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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1. BIOGRAPHY OF ANGELA CARTER 

The story of Angela Carter‟s life begins on the 8
th

 of May 1940, when she was born in 

Eastbourne as Angela Olive Stalker.
1
 Because of the war, she grew up in Yorkshire where she 

lived with her grandmother, a fervent storyteller who was also a feminist. Hence, from a very 

young age, Carter got acquainted with the stories and philosophies which would influence her 

writing. In 1960, at age 20, she got married for the first time.
2
 She followed her husband to 

Bristol and, unwilling to become “just a wife”, she enrolled in Bristol University where she 

studied English literature. In 1966, Carter finally conveyed her fantasy into a first published 

novel: Shadow Dance. She ended up writing five novels in the first six years of her career as 

an author. These novels already indicated the course that her entire oeuvre would take: 

“beautiful, perverse stories, often about pretty young girls who fall into the clutches of evil 

but irresistible men” (Barker). Carter‟s gracious writing style and daring postmodernist 

subject matter quickly gained appreciation in academic circles. Several Perceptions, 

published in 1968 was awarded the prestigious Somerset Maugham Award. A successful 

literary career seemed to lurk around the corner.  

Carter could have capitalised on her growing reputation, but in 1969 she took on what 

seems to be a personal mission of empowerment. With the revenues of her early success, she  

                                                           
1
 For this biography, I retrieved information from the works of Paul Barker, Peter Childs  

(100-106), Sarah Gamble (13-18) and Andrew Milne. 

2
 This first marriage was to Paul Carter, an industrial chemist. She would maintain his family 

name for the rest of her writing career, even after their divorce in 1972. 
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had compounded the financial strength to leave her husband and set sail for Japan. In this new 

cultural context, Carter personally experienced the outsider position she has imposed on a 

myriad of her characters. She describes her emotions of alienation at this time in the short 

story “A Souvenir of Japan”: “I had never been so absolutely the mysterious other. I had 

become a kind of phoenix, a fabulous beast; I was an outlandish jewel” (Gamble 16, my 

emphasis). This quote already illustrates how Carter did not necessarily consider otherness as 

a negative quality. Her three year stay in the Far East obviously influenced her life 

immensely: in her thirties, the author filed for divorce and resituated herself on the literary 

scene. Whereas her early works would hint at a liberating future for the surviving women, the 

novels she wrote during and after her stay in Japan were more shocking and apocalyptic in 

nature. Works such as The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman (1972) and The 

Passion of New Eve (1977) portray alternative fantastic societies which lack a positive 

outcome on the horizon. Moreover, these novels displayed a great deal of theoretical 

sophistication and less romantic plotting. Carter‟s new style – which was considered highly 

experimental at the time – received a rather lukewarm reception. Nevertheless these 

interesting works have been revaluated in later years. Lorna Sage emphasises the importance 

of Carter‟s residence in Asia: “[It is] where she lost and found herself” (Gamble 16). Upon 

her arrival back in the UK, Angela Carter was indeed revitalised and filled with inspiration. 

The urge to translate her newfound mindset manifested itself in many projects. She wrote 

only a single novel in the decade after her journey and invested in other media. Because of 

this, Angela Carter is not only known as a novelist, but also as a screenplay writer, an editor, a 

translator and a writer of short stories. Moreover, she penned down a great number of 

philosophical treatises about her work and worldly matters. The most controversial of these  
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was definitely The Sadeian Woman and the Ideology of Pornography (1978) in which she 

reads the novels of Marquis de Sade from a feminist angle.
3
  

In 1977, Carter remarried and over the next decade she worked as a part-time lecturer 

and resident writer at several universities. It was in this period that she finally received the 

public attention which was foreboded in her early career. In her final novels, Carter found a 

balance between optimism and negativism, narration and theoretical sophistication. The novel 

I will be discussing is her last one: Wise Children, published in 1991. In an interview after its 

publication, Carter dubbed it her favourite novel because she finally decided to use Britain‟s 

capital as her setting: “When I turned fifty last year, I decided I wanted to preserve the 

London I remember” (Bradfield 93). Wise Children turned out to be Angela Carter‟s „swan 

song‟. Shortly after its publication, she met her untimely death. In February 1992, at age 51, 

the imaginative author succumbed to lung cancer. Sadly, she did not live to see the peak of 

her success. After the reports about her death, Carter‟s books sold out within a day. And 

during the academic year 1992-3, the British Academy received no less than forty proposals 

to study the magic-storyteller. The anecdote goes that this was more than the number of 

concepts the Academy received about the entire eighteenth century (Gamble 1). 

Posthumously, Carter became a genuine „celebrity writer‟. Paul Barker commented on this 

with bitterness: “She has arrived. But she is dead. No magic, and no fame, can alter that”.  

 I have personally witnessed how Carter‟s fame has spread among intelligentsia. 

During my first year at Ghent University, I studied Nights at the Circus under Debora Van 

Durme. I very much enjoyed the class discussions about this novel, and also the theoretical 

                                                           
3 However, many feminists misread Carter‟s work as “an unequivocal defence of De Sade” 

(Gamble 97). Andrea Dworker and Susanne Kappeler for example considered this work as a 

plea for pornography and believed this was incompatible with their orientation. In the next 

chapter, I will elaborate on Carter‟s relation to feminism. 
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background which introduced me to feminist theorists such as Julia Kristeva and Hélène 

Cixous. I was pleasantly surprised when during my Erasmus semester at the University of 

Limerick, Carter was featured on the reading list once again. I absolutely loved Wise Children 

with its witty narrator, brilliant characters and magical atmosphere. The blurb assures me and 

I am in good company as Salman Rushdie honoured the novel with the words: “A funny, 

funny book… even better than Nights at the Circus. It deserves all the bouquets, diamonds 

and stage-door Johnnies it can get”. When I went through the works on Carter at the library of 

English Literature in Ghent, I noticed that she had been the subject of dissertations in the 

years 1989, 1999 and 2009. An analysis of Wise Children was absent however and therefore I 

feel nearly obliged to break the decennial cycle. Carter‟s postmodern fiction is definitely vivid 

and rich enough to inspire further academic research in the decades to come. 

 

1.2. CARTER‟S MISSION AS A DEMYTHOLOGISER 

In her self-reflexive prose, Carter repeatedly puts forward that her narratives are “arguments, 

stated in fictional terms” (Hegerfeldt 371). Certainly, her magical stories can be appreciated 

for their own sake, but Carter consciously introduces an element of allegory in her novels and 

urges the reader to “read on as many levels [one] can comfortably cope with at the time” 

(Haffenden 86). A central concept in Carter‟s literary mission is her „demythologising 

business‟.
4
 Coming from a feminist nest, she actively sought to attack the ideas surrounding 

gender and sexuality because she felt these “myths deal in false universals” (Childs 104). In 

her well-known feminist apologia “Notes of the Front Line”, Carter refers to her connection 

                                                           
4
 The concept „myth‟ here is not directly indicative of classical myths. In this context, Carter 

refers to the conventional interpretation of societal roles in history. Examples are the myth of 

the ideal woman and the mythical patriarchal father, which are respectively cast as weak and 

strong roles. 



Lapeire 5 

 

 

to the Woman‟s Movement in her life: “[It] has been of great importance to me personally, 

and I would regard myself as a feminist writer, because I‟m a feminist in everything else and 

one can‟t compartmentalise these things in one‟s life” (SL 69). However, she can not exactly 

be cast as a representative feminist.
5
 One of the main issues Carter had with the movement, is 

that in her opinion it often conceptualised female experience as a monistic given. She 

explicitly debates this: “The notion of a universality of female experience is a clever 

confidence trick” (SW 12). Throughout her career, Carter chose not to buy into any defined 

ideology and instead put forward a multiplicity of alternative worlds in her fiction. She 

performs a constant tightrope act in balancing between the exclusion of and inclusion in 

several groups (Gamble 5). By continuously testing the boundaries of the belief systems she 

was inspired by, Carter never fully belonged to any ideological movement. She remained an 

outsider artist and famously asserted: “I‟m all for putting new wine in old bottles, especially if 

the pressure of the new wine makes the old bottles explode” (Haffenden 38). Carter never 

shied away from crossing the lines which other empowering movements had set before. 

A pattern of transforming empowerment is easily recognisable in many of Carter‟s 

novels. She often sets off with presenting her readership with a traditional fictional world, 

inhabited by characters that slavishly fill out their prescribed roles in a patriarchal 

framework.
6
 Childs explains why the author establishes such a platform: “[Traditional] 

history emerges as both the source of and the antidote to myth because cultural inventions 

distract from „the real conditions‟ of life but also reveal them” (116). The portrayal of victims 

                                                           
5 Despite the fact that Carter regarded herself as a feminist writer, she repeatedly conflicted 

with the feminist movement. Especially The Sadeian Woman kicked up a lot of dust, as many 

feminist saw it as an accepting plea for pornography (Gamble 15). 

