
Resisting "the tyranny of what is 

written" : Christina Stead3s Fiction 

D I A N A B R Y D O N 

c 
V _ V H R I S T I N A S T E A D ' S style has angered a n d del ighted readers 

a n d puzz led critics for years, yet most studies of Stead's w o r k have 

stressed theme above style. T h i s study considers t w o of the m o r e 

controversial aspects of Stead's w r i t i n g — her n o t i o n of novelistic 

f o r m a n d her use of l i terary a l lus ion — to argue that they are 

integral to her v is ion. 

I n For Love Alone Teresa notes that the "greatest sensations 

become the most general a n d the least concerned w i t h that par

t i c u l a r adjusted i n t e r l o c k i n g w h i c h is any k i n d of re lat ion to the 

outside w o r l d . " 1 Because Stead's fiction is most concerned w i t h 

precisely " t h a t p a r t i c u l a r adjusted i n t e r l o c k i n g , " she h a d to 

search for a fictional f o r m a n d language that c o u l d do justice to 

her perceptions. 2 She f o u n d a m o r e flexible system for reflecting 

h o w people actual ly experience the w o r l d i n a v is ion of f o r m 

recently described b y the F r e n c h critics Deleuze a n d G u a t t a r i i n 

terms of the m e t a p h o r of the rh izo me . T h e y argue that " A first 

type of book is the root-book {livre-racine). . . . It is the classic 

book, as noble i n t e r i o r i t y — o r g a n i c , s ignifying, a n d subjective. . . . 

T h e r a d i c e l system, or fasciculated root, is the second figure of 

the book, f r o m w h i c h o u r m o d e r n i t y g ladly d r a w s its inspira

t i o n . " 3 T h e classic book values the l i n e a r ; the m o d e r n book, the 

c i rcu lar . A t h i r d k i n d of book " c o u l d be cal led a r h i z o m e . . . . I n 

itself the r h i z o m e has very diverse forms, f r o m its surface ex

tension w h i c h ramifies i n a l l directions to its concretions into 

bulbs a n d tubers" (Deleuze a n d G u a t t a r i , p . 1 0 ) . W e c a n most 

proper ly describe Stead's fiction i n terms of the r h i z o m e . (Inter

estingly, Deleuze a n d G u a t t a r i associate this m o d e l w i t h O c e a n i a 

[p. 41] — a region w i t h w h i c h Stead felt a strong ident i f icat ion.) 
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Stead herself, some years earlier, e m p l o y e d the r h i z o m e as a 

p o w e r f u l alternative image for order i n The People with the 

Dogs: 

. . . and this was more than the foundation of the garden, it was a 
dark communicat ion of sinew forming the body of a great being. 
It held, embraced, but d i d not crush the ground, the house, and 
al l there brought by dogs and men : bones, sheathed copper wire 
needed for watering the cows, o ld leather shoes hidden by a 
predecessor of the Abbot, a sadiron, and al l the things lost by this 
fertile careless family, and al l the things loved by this productive, 
abundant family for seventy years; the deep ineradicable cables 
p lunging into the h i l l soil and sending u p at great distances their 
wires and threads; a n d the whole family and house and barns 
and the home-acres, i n the great thrott l ing of the twining v ine. 4 

T h i s great w i l d hops v ine i n The People with the Dogs provides 

the best analogy for describing the structure of a Stead novel : 

p u l l i n g everything w i t h i n reach into its orbi t , it does not dis t in

guish between roots a n d b r a n c h ; it has no clear b e g i n n i n g n o r 

e n d i n g ; it is a n interdependent system i n w h i c h the m a n - m a d e 

a n d the n a t u r a l co-exist. S u c h a system is democrat ic rather than 

h i e r a r c h i c a l l y oriented. It can encompass several narrat ive lines 

at a t ime. I t can present the fullness a n d deta i l of life w i t h o u t 

p r i v i l e g i n g either the n a r r o w l y l inear idea of order i m p l i c i t i n 

t r a d i t i o n a l narrat ive , or a n a r c h y — the bogey usual ly posited as 

the only alternative to the status q u o . A s an alternative v is ion of 

order, this fourteen-line sentence descr ibing the v ine , part of a 

series of seemingly endless clauses, j o i n e d by c o m m a s , semi-colons, 

a n d colons, imitates its democrat ic s p r a w l at the level of the sen

tence. Stead refuses to break u p w h a t she sees as interconnected. 

