literature—19th century—History and criticism. 2.  Femmes fatales in literature.
               3.  Sex role in literature. 4.  Man-woman relationships in literature.  I. Title.
               
            

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            PR468.F47B73  2012

            	
            820.9'3522—dc23

            	
            2012022835

            	

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            
               		
               		The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National
               Standard for Information Sciences Permanence of Paper for 
               		Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.
               	
            

            	

            	
            Printed in the United States of America

            
         

         
         
      

      
         
         
            
            For June and Paul

            

            
         

         
      

   
      List of Figures

      
      
      
   
      Acknowledgments

      
      
      Mary E. Coleridge wrote that a “true gift is from one to one.”[1]  I could not have completed this project without the singular gifts of the following
         individuals.
      

      
      To my former professors at Boston College—who made sure I understood the difference
         between “dissertation” and “book” before I started to write. Each helped me turn fuzzy
         musings into supportable observations about a fictional figure that first bewitched
         me as a graduate student preparing for comprehensive exams: Judith Wilt, whose lucid
         vision of this book frequently surpassed my own. Her keen remarks on my drafts were
         offered with a precision that allowed me to sharpen my strongest points; Carlo Rotella,
         whose generosity and daily quest for the perfect words keep me humble and hopeful
         about writing; Alan Richardson, who opened doors for me at Harvard and Oxford as well
         as new ways of thinking about genre within a specific historical moment; James Najarian,
         for his no-nonsense approach to dissertation writing and for reminding me what drew
         me to this topic and what keeps me rooted in it; Rosemarie Bodenheimer, for her extensive
         knowledge of Victorian fiction, especially Dickens, and her impeccable sense of style;
         our conversations about Great Expectations and Vanity Fair were not only enjoyable, but they also helped me rethink the organizing principles
         of early chapters; Chris Wilson, Robert Stanton, and the Boston College community
         for their consistent support and answers to my many questions; and finally, J. Robert
         Barth, whose sheer love of poetry lives on in his students, in the poems they know
         by heart, and in my fond memories of our chats about Romantic poetry and music.
      

      
      To my students, who continue to teach me the importance of works-in-progress, open-mindedness,
         and remembering how to keep one’s scholarship and teaching connected.
      

      
      To my friends, who have seen this project grow beyond its beginnings in Boston: Alisa
         Iannucci, for showing me how to stay balanced when heading toward a distant goal—and
         for feeding me magnificently along that journey; Matt VanWinkle, an architect of fine
         writing, for his reassuring advice about arranging my argument without losing sight
         of my audience. Margarit Tadevosyan Ordukhanyan, a model of professionalism, confidence,
         and humor who makes it impossible to linger in self-doubt.
      

      
      To my family, who celebrated my steps forward with enthusiasm, even if it wasn’t always
         clear where those steps were leading.
      

      
      To my husband, Chris Horne, who had no idea marriage to me would mean finding the
         positive in every setback, plying me with red candy, and entertaining our small daughter,
         Madeline, so I could finish what I’d started years before we’d met.
      

      
      And to Paul and June Schlueter, for believing in me through capacious amounts of reading,
         responding, and revising (and for tolerating my fondness for alliteration and adjectives).
         Paul’s ability to locate obscure materials and give straightforward feedback helps
         me to return to my work with rested eyes. June’s analytical expertise and elegance
         remind me of the scholar and person I strive to be. It is with deep gratitude and
         affection that I dedicate this book to June and Paul.
      

      
      


      Note

      
      
         1. “Gifts,” Non Sequitur 46.

      

   
      Introduction

      Literary Form and the Nineteenth-Century Femme Fatale

      
         Introduction
         Introduction
         Literary Form and the Nineteenth-Century Femme Fatale
         
         
      

      
      
         She did not seem to notice me. I did not speak to her; and still I felt within me
            a kind of presentiment that this woman would play a great, a fatal part in my life.
            