6
 Patriarchy is a concept which will be used throughout this dissertation. It is a society in 

which men (and especially fathers) occupy the dominant positions in society. All members of 

such a society live according to a „male law‟, a „phallic order‟. 
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of conventional society is meant to awaken the reader to the victimising nature of an 

exclusive patriachy. The protagonists in Carter‟s stories are often outcast women and 

remarkably, their oppression will help them to realise that mythic universals are simply not 

true. This will make it easier for these characters to stand up against their submission. In Wise 

Children, the carnivalesque is suggested as a tool for immediate empowerment. During an 

episode of value reversal, the reader is presented with the prospect of several alternative 

universes, seductive „countercultures‟ in which conventional modes of living are overthrown 

(Gamble 8). One becomes almost convinced of the possibility to give short shrift to 

mythologies as we know them. However, Carter‟s final two novels have been perceived as the 

most “careful” works in her oeuvre (Childs 118). When reading deeper into the novel, it 

becomes obvious that Carter does not believe in a permanent topsy-turvy world: “The 

carnival‟s got to stop some time” (WC 22). The envisaged worlds prove to be utopias, rather 

than attainable objectives for humanity. The narrator will have to open up to the limits of 

transgression. It becomes clear that, especially for women at the outside of society, a 

revolutionary change is nearly impossible to procure. Carter seems to defend a more gradual 

transformation, but she leaves it up to her readers to design their idea of a „happy ending‟. 

The suggested future of her fiction is never stable, always debatable. As such, Wise Children 

illustrates how its writer rejects the “obvious truths of androcentric plot structures [and strives 

to] cheat the inevitability of closure” (Boehm 86).
7
 This quality renders Carter‟s final novel 

into an ambivalent tale which successfully counterpoises optimism and negativism. This 

                                                           
7
 Childs on the contrarty asserts that Wise Children “[takes] the form of comedy, initially 

opposing the genre of tragedy held superior by the English male tradition but ultimately 

uniting high and low” (106, my emphasis). I believe however that the unity which is reached 

in the novel is only a temporary state. The protagonist explicitly mentions this: “[I]f you 

choose to stop the story there, at such a pause, and refuse to take it any further, then you can 

call it a happy ending” (WC 227). In my vision the position of Carter‟s novels can be 

perpetually renegotiated. 
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approach aligns with the author‟s refusal to fully invest herself in one ideological movement. 

A reader who is open to an ambiguous conclusion will appreciate Wise Children as a complex 

exercise which does not seek to unite, but simply to present many opposing ideas which are 

incompatible, yet definitely present. 

 

1.3. MY MISSION 

In my exploration of Carter‟s final novel, instead of putting forward one abstract theoretical 

frame, I will more or less follow the emancipatory structure employed in Wise Children. I 

believe that the subject matter of the novel allows a hands-on, constructive analysis with a 

fusion of relevant theories and a discussion of the fiction discussed. The articles and books I 

will be using are critical pieces about Carter and her oeuvre (by others and by herself), as well 

as theoretical works concerning several literary-historical and psycho-analytical issues. 

Seeing as Carter incorporates references to a great amount of theories in her novels, I will in 

an eclectic manner aspire to bring a great deal of these theories to the surface. However, it is 

my aim to treat each of these theoretical texts in a sufficiently thourough manner. Informed by 

a myriad of sources, I will also attempt to develop my own interpretations of several aspects 

in this (very rich) novel. In my dissertation, I aspires to mimic the mental journey I myself 

had to make in order to gain an insight in the complexities of Carter‟s quest for female 

empowerment.  

In the first part of this „journey‟, I set off with a study of the oppressive conditions 

which the narrating protagonist has to live in. She suffers from traditional hierarchical 

dualities which are embedded in the world: the dominance of legitimacy over illegitimacy and 

of „high‟ culture over „low‟ culture. In Wise Children, these dualities by and large coincide 

with the dominance of men over women. Hence, I will discuss the female emancipation 

within the family and on the cultural scene; but I will also cast a look at how a „low‟ culture 
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will manage to oppose the elitist conduct of members of „high‟ culture. the focus of my 

research is on the main characters of the novel, yet I must note that in side stories our narrator 

refers to many more instances of female oppression. An exploration of these story lines could 

prove interesting material for further study. In the second part of this dissertation, I cast a look 

which tools Carter presents her characters with in their attempts to topple patrirachy. The 

carnivalesque atmosphere of Wise Children is essential in the construction of a subversive 

platform. However, it has its flaws as a device of emancipation. The female protagonist has 

grown to wise to believe in a revolution. Therefore, I will conclude by introducing an element 

of nuance and discuss how the novel‟s presented utopias are not in immediate range. As 

mentioned above, it is impossible to fix one absolute interpretation on Carter‟s fiction, so I 

will not attempt to do so. Rather, I aim to indicate how Wise Children explores female 

empowerment by actively connecting to a range of theories. The ensuing multiple character of 

the novel renders it into a complex and intriguing work which will continue to produce new 

interpretations and topics of study. 
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1. PATRIARCHAL OPPRESSION  

 

The first step in Wise Children‟s demythologising mission is a presentation of the traditional 

world as Carter conceives it. The patriarchal men in her story embrace their inherited status 

and consistently invent arguments to maintain a dominant position. However, according to the 

narrator, these men are not entitled to their unquestionable reign. They derive power mainly 

from the oppression of others and the unwarranted appropriation of „serious‟ culture. The 

narrator of the story balances between indignation about her own position and yet a desire to 

become a legitimate part of the patriarchal matrix. Eventually, she can break through her 

position of illegitimacy which will allow her to evaluate patriarchal institutions in a more 

objective way. In her text, Carter proclaims the deficit of traditional society and evokes the 

idea of an alternative kind of world.  

In Writing from the Front Line, Sarah Gamble identifies Wise Children as Carter‟s 

“boldest deconstruction of the patriarch” (181). The patriarchal figure is always present in her 

fictional work. He is typically a dandy-like persona whose façade is not just a pose, it is vital 

to his survival in the world (cf. infra). The patriarch is never the controlling force in the text, 

yet he is often “the object of its compulsive fascination” (Gamble 8). As predators, Carter‟s 

protagonists are fascinated by this figure since they will have to attack him. Several women in 

the novel will discover ways to stand up to their disadvantaged position in the family and in 

culture. By striving for self-empowerment, these protagonists will finally be able to put 

patriarchal society into perspective. This emancipated stance will eventually enhance their 

possibilities to envisage a different kind of future in the fictional world. Obviously, with these 

texts, Carter aims for a transference of this imaginary process to actual life. 

 



Lapeire 10 

 

 

2.1. PSYCHOLOGICAL OPPRESSION OF THE DAUGHTER 

To set off, I will discuss how Carter tackles the position of the patriarch within the 

conventional family model. In Wise Children, we are presented with the distinguished Hazard 

family.
8
 This well-known troop of performers constitutes a beacon for the common man to 

look up to; they represent the pinnacle of legitimacy and respectability in British society. 

Outside the holy bonds of matrimony however, a very different story lurks, anxious to be told. 

Beyond the boundaries of respectability, the Hazard family hides a secret bastard offspring.  

To sketch this family in which absolute powers are essential, I will draw up a fruitful 

comparison to the power dimensions in a monarchy. More than one critic have already 

pointed out a likeness between the Hazards and royalty; Kate Webb even specifically 

mentions the Windsor family as a source of Carter‟s inspiration: 

Mirroring the collapse both of empire and royalty, the imbrications of „The 

Royal Family of theatre‟ make them appear as vulgar and commercial as our 

latter-day House of Windsor. Like them, the Hazard dynasty becomes national 

sport, soap opera masquerading as news. (199) 

 

Especially the crown imagery in the novel seems to support this royal metaphor (cf. infra). A 

more important parallel is the frequency of illegitimate royal offspring. Throughout the ages, 

rumours about bastard children of the king have continuously fascinated the court. Henry I, 

for example – who was the British monarch during the 12
th

 century – was reputedly the 

biological father of 20 bastard children (Pas). And even in a 21
st
 century context, discoveries 

of illegitimate royal children, such as Delphine Boël in Belgium, still cause quite the 

                                                           
8 See the appendices for family trees which will make it easier to become acquainted with the 

Hazard-Chance family. Appendix 1 uncovers the biological family tree, appendix 2 represents 

the official one. The most important difference is that on paper, all children have been 

conceived either within wedlock or with an unknown partner. More explanatory details will 

follow in my text. 
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commotion.
9
 As a king indeed, the Hazard paterfamilias reigns over his „subjects‟: 

unquestionable and unapproachable. He refuses to care about the day-to-day worries of others 

and revels in his own superiority. The royal figure corresponds perfectly to how Carter prefers 

to paint her patriarchs. The illegitimate child and narrator of the family story, Dora Chance, 

also picks up on this imagery: “There were rings on his finger, like a king or pope, and a big 

gold medallion round his neck” (WC 198). Her entire narration revolves around her cruel 

father, yet by contemplating his position, she finally reaches a stage of rebellion which is 

mostly expressed in her narration. Wise Children is presented as the first draft of the 

protagonist‟s revealing biography. As an insider paparazza, she will attack the foundations of 

her father‟s realm, setting off with discussing how he cowardly neglected his illegitimate 

children.  