U n l i k e contemporary avant-garde writers, Stead does not 

choose open-ended forms because she sees t h e m as m o r e relevant 

to a w o r l d that is chaotic a n d disordered. H e r scientist father 

impressed her too clearly w i t h his o w n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the w o r l d 

for that. D a r w i n , M a r x , a n d Nietzsche f o r m e d her v is ion of w o r l d 

order. She sees life as endlessly creative, f u l l of m u l t i p l e possibi l i

ties, but everywhere thwarted a n d distorted by the social orders 

created to organize this weal th of energy. 

I f we i m a g i n e each of Stead's novels as a great w i l d hops v ine , 

we can see h o w patterns of re lat ion become more i m p o r t a n t than 
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separate i n d i v i d u a l s i n the d y n a m i c s of her w o r k . C o n t e x t is a l l . 

T h e v ine — a d y n a m i c , l i v i n g t h i n g , l ike a l l l i v i n g things capable 

of c h o k i n g as w e l l as n o u r i s h i n g life — has its counterpart i n the 

var ious webs s p u n " w i t h the help of oppressor a n d oppressed" 

(For Love Alone, p . 254) to contro l people's lives i n our present 

social system. Teresa seeks to get b y these webs but the novel 

shows h o w encompassing they are, precisely because she herself 

has contr ibuted to their w e a v i n g . T h o u g h she sees the problems 

of the w o r l d d e r i v i n g i n part f r o m a tendency to generalize, a 

fa i lure to perceive differences, a n d to dist inguish careful ly be

tween the subtlest shades of m e a n i n g , she herself fails to notice 

that J o n a t h a n C r o w is " c o l o u r b l i n d , " total ly i n c a p a b l e of such 

perceptions. T h e novel , of course, is far f r o m colour b l i n d , meet

i n g the aesthetic p r o g r a m m e Teresa sets out i n one of her letters 

to J o n a t h a n — to enlarge the expressive capabil i t ies of the E n g l i s h 

language. 

It enlarges t h e m t h r o u g h a self-conscious resistance to what 

Teresa i n For Love Alone terms "the tyranny of w h a t is w r i t t e n , 

to rack a n d c o n v e r t " (p . 4 2 0 ) . Stead writes against this tyranny 

by construct ing novels l ike hop vines — novels that insist a l terna

tive ways of i m a g i n g c o m m u n i t y not only exist but also a l low 

m o r e r o o m for j o y f u l exuberance whi le more t ruthfu l ly depic t ing 

her sense of w h a t i t means to be al ive. H e r insistence on w r i t i n g 

against the g r a i n informs a l l her w r i t i n g , but is perhaps signalled 

most clearly i n the Pro logue to For Love Alone, where she c laims 

the so-called a n t i p o d e a n perspective as her n o r m for f o r m i n g her 

v is ion of the w o r l d . F r o m where she is w r i t i n g , the O l d W o r l d is 

" s h o w n on maps d r a w n ups ide-down by o l d - w o r l d cartographers" 

(p . 1 ) . She is a N e w W o r l d cartographer c h a r t i n g life the w a y 

she sees i t . 