         

         

         
          —Emile Gaboriau, Within an Inch of His Life (1913)
         

         
      

      The character called the femme fatale, like the notorious figure of the gangster,
         is at once everywhere yet difficult to pin down. Catalogues of the femme fatale’s
         appearances in myth, the Bible, and contemporary film certainly confirm her popularity;
         yet they threaten to constrain her by removing the obscurity that is so essential
         to her survival. The allure of the fatal woman begins to fade when her motives are
         revealed, and she becomes both obvious and familiar. Those femmes fatales who keep
         the source of their intrigue hidden, however, may delay the occupational hazard of
         fatigue. Indeed, their careers depend on prolonging their allure, often by appearing
         nebulous, ethereal, and impenetrable. The fatal woman’s enduring mystique in nineteenth-century
         literary forms highlights her integral role in a still developing cultural narrative
         of gender, genre, and power. This complex union of literary genre, cultural form,
         and the femme fatale uncovers significant shifts in thinking about gender, sexuality,
         and exoticism in nineteenth-century Britain.
      

      
      The Rise and Fall of the Femme Fatale in British Literature, 1790–1910 traces the fatal woman’s evolution—and devolution—formally, historically, and ideologically
         through a selection of plays, poems, novels, and personal correspondence by major
         and minor writers in nineteenth-century Britain. By reading well-known femmes fatales
         alongside more obscure ones, this study challenges the assumed agency of the fatal
         woman by shedding light on the forms and ideologies that determine her development
         and decline throughout the long nineteenth century. The complex intersections of literary
         genre, cultural form, and the femme fatale reveal crucial shifts in thinking about
         gender, sexuality, and exoticism in nineteenth-century Britain. Her ambiguous agency
         and unprecedented fame are perhaps strongest in Gothic ballads, realist novels, sensation
         fiction, and vampire tales, forms that enhance her mysterious charms but also ensure
         her fin de siècle demise. The fatal woman character shares with these experimental nineteenth-century
         forms a marked departure from conventional characters and popular trends.
      

      
      The term femme fatale first appeared in English in a 1912 letter by George Bernard Shaw, where he referred
         in passing to this “fine figure of a woman, but so hard that she wouldn't have been
         fatal to anything” (Shaw 5). Shaw’s letter, though, remained unpublished until 1952,
         when the fatal woman figure had already made her comeback in silent film and film noir. Today, the term femme fatale refers most often to manipulative, dangerously attractive women; more interesting,
         however, are the ways in which this term applies to those female characters unconscious
         of their allure or reluctant to acknowledge its destructive powers. This question
         of fatal intent preoccupied nineteenth-century British writers as they sought to locate
         and explain this character’s power and mystique. Their accounts of this figure’s ambiguous
         motives reveal new ways of understanding the femme fatale’s fluctuating career in
         popular nineteenth-century forms and genres.[1] 
      

      
      Before she became a stalwart of nineteenth-century literature or received a sexy French
         title, the fatal woman figure appeared in authoritative literary criticism of the
         eighteenth century. Samuel Johnson, in his Preface to Shakespeare, for example, invokes the notorious Cleopatra to denote the force that drives Shakespeare
         to chase relentlessly after “quibbles,” or puns, regardless of where they might lead
         him: “A quibble was to [Shakespeare],” Johnson explains, “the fatal Cleopatra for
         which he lost the world, and was content to lose it” (Johnson 19). As a traveler follows
         “luminous vapours,” so Shakespeare followed the possibilities of language as always
         just beyond the artist’s grasp. Here, Johnson articulates the connection between the
         intangibility of language and the femme fatale; he also suggests ways in which the
         fatal woman, like the language used to frame her, can expand beyond her creator as
         a demanding, irresistible force that defies scrutiny or elucidation.
      

      
      The changeable figure of the femme fatale has long embodied increasing fears about
         the mutability of gender and class. Throughout the nineteenth century, the fatal woman
         was a ready symbol for a variety of cultural concerns including sex, aggression, disease,
         madness, foreign contagion, and social degeneration. By the second half of the century,
         parallel epidemics of prostitution, pornography, and venereal disease emerged in fictional
         works depicting femmes fatales who were eventually punished for their deviant acts
         of seduction. Traditionally, such deviant acts were labeled masculine by leading medical
         experts such as William Acton, but they soon became linked to a female-centered social
         deviance that required restraint as well as retribution. We see this in such popular
         and experimental forms as sensation novels that feature independent women whose temporary
         freedom made only a minor impression on traditional notions of social class and masculine
         power.
      