 

2.1.1. Meet the Family 

In order to provide a coherent analysis, I will provide a concise overview of the exceedingly 

complex family situation in Wise Children. The oppressive father in Carter‟s final novel is 

embodied by Melchior Hazard, the undisputed head of the Hazard dynasty. Not 

coincidentally, even his first name is etymologically derived from the Semitic word for „king‟ 

(Campbell). Quite the Casanova in his younger day, Melchior married three times and two of 

his wives gave birth to a pair of twins. On paper, he is the progenitor of Saskia and Imogen 

(with his first wife, Lady Atalanta Hazard) and Tristram and Gareth (with his third wife, „My 

                                                           
9
 In 1999, Delphine Boël was uncovered by the Belgian media. She is the result of an 

adulterous relationship between King Albert II of Belgium, the reigning monarch at the time, 

and baroness Sybille de Selys Longchamps. Under public pressure, her father eventually 

recognised her existence. 
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Lady Margarine‟).
10

 However, by hazard, Melchior‟s offspring is slightly more dispersed. 

Before he ever tied the knot, an encounter with the street girl Kitty led to a set of illegitimate 

twins: Dora and Leonora.
11

 Because Kitty died in labour, her elderly landlady „Grandma 

Chance‟ took the girls in and raised them as her own in an alternative type of family. It is 

quite likely that Carter‟s own grandmother served as an inspiration for this character. 

“Grandma raised us, not out of duty, or due to history, but because of pure love, it was a 

genuine family romance” (WC 12). These adopted sisters will be known as the Chance twins. 

It is one of these girls, Dora Chance, who at the age of seventy-five will write the biography 

of her makeshift family and the inevitably intertwined Hazards. This outspoken, retired 

showgirl has decided that the history of her family must be told without any sugarcoating: 

“Let‟s have all the skeletons out of the closet” (WC 5).  

The onset of the novel immediately presents us with the illegitimacy of Dora and 

Nora. But as the plot unravels, the Hazard family tree proves to be even more deviant in 

construct. Importantly, Saskia and Imogen are the products of an extramarital relationship 

between Lady Atalanta and her brother-in-law, Peregrine. Ironically, Melchior assumes 

fatherhood over the biological daughters of his wife and brother, while Peregrine adopts the 

„mishaps‟ of Melchior: Dora and Nora. The roots of this illegitimate tendency lie in family 

history: Melchior and his brother might very well be the products of an affair just as well. 

Their mother Estella was married to Ranulph Hazard – who was twice her age – but  did not 

mind a little distraction, provided by her co-star Cassius Booth: “Ranulph (…) had produced 

no issue, as yet, until his wife‟s transvestite Hamlet met her Horatio‟s [performed by Booth] 

                                                           
10 In this chapter I will be focusing on the father-daughter relationships in the novel. Hence, 

the term “Hazard twins” will refer to Saskia and Imogen and not to Melchior‟s twin sons. 

11
 From here on, I will refer to Leonora with the abbreviated form Nora, just as her sister does 

throughout the novel. 
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exceptional gift of gravitas, not to mention his athleticism” (WC 17). This liaison renders the 

ancestry of Melchior and Peregrine extremely blurred. Contemplating the strikingly different 

physique of the twins, Dora likes to think “both of them [Ranulph and Cassius] had a hand in 

it, if you follow me” (WC 22, my emphasis). Eventually, Ranulph was not able to deal with 

his suspicions; and in downright Shakespearian fashion, he killed his wife and her suspected 

lover, before taking his own life.  

Melchior and Peregrine deal with their unofficial offspring in a less dramatic way. 

Peregrine, as a representative of boundless carnival (cf. infra), is not required to assume 

responsibility over his biological daughters. He does however lavish Dora and Nora with gifts 

and attention, to make up for the negligence of his brother. Melchior on the other hand is an 

inconsiderate father to his daughters. When the Chance sisters meet their „uncle‟ throughout 

their lives, he very explicitly addresses them as his nieces. Dora cannot suppress her bitterness 

when she reflects on the first time the girls met their father in person, accompanied by 

Peregrine: “And then, only then, we got our little crumb of attention although it shot us down 

like the same bullet through two hearts. „And you‟ve brought your daughters too!‟” (WC 72, 

my emphasis). What Dora initially fails to perceive, is that Melchior is just as cruel towards 

his legitimate daughters. He acknowledges Saskia and Imogen, but it is clear that they still 

have to struggle just as hard to get any of his attention, let alone love. In my chapter on the 

seduction of the daughter (2.1.3.), I will discuss the consequences of such negligence. 

In the poisonous Hazard family web, it is no surprise that the people concerned end up 

despising one another. The Chance twins cannot stand Saskia and Imogen, who are „daddy‟s 

girls‟ while in fact, they are the daughters of daddy‟s brother. A vanity matter induces further 

jealousy: “They‟ve always had that final edge on us. So rich. So well-connected. So 

legitimate. Sod all that. So young” (WC 74). The other way around, the Hazard twins hate the 

lower-class Chance girls, no doubt because subconsciously they feel threatened by irrevocable 
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biological facts. In this storm of emotions, Melchior manages to stay away from the line of 

fire: his attitude is not questioned during the whole course of his „reign‟. On the contrary, all 

of his daughters crave his love more than anything else. Only when Dora writes down the 

Hazard history, she learns to nuance the idealistic image she has of her father. Her story will 

amount to several attempts to subvert the patriarchal myth which appears to be embedded in 

the human psyche. In order to question mythical family structures, Carter lays bare 

Melchior‟s paternal anxiety and the illegitimate oedipal source of his authority. At the end of 

his centennial life, Dora and Nora will finally take an objective look at their lives and realise 

that their father has actually done nothing to deserve their tenacious love. Moreover, they will 

be overcome with shame as they look back on how they have neglected their mother figure, 

grandma Chance. 

 

2.1.2. The Anxiety of Paternity / The Sacrifice of Maternity 

A boy says to his dad, “I want to get married to the girl next door, Dad.” -“No 

hum,” says his Dad. “I‟ve got news for you, son. When I was young I used to 

get me leg over the garden wall and, cut a long story short, you can‟t marry the 

girl next door, son, on account of she‟s your sister.” […] So this boy buys a 

bike and pedals off to Hove. He comes back, he says to his father: “I‟ve met 

this nice girl from Hove, Dad.” -“Hove?” says Dad. “Sorry to say, son, I 

frequently visited Hove when I was your age and –”. […] This poor boy, he 

buys himself a day return, he goes up to Victoria, he meets a girl. But his father 

says: “We had trains in my young day son…” The boy goes into the kitchen for 

a cup of tea. Big sigh: “Looks like I‟ll never get married, Mum.” - “Why‟s that 

son?” He told her all about it. She says: “You just go ahead and marry who you 

like son. E’s not your father!” (WC 65) 

 

This irresistible joke, told by pantomime performer Gorgeous George, indicates the 

important theme of paternal uncertainty in Wise Children. The duality between legitimacy and 
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illegitimacy, so present in this novel, forces fathers to doubtfully reconsider their position. 

After all, in this novel fatherhood is clearly only a hypothetical given. As Dora tauntingly 

points out: “a mother is a biological fact, whilst a father is a moveable feast” (WC 216). 

Webb identifies this lingering uncertainty of men as the “anxiety of paternity: the eternal 

gigantic question mark over the question of their [fatherhood]” (206). The reason why such a 

question mark is uncomfortable for patriarchs is the fact that their lineage is entirely based on 

a biological model of descent. The legitimacy of their family line gives them the licence to 

continue the family and obviously, they are expected to carry on this line in orderly fashion. 

In Wise Children, Carter mocks the frightened attitude of the patriarch. To her, the phallic 

model has no value whatsoever; yet for Melchior, it is obviously very important to stand at 

the head of a family. When he thinks his cardboard crown has been devoured by flames in the 

great Hazard fire (cf. infra), it becomes clear how anxious he clings on to legitimacy. This 

crown symbolises Melchior‟s position of power: it might fool an audience, but is in fact only 

an ephemeral stage prop. “When Melchior wailed „My crown!‟ again, Perry tossed it to him 

negligently. (…) It was a toy, he was playing a game, Melchior was a fool to take the game so 

seriously, a fool to clasp the thing as if it were alive, and kiss it” (WC 108). His brother 

Peregrine acknowledges the irrelevance of the crown, hence the triviality of patriarchal 

power. His behaviour is so deviant from that of other men since he represents a carnivalesque 

power which will repeatedly challenge patriarchy throughout the novel (cf. infra). As the 

patriarch derives his power from his position in the familial structure, nothing is more 

threatening to him than the questioning of his legitimate descent and paternity.
12

 Peregrine 

rattles his brother‟s cage repeatedly, for example when he paraphrases Shakespeare: “It‟s a 

                                                           
12

 In Wise Children, Melchior Hazard finds himself in an exceedingly threatened position 

since his connection to his immediate predecessor as well as to his legitimate offspring can be 

questioned. 
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wise child who knows its own father […] But wiser yet the father who knows his own child” 

(WC 73). Nevertheless, Melchior will continue to play his mythical father role. By engaging 

in a Freudian psychological plot of daughterly seduction (cf. infra), he will ascertain the world 

and himself of his legitimacy. Yet, to Carter‟s readers, it is clear that his attempts amount to 

nothing but a hypocritical, constructed image. Narrator Dora comments on his counterfeit 

identity when she contemplates the interior design of Melchior‟s mansion: “He wanted a 

house that looked as if each leather armchair in the library had been there for at least a half a 

century [but] but the aged leather was cracked and fissured a little more than was absolutely 

necessary” (WC 95-96). Melchior‟s claim to a place in the Hazard lineage is nothing but a 

pathetic lie. 