T h i s involves r e w r i t i n g m a n y of the stories i n h e r i t e d f r o m that 

O l d W o r l d to contradict the i m p l i c i t assumptions i n f o r m i n g 

t h e m . W h a t interests m e most about Stead's r e w r i t i n g , however, 

is that she formulates the act as inst inct ive, rather t h a n self

consciously transgressive. L i k e Teresa , Stead's characters do not 

w i s h to be eccentric (p . 6 5 ) , yet their actions m a k e t h e m so 

because they refuse to c o n f o r m to the expectations of behav iour 

appropr ia te to their gender. E d w a r d M a s s i n e frustrates M a r g o t 
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i n this w a y ( i n The People with the Dogs) just as m u c h as Teresa 

frustrates her f a m i l y a n d J o n a t h a n C r o w ( i n For Love Alone). 

T e r e s a casts herself as a female Ulysses (refusing the role of 

Penelope forced n o m i n a l l y at least u p o n her precursor i n M i l e s 

F r a n k l i n s ' My Brilliant Career). H e r r e a d i n g of Ulysses, h o w 

ever, follows the T e n n y s o n i a n emphasis o n the never-ending 

quest ing outwards rather t h a n the classical G r e e k on the quest for 

h o m e . She finds her Ulyssean counterparts i n H a r r y G i r t o n , " w h o 

l ike the foot of her w a n d e r i n g soul w o u l d p r i n t his foot on the 

w o r l d " a n d i n James Q u i c k , of w h o m Stead r e m a r k s : " S h e 

thirsted after this t r a c k - m a k i n g a n d w a n d e r i n g of the m a n i n the 

w o r l d , not after the m a n " (p. 4 9 2 ) . B u t first she envisions her

self as the noble knight c o u r t i n g J o n a t h a n , w h o falls n a t u 

r a l l y — f r o m her p o int of v i e w — into the role of the w i t h h o l d e r 

of love, the "bel le d a m e sans m e r c i . " Stead writes that " T e r 

esa . . . felt that she was b e h a v i n g as behaves a gal lant a n d a 

brave m a n w h o passes t h r o u g h the ordeals of hope deferred, 

patience, a n d p a i n f u l l o n g i n g , to w i n a w i f e " (p . 2 5 0 ) . She sees 

n o diff iculty i n her ident i f icat ion w i t h the active rather t h a n the 

passive role, bel ieving i t to be the fullest expression of her w o m a n 

h o o d a n d not a n attempt to c l a i m mascul ine prerogatives. Y e t the 

nove l i l luminates the tensions created w h e n Teresa tries to c l a i m 

her rights as " w o m a n a n d f r e e m a n " (p . 2 2 4 ) . She hears the 

voices of her o w n instinct — " ' I f y o u h a d m a d e a m o v e , y o u 

w o u l d have done better' " — but she also hears the voices of con

vent ion : " ' M e n despise w o m e n w h o m a k e the moves ' " ( p . 2 1 5 ) . 

H e r inst inctive ident i f icat ion w i t h the active p r i n c i p l e proves 

strongest i n each of these contests: " ' N o n e but the brave deserve 

the fa ir ' " (p. 2 1 5 ) , she concludes. T h e cliché becomes revolu

t ionary w h e n she is the brave a n d J o n a t h a n the fa ir . H e r e the 

t y r a n n y of w h a t is wr i t ten is l ightened by Teresa's ident i f icat ion 

w i t h strength rather t h a n weakness. Y e t w h a t she seeks is con

nect ion w i t h another — t h r o u g h m a r r i a g e — rather than the 

t r a d i t i o n a l heroic goal of se l f - indiv iduat ion t h r o u g h separation. 

W h e n the quester is female, the goal is revised. 

Teresa's story, of course, also updates the stories of her name

sake, St. Teresa , b o t h i n the o r i g i n a l version a n d i n George 

E l i o t ' s Middlemarch. U n l i k e the saint, T e r e s a seeks terrestrial , 
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not celestial love ; a n d u n l i k e D o r o t h e a , she seeks knowledge for 

herself, not through another. (She mutters to herself: " L o v e , 

l e a r n i n g , bread — myself — a l l three, I w i l l get" [p. 87] .) 