      
      The figure of the femme fatale served as a catalyst for revising biblical and mythical
         tales: Eve, Salomé, Medea, Circe, the Sirens, and Lilith represented the antitheses
         of the perception that women were the pristine upholders of virtue and restraint.
         Late-century writers and painters such as Oscar Wilde and Gustav Moreau embellished
         the biblical tales of Judith, Salomé, and Delilah. These familiar femmes—as well as such visually provocative lethal ladies as John Waterhouse’s La Belle Dame Sans Merci (1893) and Frederick Sandys’s Morgan Le Fay (1862–1863)—aroused fear of seductive vamps that elicited the violent destruction
         of powerful men. Such feminine images were anticipated by the androgynous threat depicted
         in Francisco de Goya’s The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters (1799). This painting uncovered social fears of political unrest and foreign invasion
         lurking beneath conservative façades. The painting’s mix of faith and skepticism,
         a desire to believe in divine guidance while experimenting with unconventional methods
         of inspiration, is especially intriguing when juxtaposed with the character of the
         nineteenth-century femme fatale and her most threatening foil, the homme fatale.
      

      
      Evolving as she does from an impossible (and fatal) Romantic ideal to a symbol of
         uncertain violence, visual excess, and social unrest, the nineteenth-century femme
         fatale can also be ambivalent about her powers of destruction and therefore reluctant
         to accept her fatal allure. Many of the female characters discussed in this book attempt
         to warn their victims not to surrender their power; their warnings only serve to increase
         the destructive effects of desire. Rather than subscribing to psychoanalytical readings
         of this figure as deliberately destructive, this study considers the varying effects
         of literary form on ideological constructions of the femme fatale. It explores whether
         the fate of the late-century femme fatale is the result of her unconscious allure,
         her own malicious plotting, or the impossible ideals of her victims.
      

      
      This project requires an investigation of two parallel histories of form: literary
         form and the form of the fatal woman over the long nineteenth century. An important
         distinction uniting the chapters of this study is the separation of sensual form and
         rational content. The femme fatale, linked to female sensuality and to literary form,
         disrupts the presumed continuity of male reason and linear narrative. An example of
         this opposition appears in George MacDonald’s fictional construction of Lilith as
         an alluring, enigmatic femme fatale. Near the end of his novel Lilith, the seductive heroine draws attention to this strange division of knowledge when she
         laments, “Ah the two worlds! So strangely are they one, / And yet so measurelessly
         wide apart” (MacDonald 204). This division is still visible in modern portrayals of
         Lilith and her descendants, who are seen as testing the limits of indeterminate or
         irrational knowledge. Because she is consistently aligned with the sensual and the
         supernatural, the femme fatale embodies marked fears of the unknown, fears that align
         female sexuality with independence, disease, and the dangerous allure of a non-English
         Other. The supernatural femmes in repetitive, open-ended ballads directly inform the
         later femmes of realist and sensation novels: these female characters inspire, humiliate,
         idealize, and shock in a number of distinct ways, yet their powers remain bounded
         by narrative structures that enhance their appeal as elusive wanderers.[2] 
      

      
      One challenge of a study tracing the overlaps of literary form and culture is the
         necessary reliance on such slippery terms as form and genre. Difficult enough to define in isolation, these terms threaten to become increasingly
         amorphous in their differentiation. Stuart Curran tackles this precise dilemma in
         Poetic Form and British Romanticism, in which he refers to the “almost unsolvable problem of English synonyms” in the interchangeable
         usage of the terms “genre,” “kind,” “mode,” and “form” (Curran 9). Working against
         assumptions that formal and generic distinctions existed in the nineteenth century
         exactly as they do today, Curran debunks the myth that Romantics were averse to notions
         of form and genre (5). Rather, Curran illustrates how Romantic conceptions of literary
         divisions radically shaped nineteenth-century impressions of “the natural world” (24).
         In his discussion of the resurrection and transformation of the sonnet, the ode, the
         romance, and the epic, Curran explains that there was never “such [a] thing as automatic
         writing in the making of a poem. A meter, perhaps a rhyme scheme, thus a form, then
         likely as not a genre: each step adds to a tendentious process that fulfills itself
         in closure, even if an indeterminate one” (12). The closure Curran identifies is disrupted
         repeatedly by the intrusion of the femme fatale character. 