Obviously, the unshakeable certainty of the mother figure when it comes to 

reproduction should put women in an empowered position. This is demonstrated in the joke 

by Gorgeous George: “E’s not your father!” (WC 65). Lacan denotes her as the sujet supposé 

savoir, the “only person whose testimony can validate legitimacy” (Dever 109). However, in 

Wise Children, the mother figures are not able to use this position to their advantage. Blinded 

by the patriarchal myth, their daughters are only interested in a recognition by their patriarch. 

Saskia and Imogen even reject their mother after she divorces Melchior. As a token of where 

their loyalties lie, the twins malevolently push their mother off a flight of stairs. After this 

episode, Lady Atalanta Lynde leaves her daughters in their illusory dream world. They are 

allowed to subscribe to the ideal family myth and can worship their absent father as much as 

they like. When the girls eventually move out, their mother finds an alternative harbour at the 

Chance house where she spends the rest of her days in a wheelchair, outside of the borders of 

legitimacy. Likewise, the Chance sisters are blinded by the desire for their father. Only at age 

seventy-five does Dora finally realise that she and her sister did not give their mother figure, 

grandma Chance, the love and respect she deserved. Instead, they were constantly either 
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crying over or fantasising about their unattainable father, while their guardian tried to comfort 

them. Just like Lady Atalanta, grandma Chance never attempted to rob her adoptive children 

of their illusions, nor did she strive to be acknowledged as their effective mother. The 

tendency for motherly self-sacrifice is reflected in the Lynde family seal: a pelican pecking at 

its own breast. Reverend William Saunders explains that in Christian imagery, the pelican 

represents charity and self-sacrifice.
13

 This bird figures in an ancient legend about a mother 

pelican who feeds her dying youngsters with her own blood (Saunders 152). In some versions 

of the legend, the mother dies because of this sacrifice. As mother birds, Lady Atalanta and 

grandma Chance look out for their daughters, but these respond to their charity with apathy or 

downright aggression. Only when the truth behind the Hazard-Chance family is revealed and 

the image of the patriarch shattered, will the daughters finally come to acknowledge the 

sacrifice of their „mothers‟. By this time, grandma Chance has passed away and Dora and 

Nora will not be able to redeem her. They have however realised that “[s]he was our air-raid 

shelter; she was our entertainment; she was our breast” (WC 29). Saskia and Imogen also go 

through a change of heart. At their father‟s celebration where they discover their actual 

parentage, they beg their mother to forgive them. Both sets of twins have been enchanted by 

the mythical father figure in such a way as to let him consistently overshadow their lives. By 

exposing Melchior‟s weaknesses and highlighting the sacrificial life of the mother, Carter 

challenges the traditional power pattern within the family. She will strengthen this tendency in 

her novel by uncovering the malicious foundation of Melchior‟s status as a patriarch. 

                                                           
13 In her essay “Seriously Funny”, Kate Webb claims that the pelican is featured in the Hazard 

family seal, but this is not true (cf. WC 168). Moreover, she opinions that the family seal 

represents destructive self-love, because the pelican is “devouring itself” (203). Considering 

Christian symbolism however, I believe that it is more likely that the family seal refers to the 

legend of the self-sacrificing pelican. This premise is strengthened by the fact that the 

religious pelican imagery returns in Shakespeare‟s Hamlet. As I will explain later, Wise 

Children is Carter‟s literary homage to the bard (Saunders 152).  
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2.1.3. Freudian Patriarchy: Seduction of the Daughter 

The relationship between the daughters in Wise Children and their father is a central theme in 

the novel. It might seem striking to the reader that the anxious patriarch is relentlessly 

supported by the offspring which he essentially neglects. In the Newly Born Woman, 

Catherine Clément casts a light on the father-daughter power dimensions within the 

patriarchal matrix. In order to present her view, she commences by dismantling the traditional 

Freudian theory on this psychological matter. 

 In Wise Children as well, Carter actively criticises the Freudian ideas about the family 

romance. It is a common theme in fiction on female empowerment to challenge a Freudian 

figure and ultimately deconstruct his ideas about the female experience.
14

 Jennings believes 

that Carter has deliberately named her protagonist after one of Freud‟s most interesting cases: 

Dora is “a subversive play on Freud‟s Dora” (Jennings 173). This latter Dora is in fact a 

pseudonym for Ida Bauer, an adolescent patient from the Viennese bourgeoisie whom Freud 

treated in 1900 because she has tried to commit suicide. In fact, she was the victim of a 

perverse power game of her father whom she loved unconditionally.
15

 However, according to 

Freud‟s psychoanalytical interpretation of Ida‟s dreams – recorded in Dora: Fragment of an 

                                                           
14 One of the first works of fiction which dealt with a Freudian figure was Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman‟s autobiographical short story The Yellow Wallpaper, published in 1899. In this text, 

the nameless female protagonist is diagnosed with hysteria by S. Weir Mitchell, an analyst 

who applied Freudian methods. He prescribes her a rest cure. Her confinement however, 

gradually renders the woman insane. Later in this dissertation, this text will serve as an 

example of how women became deprived of their own voice because of Freudian tactics. 

15
 The truth about Ida Bauer‟s case is discussed in Moi‟s “Representation of Patriarchy”. Ida‟s 

father had an extramarital relationship with the socialite Frau K. Trusting in the obeying 

devotion of his daughter, Ida, he offered her sexual favours to the lady‟s husband, Herr K. 

This way, Bauer hoped to continue his liaison undisturbedly. When Ida Bauer testified to 

Freud about her situation, he believed her. Nevertheless, he persisted to question Ida‟s mental 

state instead of laying fault with her father. The conduct of Freud in this case was heavily 

criticised by feminist theorists during the course of the 20th century (Moi 60). 
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Analysis of a Case of Hysteria – the cause for Ida‟s anxiety had to be sought in her own 

psyche. According to his report, she experienced a one-sided Oedipal attraction to her father 

which allegedly caused his appearance in her dreams. Feminist critics have repeatedly 

referred to this case as an illustration of Freud‟s patriarchal disposition (Moi 60). Clément 

argues that in the early 20
th

 century the famous psycho-analyst simply refused to establish a 

connection between the father and any kind of perversion, since this would undermine the 

patriarch‟s claim to paternal authority (26). Therefore the daughter was cast as the 

emotionally troubled seductress, relieving the father of any responsibility. Clément concludes 

that in traditional society “the Father […] embodies a perverse Law in its façade of power, 

relying on the very thing it forbids: the daughter‟s desire” (53).  

This type of power dimension is echoed in Wise Children. For his daughters, Melchior 

is a mythical object of fascination. This admiration strengthens his claim to legitimacy. The 

key to the father‟s status seems to be his persistent unavailability to his offspring, which 

grants him an erotic aura. To maintain the power balance, the patriarch does not reciprocate 

the attentions of his daughters. Instead, he betrays their commitment. Ultimately this results in 

complex feeling of frustration on their part and eventually these can even verge on sexual 

desire (Jennings 184). Obviously, the sexual tension in their relationship poisons the natural 

father-daughter relationship. Melchior becomes “an object of longing and romance, which is 

directly responsible for the confusion of fatherly feelings with sexual ones (on either the part 

of the parent or child)” (Jennings 185). Kate Webb confirms this thesis and points out that the 

Hazard family has actually acted out this father-daughter attraction in their interpretations of 

King Lear on stage (206). Both Ranulph and Melchior married the actresses who played the 

Cordelia to their Lear. Because of their confusing relationship, each time Melchior and his 

children meet, an intricate dynamic emerges.  
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By granting Dora Chance the word, Carter seems to ironically subvert the destiny of 

Ida Bauer. In her narration, Dora does not suppress any aspect of her emotional life. Whereas 

Ida‟s side of the story was withheld by Freud‟s analysis, the Dora in Wise Children wants to 

have “all the skeletons out of the closet” (WC 5). She unscrupulously addresses the attraction 

she feels for father figures: her actual father, her uncle (who seduced her when she was 

thirteen years old) and several older boyfriends. Dora is consciously aware of these 

unexplainable sensations and feels the urge to vent them in her narration. When she is 

informed of who her father is, she experiences this controversial infatuation for the first time: 

He was tall, dark and handsome. God he was handsome in those days. And 

smashing legs, which a man must have for Shakespeare [...] I did piss myself 

when I saw him, in fact [...] Such eyes! Melchior‟s eyes, warm and dark and 

sexy as the inside of a London cab at wartime. His Eyes. (WC 57) 

 

However, because she is on paper not Melchior‟s daughter, Webb believes that she can avoid 

to suffer any psychic damage from lusting her father (203). Dora is indeed able to reminisce 

on all her experiences with a great deal of humour. I would however refrain from annihilating 

the negative effects of her situation. Despite not often admitting to it, she is often victimised 

by the desire for her father (cf. 3.2.2.4.). Whenever she is confronted with him, she swoons 

and desires intensely to be acknowledged and hence accepted into his legitimate family: 

“Over the years, the curiosity turned into a yearning, a longing” (WC 57). By attesting to her 

daughterly attraction, Dora boldly crosses the boundaries of the patriarchal matrix which 

stipulate a clear-cut division between the daughter and the father. 