B u t the pattern of her story i n For Love Alone can best be 

understood as a version of the Faust tale. B l a n c h e G e l f a n t dis

tinguishes between the " female F a u s t , " " w h o sells herself to the 

' d e v i l ' for ' love a n d security, ' " g i v i n g u p her self — a pattern 

described b y A n n R o n a l d — a n d w h a t she terms the "sister to 

F a u s t , " w h o assumes not his d a m n a t i o n but " h i s aspirations a n d 

des ire . " 5 I n these terms, Teresa is "sister to F a u s t . " G e l f a n t coins 

a t e r m even m o r e suggestive for this generic type: the " h u n g r y " 

w o m a n . M o s t of Stead's positive characters are " h u n g r y . " T e r 

esa's h u n g e r terrifies J o n a t h a n , w h i l e f o r c i n g h i m to recognize 

that he, i n contrast, is " a rotten wanter yet" (p. 1 9 9 ) . 

A s G e l f a n t points out, the h u n g r y w o m a n seeks to appease her 

hunger t h r o u g h r e a d i n g : " I w i s h to suggest that m o r e heroines 

read t h a n we realize, to m o r e serious purposes t h a n we have 

noted, a n d m o r e texts, real a n d symbol ic , t h a n we have a n a l y z e d " 

( G e l f a n t , p . 2 7 0 ) . W h i l e this statement clearly applies to Teresa 

i n For Love Alone, L o u i s a i n The Man Who Loved Children, 

a n d L e t t y i n Letty Fox, Her Luck, its fullest significance is 

p r o b a b l y revealed i n N e l l i e i n Cotters' England a n d E l e a n o r i n 

Miss Herbert. Stead realizes, far m o r e fu l ly t h a n any of the 

authors analyzed by Ge l fant , that the h u n g r y heroine w i l l feed 

o n a n y t h i n g , even garbage, to satisfy her desire. T h e r o m a n t i c 

a n d erotic l i terature Teresa favours offers her some escape f r o m 

the n a r r o w m a t e r i a l i s m of her o w n society, a l t h o u g h she must 

outgrow even that to find her o w n voice. N e l l i e C o t t e r , however, 

absorbs fascist a n d sentimental wri t ings that distort her hunger 

a n d c l o u d her perceptions. E l e a n o r H e r b e r t , too, finds only 

empty consolation i n the m a x i m s of self-help m a n u a l s a n d w o 

men's magazines that she devours i n her earnest quest for answers. 

These w o m e n are left voiceless b y their r e a d i n g . W h i l e Gel fant 

sees the role of reading as potent ia l ly l iberat ing for the A m e r i c a n 

h u n g r y heroine, Stead's fiction never forgets " the tyranny of w h a t 

is w r i t t e n , to rack a n d convert . " A n d eventual ly , to silence. 

Teresa first sees J o n a t h a n as her door to the w i d e r w o r l d of 

l e a r n i n g , but w h e n she meets Q u i c k realizes that he has the 
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knowledge she wants (p . 3 9 0 ) , s ignif icantly descr ib ing h i m as 

" a feast" (p . 4 0 2 ) . A l t h o u g h G e l f a n t believes that " W e have yet. 

to see a portra i t of the satisfied h u n g r y w o m a n w h o transcends 

either social stereotypes or fairytale t ransformat ions" ( G e l f a n t , 

p . 281 ) , Stead's novel gives us m o r e t h a n this — a satisfied h u n 

gry w o m a n w h o w i l l never a b a n d o n her hunger , wherever it 

leads her. A f t e r her affair w i t h G i r t o n , T e r e s a t h i n k s : " H e r e 

where she stood no o l d wives' tale a n d n o mother 's sad sneer, no 

father's a d m o n i t i o n , r e a c h e d " (p . 4 9 5 ) . She has m o v e d beyond 

the " t y r a n n y of what is w r i t t e n " into the f reedom of a w o r l d to 

be w r i t t e n anew. Therefore she can say: " ' I a m t h i n k i n g I a m 

free' " (p . 4 9 6 ) . Y e t for others, the patterns of oppression, v a l i 

dated i n l i terature, m a y w e l l cont inue. T h i n k i n g of her m i s g u i d e d 