      
      In disrupting narrative conventions, Victorian femmes fatales follow the example of
         the supernatural fatal women of the Romantic era. But by the middle of the century,
         the Victorian femme had become less ethereal and yet still elusive and itinerant within
         the domestic realms of realist and sensation novels. Her repeated appearances in late-century
         vampire tales, for example, reveal a growing disenchantment with a figure who was
         losing her Gothic and supernatural allure. At this point in her less-than-seamless
         progression from elusive ghost to fraught cliché, the femme fatale’s ambiguity emerges,
         in part from her own lack of self-awareness and in part from her authors’ increasing
         ambivalence about the nature and extent of her powers. By the time we meet this figure
         again in late-century vampire tales, she has gained a remarkable degree of self-knowledge,
         perhaps at the expense of her earlier mystique.
      

      
      The Rise and Fall of the Femme Fatale has several objectives in tracing the development of this familiar figure throughout
         the nineteenth century: to examine compelling developments of this figure at crucial
         moments in British literary and social history; to identify directions for future
         studies of the fatal woman, for example, in gender theory and film studies; to explore
         moments in canonical and lesser-known Romantic and Victorian texts when the erotic
         becomes seductively feminine and irreversibly fatal; and finally, to consider the
         relationship between formal and historical constructions of literary form and the
         femme fatale. For example, Susan Wolfson’s reading of the shifts and mutations of literary form
         and meaning is integral to this study’s emphasis on the relationship between nineteenth-century
         form and the femme fatale. Similarly, Jeffrey J. Franklin’s notion of “cultural form”
         speaks to the inevitable gaps and overlaps between terms such as form and genre. This formalist-historicist approach emphasizes the intimate connections among form,
         content, and culture traced throughout each chapter. 

      
      What separates a seductress from a coquette or even a full-fledged femme fatale? Paul
         Huvenne and Kees van Twist, in their foreword to Femme Fatales: 1860–1910, distinguish the seductress and the femme fatale as “two essentially different species.”
         For the mere seductress, “sexuality and voluptuousness are ends in themselves.” The
         femme fatale, however, “uses her feminine attractions to lure men to their destruction.”
         Since the precise motives of the fatal woman are ambiguous, her diverse “feminine
         attractions” are rarely “ends in themselves” (Huvenne and van Twist 7). However, debate
         over the interchangeability of these terms is far from new. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, early feminist Mary Wollstonecraft complicates these terms in her discussion of the
         coquette. What is important about the coquette, Wollstonecraft argues, is her ability
         to use her feminine wiles deliberately to destroy men (and sometimes other women).
         This manipulation is rarely rational or intelligent. Rather, Wollstonecraft’s coquette
         is aligned with the uneducated and self-motivated woman who has little regard for
         social responsibility. I argue that the femme fatale, unlike the coquette, can be
         unaware of or reluctant to embrace her powers of seduction and destruction. Ironically,
         this lack of self-awareness can make her even more powerful and dangerous to her would-be
         victims. Such fatal heroines as Wilde’s Salomé help to support this idea: at the very
         moment she becomes conscious of her sensual powers, she is forced to surrender them.
      

      
      Wollstonecraft, as the best-known woman radical of her time, dignified the status
         of the independent woman and, in turn, cleared a path for a growing population of
         single women entering the labor force. In the midst of the Gothic revival, early nineteenth-century
         feminists were raising questions about female education, one of the most fiercely
         contested issues of women’s movements in Britain and America.Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) advocated improvements in education for women and challenged the prevailing
         ideology of domesticity. She was far ahead of her time and the first official women’s
         movements in Britain and America in her belief that woman should not be defined by
         her success in marriage, in motherhood, and in maintaining a moral structure from
         within the home. At the same time, Wollstonecraft expressed strong distaste for female
         superfluous preoccupations such as fashion and romance novels. Although Wollstonecraft’s
         theories
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