Whereas Dora can openly and analytically discuss her ambiguous feelings towards her 

father, Melchior‟s legitimate daughters are hindered in expressing their feelings as they are 

officially his actual daughters. As such, their position is more comparable to the situation of 

Ida Bauer. The Hazard twins crave their patriarch‟s love as intensely as the Chance girls and 
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moreover, they feel entitled to it. On a subconscious level, Saskia and Imogen must also 

experience an anxiety about their biological roots, seeing as they have bright red hair – just 

like their actual father Peregrine – while their parents both have dark hair. However, Melchior 

never eases their uncertainties with affection. The frustration of the Hazard girls results in an 

attraction which is similar to the one Dora and Nora experience. However, as legitimate 

offspring it is truly impossible for them to place these emotions. Their nieces are actually 

freer to engage in a relationship with Melchior and no matter how twisted this relationship is, 

Saskia and Imogen are jealous of it. Not only do they feel a forbidden Oedipal desire, to make 

matters worse they have to deal with their father on a daily basis and cope with his wives. A 

particular moment of crisis for Saskia is when her father announces he is about to marry her 

best friend, the Cordelia in his play. “‟Why‟ gritted Saskia between her teeth, „that scheming 

little bitch‟” (WC 176). The twin‟s feelings of uncertainty and frustration unleash a flood of 

misguided, spiteful reactions. Their frustrated and angry nature manifests itself for the first 

time when, as children, they push their mother off a flight of stairs. Later on in their life, 

Saskia resorts to the seduction of her younger stepbrother, Tristram. She can be described as a 

“witchy woman who, rather than nurturing, seems intent upon poisoning people” (Webb 208). 

Webb also refers to her enthusiastic consumption of meat throughout the novel and sees this 

as “a profane attempt to make herself feel legitimate, to be the flesh of her father‟s flesh” 

(208). In the end, in a fit of jealous rage, she even mixes a drug into her father‟s birthday 

cake: “Yes, she confessed; she had slipped something into the cake she‟d baked with her own 

hands for her father‟s birthday” (WC 212). Her sister Imogen does not turn evil, but displays 

idiotic symptoms. When Dora sees her again at Melchior‟s birthday party, she observes: “As 

for Imogen, she‟d gone right over the top. She‟d got a fishbowl on her head with a fish in it. I 

kid you not. A live fish.” (WC 204). As the host of a children‟s programme on television, 

Imogen appears to have reverted to childhood herself, perhaps out of denial of her 
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unsatisfying coming of age. Evidently, Saskia and Imogen Hazard are severely more troubled 

than Melchior‟s illegitimate daughters. Jealousy and unmet desires conspire in order to render 

the Hazard girls chronically unhappy and unstable. Critics have hypothesised that in Carter‟s 

earlier novels, these tragic characters would have been featured more prominently (Gamble 

180). However, in Wise Children the narrator focuses on a more cheerful side of life.  

By addressing how the patriarch relies on a seduction of the daughter, Carter succeeds 

in highlighting another weakness of the traditional societal structure. The connection she 

established to Freud‟s patient Ida Bauer is a clever device in order to criticise the 

psychoanalyst‟s androcentric conception of the family in which the father figure cannot be 

questioned. By granting the word to his illegitimate daughters, it becomes abundantly clear 

that the myth of the ever-righteous patriarch is one to be shattered. 

 

2.1.4. Standing Up to Patriarchal Oppression 

In the previous chapter I have discussed how Melchior‟s daughters are so intensely attracted 

to him, that they find it nearly impossible to question his mythical status. Both pairs of twins 

crave his acknowledgment and this results in a complex sexual attraction towards their father 

figure. But from Dora‟s narration, it becomes clear how the fraudulent patriarchal system has 

produced its victims. At Melchior‟s centennial birthday party, finally, a gradual opposition 

against the phallic matrix unfolds.  

It is the elderly Lady Atalanta, accompanying the Chance twins at the party, who 

decides to finally unravel two great family secrets. At last, a mother makes use of her 

knowledge about reproduction. Hereby, she succeeds in dismantling the legitimacy of the 

father. Not only does Melchior‟s first wife reveal his fatherhood of Dora and Nora, she also   
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– in covered terms – confesses to her indiscretion with Peregrine and, as such, identifies the 

actual father of Saskia and Imogen:  

You couldn‟t fill my womb, Melchior, although you‟d been so profligate of 

your seed before me, seduced and abandoned an innocent girl, left her to die, 

alone, and then, to compound the betrayal you abandoned her daughters–   […] 

Your blood, the Hazard blood, runs in [Saskia and Imogen‟s] veins, but the 

“darling buds” never sprang from the seed of Melchior Hazard. (WC 214) 

 

After this avowal, a nearly theatrical scene takes place. The crowd is under the impression 

that this shocking scene is nothing but a piece of performance art and starts to applaud, 

Peregrine tries to reconcile with his gobsmacked brother, Saskia and Imogen beg their mother 

for forgiveness and Lady Margarine tries to cheer up her husband. Suddenly, a guest bursts 

out in song: “„Oh‟ he sang, „my beloved father …‟” (WC 216). For the Chance twins, this is 

the signal to finally come forth as the daughters of Melchior Hazard. As soldiers about to be 

knighted, they sobbingly approach their father who at last recognises his daughters with the 

words: “I am the one who deserves to weep” (WC 217). Contrary to what one might expect, 

these longed-for words do not have the earthshaking effect Dora anticipated. She herself, just 

as the audience, lives through this revolutionary moment as a piece of theatre: “I could have 

sworn that then, the curtain came down” (WC 217). Roessner argues that only after being 

accepted by the legitimate family, Dora and Nora can start to question the value of a 

patriarchal model. They can finally begin to think of their father as only “the projection of 

[their] own desires, fueled by the cultural myth of patriarchal authority” (Roessner 117). In 

the text, the eventual relative nature of legitimacy manifests itself immediately after 

Melchior‟s confession. Nora addresses the father she has always looked up to with a 

comradely “‟Here, old man. […] What about a dance?‟” (WC 217). Roessner refers to a later 

passage wherein Nora ponders on the unsatisfying feeling the twins are left with: “„D‟you 



Lapeire 24 

 

 

know, I sometimes wonder if we haven‟t been making him up all along,‟ she said. „If he isn‟t 

just a collection of our hopes and dreams and wishful thinking in the afternoons.‟” (WC 

230).
16

 Clearly, in this passage, she describes how the girls now realise that they have been 

living under the constant influence of myths. Later in this dialogue, Nora comments on her 

father with the idea „What a fraud he is‟ and thereby she exposes the patriarchal family model 

as fraudulent and bankrupt. The sisters finally acknowledge that they are not forced to follow 

in the ascribed duality between legitimate and bastard family. A possible transformation of 

this model however, does excite them (cf. infra).  

The resistance Dora and Nora offer is remarkable and inspiring because it changes the 

perception of our narrator. After this episode, the possibility of a different kind of future for 

the Chance twins is suggested. It must be noted however, that the sisters‟ victory over the 

patriarchal matrix is – objectively speaking – not as triumphant as it looks initially. First of 

all, one could see Melchior‟s confession as „too little, too late‟. The patriarch celebrates his 

one hundredth birthday and the Chance twins have at that point spent seventy-five years as 

illegitimate children. It can be questioned how much any of the parties has to win or lose. 