affair w i t h J o n a t h a n , Teresa sighs: " 'It 's d r e a d f u l to th ink that 

i t w i l l go on b e ing repeated for ever, he — a n d m e ! W h a t ' s there 

to stop i t? ' " (p . 5 0 2 ) . T o this conclus ion, the w h o l e nove l re

plies : on ly o u r hunger to read beyond the designated endings a n d 

to m o v e beyond the " t y r a n n y of w h a t is w r i t t e n " into the w r i t i n g 

of o u r f reedom, as Teresa herself is d o i n g w h e n Stead's novel 

stops. T h i s is not a n e n d i n g , n o r even a n open-ended e n d i n g , 

but merely the point where our v i e w of the endless r h i z o m i c 

interlockings stops. 

T e r e s a moves beyond female stereotypes, but interestingly, as 

R u d o l p h Bader 's discussion of Stead's c o n t r i b u t i o n to the bild-

ungsroman t r a d i t i o n impl ies , her development corresponds quite 

closely to the pattern associated w i t h the m a l e bildungsroman* 

T h e I n t r o d u c t i o n to The Voyage In: Fictions of Female Develop

ment suggests that the " ' two love affairs or sexual encounters, 

one debasing, one exa l t ing ' that B u c k l e y sees as the m i n i m u m 

necessary for the m a l e hero's e m o t i o n a l a n d m o r a l g r o w t h are 

clearly f o r b i d d e n his sisters." 7 F o r b i d d e n they m a y be, but Stead 

al lows t h e m to Teresa , w h o takes t h e m as her r ight . F a r f r o m 

stressing women's v i c t i m i z a t i o n , Stead's fiction stresses our abi l i ty 

to remake the w o r l d t h r o u g h the power of o u r wi l ls . T e r e s a knows 

" the things she w a n t e d existed" (p . 7 5 ) ; she knows f r o m her 

r e a d i n g that " h e r w o r l d existed a n d was recognized by m e n . B u t 

w h y not b y w o m e n ? " ( p . 7 6 ) . T h e silence of w o m e n about the 

things that matter to her — her hunger for life — disturbs but 
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does not d a u n t her. She knows that as a w o m a n she faces extra 

h a n d i c a p s but w i l l never a l l o w these to h o l d her back. T h e h u n g r y 

heroine seizes the w o r l d , i g n o r i n g m o r e t h a n defying the restric

tions convent ional behav iour w o u l d impose on her sex. 

T h e pressures of gender on genre need not lead to a despair ing 

emphasis o n the entrapment of w o m e n . R a t h e r , i n Stead's w o r k 

they lead to a n o p e n i n g u p of a l inear a n d single focused structure 

to r h i z o m i c invas ion. I f i t is true that " t h e basic feminine sense 

of self is connected to the w o r l d , the basic mascul ine sense of 

self is separate," 8 then Stead's concept of character — for b o t h 

m e n a n d w o m e n — is basical ly feminine . It is also socialist, a n 

ident i f icat ion w h i c h for Stead herself w o u l d take precedence. 

A s J u d i t h K e g a n G a r d i n e r points out, " F e m i n i s t l i terary his

torians are n o w def ining the c o n t r i b u t i o n of w o m e n to m o d e r n 

i s m , concentrat ing o n the fluidity a n d inter ior i ty of W o o l f , R i c h 

ardson, a n d G e r t r u d e S t e i n . " 9 J o a n L i d o f f has tr ied to fit Stead 

into this m o d e l , but u n c o n v i n c i n g l y . 1 0 W h i l e — as I have ar

gued — connectedness is integral to Stead's v i s i o n , fluidity a n d 

inter ior i ty are almost absent. H e r narcissistic characters — E l v i r a 

W e s t e r n , N e l l i e Cot ter , a n d E l e a n o r H e r b e r t — are sharply sat