More importantly however, Melchior is severely weakened when he finally chooses to 

acknowledge his illegitimate offspring. Dora even suggests that Melchior‟s confession might 

have been triggered by nothing but senility: “I must admit it – I fear our father‟s softening of 

the heart was not unconnected to the softening of his brain” (WC 203). After being addressed 

on the street with „Good God, weren‟t you Melchior Hazard, once?‟, Melchior had started to 

suffer from increasing uncertainty. He even threw away his precious cardboard crown, 

thereby dethroning himself. Because of his doubts, Melchior can no longer be seen as the 

                                                           
16 In “Writing a History of Difference”, Jeffrey Roessner mistakenly attributes this quote to 

Dora, instead of to her sister. I believe that Carter gave these lines to Nora in order to convey 

that both Chance sister were left with the same unsatisfactory feeling about their father‟s 

confession. Dora already expresses herself sufficiently in her narration. 
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patriarchal entity in the story when he eventually „surrenders‟ to his biological children. Dora 

and Nora have attained a personal victory in finally dealing with their father, but Melchior‟s 

avowal does not compromise the status of the reigning patriarch as a mythical concept. On the 

contrary: in this instance, the public opinion could even applaud the old man. A mild 

reception is already hinted at when during his dance with Nora there does not remain “a dry 

eye in the house” (WC 218). For the audience, Melchior has gained such an iconic status that 

an emotional confession erases his lifelong negligence of his daughters. No one will ever 

critically question him and a societal status quo persists. Therefore, in order to actively 

subvert patriarchy, Carter needed to include a more relevant example of the contestation of 

male oppression. 

This storyline is provided by Tiffany, the godchild of Dora and Nora. „Our Tiff‟, as the 

twins call her, is the grand grandchild of „Our Cyn‟, a street girl whom Peregrine sent to the 

Chance House. She was taken in by Grandma Chance and started a matriline in the Brixton 

area.
17

 This family is completely free from any kind of patriarchal restraint. In Dora‟s 

description of Our Cyn‟s family tree, men are not even awarded with a first name:  

Her kids were in and out all the time after she married that cabby […] It was 

Cyn‟s eldest, Mavis, who got off with a GI which resulted in our Brenda, 

whom we took care of when she had her bit of trouble and brought home our 

precious little Tiffany. (WC 35, my emphasis) 

 

Clearly, the male component is hardly as important in Our Cyn‟s alternative family as in Dora 

and Nora‟s life. For a moment however, Tiffany will succumb to the temptations of the 

traditional family myth. Yet, her matriarchal background will enable the girl to explicitly 

bring her controlling patriarch to his knees. Not surprisingly, the man whom she will tear to 

                                                           
17 Matrilineality is a system in which the lines of descent are traced through the succession of 

mothers in a family.  
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shreds, will be of Hazard signature. After seeing Tristram Hazard, one of Melchior‟s children 

with „My Lady Margarine‟, the young and naïve Tiffany falls head over heels in love with 

him. She becomes the suggestive hostess in his television show „Lashings of Lolly‟: “and 

there she was, every week, with her five-year-old‟s smile, offering  the entire viewing public a 

peek down her cleavage while she sang out: „Yessir! Lashings of Lolly!‟” (WC 40). Tristram 

lavishes the girl with gifts and, in Dora‟s opinion, treats her as a sexual object. Dora finds 

evidence of this in Tiffany‟s wardrobe which includes a shirt displaying the number 69: 

“Shows what he thought of her, really” (WC 43). Obviously, the Chance godmothers do not 

have a good eye in the situation, considering their own experience with Hazard men. And 

they are proven right. When Our Tiff becomes pregnant, Tristram breaks off the relationship 

and returns to the perverse affair with his (assumedly) half-sister Saskia. Initially, Tiffany 

goes through a phase of genuine female hysteria. In a dazed state, she shows up during a live 

episode of „Lashings of Lolly‟ in which she cannot do anything but singsong a haunting tune. 

As a total sign of humiliation, she pulls off her shirt to uncover her bare breasts and bulging 

belly. In tears, she finally addresses Tristram with: “You only lent it to me! Nothing was 

mine, not ever!” (WC 46). Clearly, Tiffany dreamt of living within the traditional family 

model and she was under the impression that Tristram could offer her the (mythical) suburban 

dream. But the pregnant girl ends up feeling robbed by her great love. After the live television 

show, she goes missing. When the family is notified of the discovery of a female body in 

“Father Thames”, everybody assumes that Our Tiff has committed suicide. Tiffany‟s death by 

drowning in the „fatherly‟ river symbolises her definite defeat by the patriarchal system. In 

Carter‟s novel however, an end is rarely absolute. Infused with hope, Wise Children gives 

Tiffany the opportunity to return with a vengeance. On Melchior‟s birthday party, a truly 

subversive event indeed, Tiffany returns to the land of the living, escorted by Peregrine. Dora 

immediately observes a transformation in Tiffany‟s looks: “She‟d got on a pair of overalls and 
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those big boots, Doc Marten‟s, but she looked lovelier than ever” (WC 210). When Tristram 

sees her again, aware of the cameras, he is quick to get on his knees, ask for her forgiveness 

and finally propose. Not the girl she once was, Tiffany replies with a bawdy: „Fat chance!‟. 

She continues to deal one blow after another: “Marry your auntie, instead” and “There‟s more 

to fathering than fucking, you know” (WC 211). In “The Stars that Spring from Bastardising”, 

Anne Hegerfeldt remarks that “this time, the mother is offered a choice, but deliberately 

rejects the model of the bourgeois family which first authorises the notions of legitimacy and 

illegitimacy” (316). In this, Tiffany differs from her godmothers who eventually always 

dreamt of acting out the bourgeois fantasy with their father, despite their many 

disappointments. I believe that, dressed in overalls and Doc Marten‟s, Tiffany assumes a 

temporary male persona and sets her own rules for society, just as the Hazard men have 

always managed to do. In fact, during this situation a complete gender reversal is displayed. 

The masculinised Tiffany mockingly emasculates her patriarch: “Pull yourself together and 

be a man, or try to […] You‟ve not got what it takes to be a father.” (WC 211). In this scene, 

Carter clearly takes the deconstruction of the patriarch very far. After her victorious 

confrontation, Tiffany will subscribe to the family model her foremothers have laid out for 

her. She will raise her – no doubt – daughter in a makeshift family just like Our Cyn‟s. I will 

discuss this alternative lifestyle in the chapter about the utopian family model (3.1.3.). With 

applause, Tiffany leaves the room. Whereas the applause after Melchior‟s avowal was 

directed at the patriarch, this time the angry woman receives appreciation and encouragement. 

In my opinion, Tiffany‟s rejection of the patriarchal family model is the most deconstructive 

and – at the same time – transforming act in Wise Children. 
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2.3. CULTURAL OPPRESSION OF THE FEMALE PERFORMER 

The dominant position of the patriarch is not only sustained by his charismatic quality as a 

father, but also by his cultural dominance. As in the first chapter, the figure of the king can 

serve as a metaphor for patriarchal power exertion. He will not only distance himself from the 

foot folk by status and by wealth. A king should also demonstrate his intellectual superiority 

by appreciating the more „refined‟ works of art. This has not always been so, however. 

Throughout history so-called jesters have continuously frequented royal courts. These figures 

“„jest‟ or [poke] fun at important political figures such as kings and emperors, allowing them 

to laugh at themselves and be humanized thereby” (Peterson 556). It was believed that the 

ruler gained benefit from being confronted with taunting figures, because these humorously 

pointed out the ruler‟s shortcomings of judgment. Often, this prevented him of making critical 

mistakes. The jester acted as a “translator between cultures, people, habits, and institutions” 

(Peterson 557). In Britain, the jester tradition came to an end when Oliver Cromwell 

overthrew the monarchy in 1649 (Demetriou). As such, the monarch lost a part of his 

connection with the common people and the gap between high and low entertainment in 

Britain increased. At the end of the 20
th

 century, Angela Carter clearly discerned two sides on 

the cultural scene: “people who go to the National Theatre, say, and the sort who frequented 

the old time music halls” (Bradfield 91). In Wise Children, Carter presents her readers with a 

concrete example of the sharp divide between serious „high‟ culture and a more down to earth 

„low‟ culture. As a monarchs without their jester, the patriarchs in this novel take themselves 

just too seriously. It will take a collection of freespoken, humorous women to throw them off 

their high horse in jester fashion. It is not a stretch to imagine Angele Carter herself as part of 

this court tradition. With her buyoant style, she manages to grasp the attention of any Brit 

who fancies himself a true connoisseur and confront him with his ungrounded attitude. On her 

whirlwind mission, Carter topples the hierarchy of genres and question cultural legitimacy.  
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2.2.1. The Wrong and Right Side of the Tracks  

Living on “the bastard side of Old Father Thames”, Dora and Nora grow up and make a living 

for themselves as sing- and dance girls on the halls. Hence, the Chance twins do not only 

stand for illegitimacy, but also for „low‟ culture. On the other side of the spectrum, we find 

their biological father. The parents of Melchior have burdened him with quite a legacy to 

uphold. His father Ranulph and mother Estella were the theatrical stars of their generation. 

Performing Shakespeare‟s classic plays all over the world, this couple gained recognition and 

fortune. Accordingly, Melchior becomes “the greatest Shakespearian of his generation”. An 

actor on and off the stage, he provides the outside world – his  perpetual audience – with an 

idealistic image which reflects his mythical status of the accomplished patriarch. In an 

interview with Scott Bradfield, Angela Carter commented on how Wise Children addresses 

British society and its artificial division between high and low culture: “What I find 

fascinating is not that there are two sides to British culture – but that the English pretend that 

such an absolute division exists between them, between the bawdy and the remote” (Bradfield 

93). Melchior Hazard personifies Carter‟s conception of the prototypical serious Englishman 

who institutes a gap between the “wrong” and “right” side of the tracks. Not only does he 

need the admiration of this daughters to uphold his reign (cf. supra), he will moreover depend 

on the appreciation of his audience. But his “fetishation of culture in general and Shakespeare 

in particular, coupled with narcissism, takes on seriously alarming features” (Hegerfeldt 368).  

In order to sketch the cultural landscape of Wise Children, Carter‟s novel refers to 

culture in as many ways as possible. An abundance of characters spend their lives performing, 

and not only in the sense of „poor players who strut and fret their hour upon the stage‟.
18

 The 

                                                           
18 This quote is abstracted from Shakespeare‟s Macbeth. In this soliloquy, Macbeth reflects 

upon theatre as an allegory for human life. I make use of this quote because in Wise Children 

as well, the life on stage connects to the actual lives of the characters in the novel. 
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reader gets acquainted with colourful theatre performers, sing- and dance girls, pantomime 

artists, film actors, television presenters, comedians and singers. This entire cast collaborates 

wonderfully in order to celebrate each branch of show business. With intertextual references, 

Carter actively connects to actual pop (and less pop) culture. Kate Webb makes note of 

interwoven text by Milton, Wordsworth, Dickens, Tennessee Williams and many more (208). 

But also lines from commercials, songs  and television shows have their place in the novel. 

Clearly, the most prominent literary source for Wise Children was the bard himself, William 

Shakespeare. A great number of his plays and sonnets supplied text for Carter‟s novel. In 

terms of form, the author also reached out to different genres. The novel is presented as the 

first draft of a manuscript by Dora. In a lively, rich style she narrates the family history of the 

Hazard house and its illegitimate exponents. Yet, Wise Children is not just a fictional 

biography. Beside the elaborate appropriation of stage text, the novel adopts a theatrical form; 

Carter‟s novel is subdivided into five acts, thus referring to the classic form of a 

(Shakespearian) play. Another feature which points in this direction is the „Dramatis 

Personae‟ (in order of appearance) at the end of the novel (WC 233-234). These references 

indicate that not our protagonist but a „higher force‟ was responsible for the conception of 

Wise Children. In this novel, Carter can actively connect to her playwriting experience .  

Carter celebrates culture in her novel, but – being a demythologiser – she severely 

criticises the cultural establishment as well. In all cultural settings she explores, we discover 

how male cultural supremacy ends up subjugating women. In this chapter, I will first focus on 

how Shakespeare is called upon as a source of legitimacy and how he will be reclaimed for 

the people in an unpretentious way. Then I will deal with the treatment of women in culture 

and Dora‟s escape from patriarchal constraints through her female narration. 
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2.2.2. Emasculation of the Shakespearian Patriarch  

The correlation between Wise Children and Shakespeare‟s oeuvre is hardly disguised in 

Carter‟s final novel. It is surely not a coincidence that the Chance house is situated on Bard 

Road, or that various members of the Hazard and Chance family share Shakespeare‟s alleged 

date of birth: the 23
rd

 of April.
19

 Moreover, Carter‟s novel is enriched with numerous quotes 

from his works. In an interview with Paul Bailey, right after the publication of Wise Children, 

Carter confesses to this appropriation: “I was attempting to encompass something from every 

Shakespeare […] I couldn‟t actually at all. Titus Andronicus was very difficult. But I got a lot 

in!”.
20

 Attentive readers will also notice plotlines with a distinctly Shakespearian signature: 

twins, disguise and father-daughter relationships to name a few.  

Jennings considers Wise Children‟s treatment of Shakespeare as subversive: 

“Throughout the novel, Carter is mocking the Shakespearian plot of disguises and false trails” 

(181). However, I would rather describe the role of Shakespeare as supportive in Carter‟s 

quest of questioning patriarchal values (cf. infra). I agree with Ali Smith when she calls Wise 

Children a “celebration” of Shakespeare (x). Carter has not just selected Shakespeare as a 

leading motif because he is the most influential playwright the world has ever known. In the 

introduction to Wise Children, Shakespeare is identified as “a champion English alchemist of  

                                                           
19 According to the baptismal register of Stradford, Shakespeare was baptized on the 26

th
 of 

April 1564. However, his date of birth is a mystery. Historians have settled for the 23
rd

 of 

April, perhaps because this date corresponds with Shakespeare‟s date of death, exactly 52 

years later (Mabillard). 

20
 The reappropriation of Shakespeare is not a novelty in contemporary literature. Many 

authors and playwrights throughout the 20
th

 century have used Shakespeare‟s text to fit their 

own purposes. For an example, I would like to refer to my BA paper “Jewish Empowerment 

in Marowitz‟ The Merchant of Venice” for an in-depth discussion on how the text of how 

Shakespeare‟s The Merchant of Venice has been appropriated by both supporters and 

adversaries of the Jewish cause in Israel. 
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fused high-and-low art” (Smith x). The playwright in fact personifies the theme of duality in 

Wise Children. Carter will attempt to show the hypocrisy in high culture‟s appropriation of 

the bard. She will moreover offer the general public the opportunity to reinterpret 

Shakespeare and hence to reclaim his heritage. 

 

2.2.2.1. Shakespeare as a Source of Legitimacy and Income 

The Hazard family continuously claims Shakespeare as a representative of „high‟ English 

culture. Kate Webb asserts that Ranulph as well as Melchior derive their power “not from 

God, but from a Shakespeare who has come to seem omnipotent in the hegemony of British 

culture, to embody not only artistic feeling, but religious and national spirit too” (198). In her 

description of Ranulph, Dora literally states: “And Shakespeare was a kind of God for him. 

[…] He thought the whole of human life was there” (14). This idolatry of the playwright is 

responsible for the dramatic course his life will take. Unable to separate the bard‟s fiction 

(more precisely Othello) from reality, Ranulph will kill his wife, her suspected lover and 

himself. His boundless love for Shakespeare is taken over by Melchior: “It was in his blood 

wasn‟t it?” (WC 22). The only souvenir he takes with him after the death of his parents was 

the crown he wore as King Lear, a symbol of his reign within the family and on the stage. 

Melchior feels bound to follow in the footsteps of the man whom he hopes is his father in 

order to claim a legitimate ancestry (cf. supra). This is another way in which he strives to 

overcome the anxiety of his own paternity. Just like his daughters, Melchior craves fatherly 

recognition and legitimacy. And since Ranulph himself is no longer among the living, his son 

settles for the next best thing: Shakespeare. The most explicit link between Shakespeare and 

legitimacy is established when the entire family goes to Hollywood for the production of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, Melchior‟s cinematic ode to his hero. As a token of respect and 

as a commercial stunt, he has brought over an urn in the shape of Shakespeare‟s head which 
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contains “earth from William Shakespeare‟s own home town […] Stratford-upon-Avon” (WC 

134). By shedding British earth on the film set, Melchior hopes to bless the operation and to 

„colonise‟ the American market. Carter however, attacks the notion that “Shakespeare 

functions as some kind of guarantor of excellence” (Gamble 117). In the fictional world of 

Wise Children, she does not allow the legitimate Hazard branch to claim the playwright for 

eternity. Instead of seeking to valorise him, the novel “seeks to reclaim him for popular 

culture, and put him back on the side of „folk‟ where Carter believed he belongs” (Gamble 

177). Ironically, therefore, Dora and Nora – who were responsible for the prestigious urn – 

had to replace the „legitimate‟ earth with local Hollywood soil because a cat had done its 

business in it. In this episode, Melchior‟s claim to legitimacy is hence symbolically revoked. 

The holy earth of Stratford-upon-Avon has been compromised by the faeces of a female cat. 

No doubt, this is a satirical note by Carter: women of a „lower‟ cultural class are marking their 

artistic territory and Shakespeare‟s heritage has to become a part of it. His portrayal of 

Shakespearian heroes will not lend Melchior any credibility as a legitimate figure. Carter will 

rather present her readers with the corruption behind Melchior‟s position in the cultural field. 

To illustrate Melchior‟s tainted moral stance, Carter will drive Melchior and his 

Shakespearian heritage into the „lowest‟ realms of show business. Initially, the reader is given 

a glance at the heyday of Shakespearian drama which Melchior will use as a foundation for 

his career. This period is represented in the storyline of his official parents Estella and 

Ranulph Hazard. Gamble refers to Terence Hawkes‟s Meaning by Shakespeare in order to 

historically pinpoint this era of theatrical glory. Hawkes studied how in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, “Shakespeare became a kingpin in […] the project of welding native 

cultures abroad and local cultures at home into a single coherent imperial identity” (149). 