i r i z e d for the ir navel-gazing a n d what inter ior i ty they display is 

s h o w n to be s h a l l o w a n d derivat ive. I n Stead's fiction, rooms a n d 

pr ivate houses are usual ly perceived as traps; p u b l i c places such 

as cafés, restaurants, a n d streets are the preferred locations of her 

characters. W h e n L e t t y F o x decides she needs a r o o m of her o w n , 

it is not to seek p r i v a c y but rather a place where she can entertain 

her m a l e friends. Stead's characters are sociable beings, suspicious 

of introspect ion, anxious to c o m m u n i c a t e , often great talkers or 

letter writers. I n several i m p o r t a n t ways, her c o n t r i b u t i o n to 

m o d e r n i s m runs against the currents v a l o r i z e d by b o t h male a n d 

female critics to date. 

W r i t i n g out of the earlier tradit ions of social fiction discarded 

by the a c c l a i m e d great modernists, Stead elaborates a fiction of 

connect ion that affirms our essentially social nature as h u m a n 

beings w h i l e c r i t i c i z i n g the social conventions we have developed 

to a c c o m m o d a t e this need. I n her study of gossip, P a t r i c i a M e y e r 

Spacks identifies a m o d e of discourse better suited to under

s tanding Stead's fictional forms a n d language. N o t i n g gossip's 
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" l i m i n a l posit ion between p u b l i c a n d p r i v a t e , " Spacks writes that 

" B l u r r i n g the boundaries between the personal a n d the widely 

k n o w n , it i m p l i c i t l y challenges the separation of realms ( " h o m e " 

as opposed to what lies outside i t ) assumed i n m o d e r n t i m e s . " 1 1 

A l l of Stead's fiction challenges these arb i t rary divisions, question

i n g the very possibil ity of a n inter ior i ty independent of external 

relations, s h o w i n g h o w even the most apparent ly i n d i v i d u a l as

sertions of w i l l have already been w r i t t e n as possible utterances. 

L i t e r a r y q u o t a t i o n , cliché, a n d gossip a l l f u n c t i o n to show the 

i n t e r w e a v i n g of w h a t m o d e r n i s m wished to believe separate. 

House of All Nations a n d The Little Hotel are generated by 

gossip — b o t h the b a n k a n d the hotel a n d the novels that create 

t h e m live t h r o u g h gossip. T h e " C r e d o " that opens House of All 

Nations establishes a c o m m u n a l vo ice : c y n i c a l , c a l c u l a t i n g , a c u 

tely aware of the i r o n i c disparities between appearance a n d reality 

a n d expectation a n d f u l f i l m e n t . 1 2 The Little Hotel begins w i t h a 

direct address by the wist ful but ever hopeful S e l d a : " I f y o u 

k n e w w h a t happens i n the hotel every d a y ! " 1 3 B o t h books gossip 

about these everyday happenings , offering a n insider's perspective 

to the u n i n i t i a t e d a n d reveal ing the instabi l i ty of the conventions 

on w h i c h interactions w i t h i n these institutions depend for their 

s u r v i v a l . 

Gossip also sets the tone of Letty Fox a n d determines m u c h of 

the ac t ion of Cotters' England a n d Miss Herbert. I t is gossip that 

gives these books their u n u s u a l shapes — seemingly r o u n d a b o u t , 

r a m b l i n g a n d excessively detai led, f u l l of gaps i n knowledge yet 

po inted nonetheless. Conversat ion — that " f ire of social l i f e " 1 4 — 

provides the act ion a n d a n i m p l i c i t counter to the t y r a n n y of 

w h a t is wr i t ten . T w o posthumously publ ished stories — " L i f e is 

D i f f i c u l t " a n d " A c c e n t s / N e i g h b o u r s on the G r e e n " — go even 

further t o w a r d m a k i n g gossip their sole m o d e a n d subject . 1 5 

Gossip is the f o r m of discourse best suited to Stead's v is ion of 

l ife as a n intr icately spun web. C a r o l G i l l i g a n argues that 

I l l u m i n a t i n g life as a web rather than a succession of relation
ships, women portray autonomy rather than attachment as the 
illusory and dangerous quest. I n this way, women's development 
points toward a different history of h u m a n attachment, stressing 
continuity and change i n configuration, rather than replacement 
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a n d separation, elucidating a different response to loss, and 
changing the metaphor of g r o w t h . 1 6 

T h i s new feminist psychology, i n its e l u c i d a t i o n of "dif ferent ways 

of s t r u c t u r i n g relationships . . . different views of m o r a l i t y a n d 

se l f . . . [and] different modes of assertion a n d response" ( G i l -

l i g a n , p . 6 2 ) m o t i v a t i n g each gender's construct ion of reality, 

provides further insight into the differences Stead's w r i t i n g i n t r o 

duces to established tradit ions. 

T h e web of interconnect ing relations, l ike the w i l d hops v ine, 

in forms most of her w o r k as a n image of connect ion. W h i l e 

Teresa seeks to get by the difficult social webs s p u n to restrain the 

joy she seeks, swear ing instead by the m e t a p h o r of the voyage 

out, the e m b a r k a t i o n to C y t h e r a , our innermost desires, this 

m e t a p h o r too is a social one, stressing positive connect ion rather 

than i n h i b i t i n g connect ion or isolat ing s e p a r a t i o n . 1 7 Teresa's final 

v is ion of the goal she has been seeking a l l her life is also c o m 

m u n a l : she feels " m a n y thousands of shadows, pressing a long 

w i t h her . . . " (p . 4 9 4 ) . I n contrast, it is J o n a t h a n w h o realizes 

the t r a d i t i o n a l goal of the male quest : he becomes " t h a t i n c o m 

prehensible type, the bachelor . . . sucked into himself l ike a sea-

a n e m o n e " (p . 5 0 0 ) . V a l u e here resides i n Teresa's ringless c o m 

m i t m e n t to herself first but also to the m e n i n her l i fe , a n d not i n 

J o n a t h a n ' s flight f r o m c o m m i t m e n t . 

S i m i l a r patterns i n f o r m Letty Fox. T h e nove l begins w i t h her 

seeking " c o m p a n y for the e v e n i n g , " 1 8 is m o t i v a t e d t h r o u g h o u t by 

her belief that " F u l f i l m e n t is the secret of energy, not self-

sacrif ice; at least for m y t y p e " (p . 2 5 5 ) , a n d ends w i t h her 

h a v i n g "got a start i n l i f e " t h r o u g h marr iage , a w a i t i n g the b i r t h 

of her b a b y a n d t h i n k i n g that " the journey has b e g u n " (p . 5 0 2 ) . 

A l t h o u g h Letty 's m a r r i a g e is usual ly seen as a cop-out, a n aban

d o n i n g of her quest for selfhood, I believe this e n d i n g is less i r o n i c 

t h a n it is another serious assertion that marr iage a n d the a t ta in ing 

of selfhood are not necessarily i n c o m p a t i b l e i n Stead's v is ion. 

L e t t y has a tough a n d amused sense of herself; Teresa , an 

agoniz ingly serious one. T h e novels i n w h i c h they appear take 

these women's desires for sexual satisfaction a n d c o m p a n i o n s h i p 

as seriously as their different k inds of idea l i sm. T h e y w a n t every 

k i n d of fu l f i lment a n d each i n her o w n w a y manages to get what 
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she wants, part ly because the m e n i n their lives share s imi lar 

needs. Stead's most sympathet ic m a l e characters also place a . 

h i g h value o n h u m a n relationships, de l ight ing i n conversation a n d 

parties or w a n d e r i n g the streets soaking u p the atmosphere of 

b i g c i t ies . 1 9 U n l i k e m a n y w o m e n writers, Stead stresses the shared 

h u m a n i t y — rather t h a n the gender differences — between her 

characters. A n d she invests something of herself i n a l l of t h e m , 

even those most repellent. 

Whereas Letty 's gossip is creative, enabl ing her to m a k e sense 

of her w o r l d a n d h e l p i n g her negotiate t h r o u g h it , Stead's least 

sympathet ic characters e m p l o y gossip destructively, to separate 

f r o m rather t h a n connect themselves to others. N e l l i e C o t t e r a n d 

E l e a n o r H e r b e r t are the worst offenders. S igni f icant ly , each loses 

a h u s b a n d she sought to contro l a n d each betrays her friends to 

bolster u p her shaky sense of self. U n l i k e their creator, neither can 

escape " the tyranny of w h a t is w r i t t e n . " Nel l ie 's story of her life, 

i r o n i c a l l y embedde d i n Stead's gossipy f r a m e w o r k , is by contrast 

" a story of thickets, br igands a n d enchanters; a n d herself r i d i n g 

some bare-boned n a g t h r o u g h it a l l , b ut a lways f o r w a r d o n a 

straight p a t h t h r o u g h it a l l to the present m o m e n t . " 2 0 Nel l ie 's 

hero in ism p r o u d l y sees life t h r o u g h " a rosy tender v e i l " (p . 3 4 4 ) . 

E l e a n o r H e r b e r t i n Miss Herbert is even more d r a m a t i c a l l y slave 

to the m a n g l e d fragments of what has been w r i t t e n . She " h e w e d 

to the l i n e " a n d " c u l t i v a t e d [her] g a r d e n , " r e m a i n i n g loya l to a 

false v is ion of her society a n d herself despite its c o n t r a d i c t i o n at 

every t u r n . 2 1 These w o m e n f a i l to see the repercussions of their 

b l i n d dr ive to c o n f o r m to the false ideals they have set themselves. 

T h e i r blindness translates into a n insensitivity to language that 

leaves t h e m spoken by the d o m i n a n t ideologies of their times 

rather t h a n speaking subjects. T h e strength of these novels lies i n 

their e m b e d d i n g of these inauthent ic voices — the true expres

sions of u n l i v e d lives — i n narratives that offer glimpses of a l 

ternative ways of speaking, w r i t i n g , a n d i m a g i n i n g the w o r l d . 

A l l Stead's m a j o r characters are readers. T h o s e w h o succeed 

are resisting readers w h o wr i te their o w n stories, m a k i n g con

ventions serve t h e m . T h o s e w h o fa i l are the u n i m a g i n a t i v e read

ers, w h o seek to m a k e their lives c o n f o r m to pre-established plots. 

Stead's concept of fictional f o r m is s i m i l a r l y designed to serve 
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her iconoclastic v is ion of w h a t is possible. F o c u s o n a single 

character or a single l ine of act ion w o u l d falsify her v is ion of life 

as a n interconnect ing w e b o r root system. W h i l e the bildungs-

roman t r a d i t i o n provides some i l lus ion of c o n v e n t i o n a l structure, 

close e x a m i n a t i o n of the novels e m p l o y i n g this convent ion shows 

that even here m u c h is i n c l u d e d that w o u l d be considered i r 

relevant i n the t r a d i t i o n a l bildungsroman. O f t e n gossip provides 

the means of entry for these tentacles of connect ion to other lives. 

T h u s , a l t h o u g h Stead's w o r k resists easy classification as f e m i 

nist — i n its relative lack of interest i n inter ior i ty , f l u i d ego 

boundaries , women's v i c t i m i z a t i o n a n d their exclusively female 

support systems — as w e l l as easy classification as modernist — 

i n its insistence o n social context a n d its refusal to elevate the 

artist or the i n d i v i d u a l consciousness — her w o r k cannot be 

s i m p l y dismissed as old-fashioned or formless. Stead's fiction 

challenges easy generalizations about these movements a n d reveals 

i n language a n d fictional forms the potent ia l for resisting the 

" t y r a n n y of w h a t is w r i t t e n . " 
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