Ranulph veraciously believed he had a „calling‟ to bear the Word to the outskirts of the world, 

as a missionary of culture. Everywhere the Hazards came, they met with success and cities 



Lapeire 34 

 

 

were even named after them: “no township too small to receive them, nor to reciprocate the 

honour by rechristening itself” (WC 19). After the tragic death of his mother and both of his 

possible fathers, Melchior becomes a self-made man of the stage. He will shine in productions 

such as Macbeth and King Lear, receiving a great deal of critical appraisal: ”„Sheer Genius‟ – 

The Times” (WC 69). However, during the course of the twentieth century, the cultural 

supremacy of classical theatre becomes challenged. Gamble asserts that the divide between 

high end theatre and more trivial entertainment became “increasingly negligible” (178). 

Melchior finally follows this trend after several of his Shakespearian performances fail. Under 

the pretence of “yearning for new fields to conquer”, the greatest living Shakespearian actor 

agrees to play the main part in What You Will!, a West End revue show loosely connected to 

Shakespeare‟s work (WC 89). To make matters worse, Melchior will figure on the same stage 

as his illegitimate dance hall daughters. Dora observes traces of a damaged ego in her father: 

“Melchior came in at the last moment and gave us his blessing, with a look that said he knew 

we knew but he wasn‟t going to ask our forgiveness” (WC 89).
21

 However, the show turns out 

to be a triumph and it can be assumed that the monetary gain of „taking Shakespeare to the 

streets‟ has motivated Melchior to take his popularising of Shakespeare to the next level. This 

is how the family ends up filming A Midsummer Night’s Dream, according to Gamble in a 

“truly awful 1930s Hollywood” (178). In the Hollywood episode, the money seeking aspect 

of Melchior‟s project becomes exceedingly clear: “The love of Mammon lay behind it all” 

(WC 142). The spirit of money in Wise Children is represented by Genghis Khan, a legendary 

film producer who lured Melchior and his entourage to Hollywood. However, fortune seems 

to invite decadence and even madness. Dora digs up the anecdote of how on their wedding 

night, Khan promises his newlywed, film star „Daisy Duck‟, that she can have anything she 

                                                           
21

 Apart from referring to their illegitimacy, this quote might very well imply that Dora and 

Nora know that his financial situation forces Melchior to take on a less prestigious job. 
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wants and she demands “a million bucks. In cash” (WC 138). When the banknotes arrive, 

Daisy is so crazed that she pours the contents of the moneybags out on the bed and rolls 

around in the green “like a dog in shit” (WC 139). Undoubtedly, the obsession with money 

has a hold of Melchior as well. At this point, he forsakes his ideal that high Shakespearian 

culture must be upheld on the stage. For fame and fortune, he is willing to exploit his 

reputation on the big screen. When Melchior eventually remarries to America‟s sweetheart 

Daisy Duck, Dora believes he wanted to marry “not into Hollywood but Hollywood itself, 

taking over the entire factory” (WC 148, my emphasis). Whilst anyone could sense that the 

production was headed for disaster, Melchior was “drunk with glory” (WC 148). Peter Childs 

addresses this connection between Hollywood and madness: “Hollywood is seen as the 

ultimate world of „mad‟ artifice. Carter is aware that „wood‟ is an obsolete word for madness” 

(111). The megalomaniacal Hollywood adventure of Melchior fails at the box office and 

Melchior quickly divorces Daisy Duck and with her, the film industry. After his engagement 

in the (rarely mentioned) war, Melchior returned to the stage. However, instead of playing 

lead roles, Melchior is at a later age fated to “cutting a swathe with the senior citizen roles in 

Shakespeare” (WC 165). My Lady Margarine, Melchior‟s third wife, will also exploit the 

Hazard connection to the Bard. She makes a name for herself in a margarine advertisement on 

television, parodying Shakespeare: “To butter or not to butter...” (WC 38). And the cultural 

downfall of the Hazard house is continued by its youngest generation. None of the four 

legitimate Hazard children will end up on the London theatre stages. Instead, the twin girls 

and Tristram will present television shows. It is significant that the latter one presents a show 

called „Lashings of Lolly‟, a clear reference to the gold digging trait the Hazard dynasty has 

fallen for. Remarkably, Tristram‟s twin brother Gareth will become a priest. Dora does not 

consider this to be a different line of work though: “the priest and the game-show presenter. 

Not so different really, I suppose [...] both promise a free gift if you play the game” (WC 36). 
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2.2.2.2. Camp: Reclaiming Shakespeare through New Media  

The Hollywood chapter in Wise Children shows how Shakespeare, “once comfortably 

enshrined in English theatrical tradition, will be put through the wringer by the new ascendant 

media of film and television in a thoroughly disrespectable fashion” (Gamble 178). However, 

the „devaluation‟ of Shakespeare‟s oeuvre in West End theatre shows, film and on television 

should not be seen as a negative trend, especially not in view of Carter‟s agenda. By tearing 

down the foundations of Shakespeare as an exponent high culture, she puts emphasis on how 

his work can be reinterpreted and thrive in a more popular context.  

Dora laments the edge that classic theatre has always had on the popular scene: 

“Tragedy, eternally more class than comedy” (58). However, she refuses “point-blank” to 

play in tragedy – in life and on the stage. It must be noted however, that there is no reason 

why the entire oeuvre of Shakespeare should be claimed by „serious‟ culture aficionados who 

prefer tragedy on stage. His works have proven challenging to subdivide and most critics have 

settled on a rough breakdown between historic, comic and tragic plays (Boyce 7). Melchior 

however, considers any work by the playwright as a piece of high end tragedy, including A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream which has traditionally been classified as one of Shakespeare‟s 

comic plays (Boyce 91). Most likely, keeping his mercantile character in mind, Melchior 

selected a lighter play of which he thought it would score at the box office. Nevertheless he 

tries to sell it to the production crew as a work of serious art: 

Welcome [...] to all of you together here, so many, many folk, to engage with 

us in the great task at hand, to ransack all the treasuries of this great industry of 

yours to create a glorious, an everlasting monument to the genius of that poet 

[...] who left the English language just a little bit more glorious than he found 

it, and let some of that glory rub off on us old Englishmen too. (WC 135) 
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 It is exactly the discrepancy between Melchior‟s serious intentions and the humorous nature 

of the play, which will cause the film to flop dramatically after its first release. Melchior 

leaves the United States “wifeless, childless, jobless, hopeless, quenched” (WC 161). The 

dollar signs in his eyes have blinded him to the inevitable failure which would come.  

Yet the history of A Midsummer Night’s Dream does not stop then and there. In old 

age, Dora witnesses how the film is rediscovered by the British audience. Melchior‟s 

Hollywood endeavour becomes a topic of academic research and even an interest to the larger 

audience. Not only does Dora receive numerous requests of Ph.D. students who want to 

interview her about “bloody Midsummer Night’s Dream again” (WC 8). She was even asked 

by Tristram – in the capacity of assistant producer at that time – to participate in a chat show 

about the “legendary Chance sisters” (WC 39). Although he might claim he is interested in 

their story because he is proud of his aunts, Tristram is probably catering to the public‟s taste. 

Curiously, their past work has gained attention anew. However, Dora does not trust his 

request: “I smelled a rat” (WC 39). A Midsummer Night’s Dream is not rediscovered as a 

successful adaptation of Shakespeare‟s work; it has gained the status of “camp” production 

(Gamble 178). Sarah Gamble points out that camp was Carter‟s “dominant preoccupance in 

her early work” (178). By reviving a work in a parodying fashion, its original design becomes 

an object of mockery. Susan Sontag attempts to define what camp is exactly in her “Notes on 

“Camp””. The concept proves very difficult to grasp, since „camp‟ as a characteristic is 

mainly in the eye of the beholder. Appreciators must cherish a “love of the unnatural: of 

artifice and exaggeration” (Sontag 275). It is of the utmost importance that the camp work 

originally aimed at seriousness, but failed. Melchior‟s film definitely fits this bill and 

moreover, Sontag identifies film as the most fit medium for a camp reception since “most 

people go to the movies in a high-spirited and unpretentious way” (281). A camp reception is 

as such the complete antipode of the way theatre should be approached, according to 
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members of the „elite‟ such as Melchior. Sontag even opinions that “camp and tragedy are 

antitheses” (286). Therefore, the camp revival of A Midsummer Night’s Dream actively 

mocks the notion of Shakespeare as an artist for the elite. Carter successfully reclaims the 

playwright for a new and broader audience: the people who share a sensibility for camp. 

Sontag notes that especially homosexuals have been a vanguard when it came to throwing a 

camp eye on culture (289). Carter acknowledges this in her novel and places a lovemaking 

homosexual couple in the art cinema where A Midsummer Night’s Dream is attended by the 

sisters in their autumn years. However, Sontag asserts that a camp view would have come into 

existence in society no matter what, as a response to “the aristocratic posture with relation to 

culture” of which Melchior is clearly the representative (290). The camp revival of Melchior‟s 

film demonstrates how “no boundaries, and certainly not those boundaries which govern 

hierarchies of taste, stay intact for long” (Gamble 179). 

To contemporary readers of Wise Children, the wink at camp might be easily 

discernable. Dora herself however, does not seem to belong to the group of people with a 

sensibility for camp and wonders “Why do they call it a masterpiece of kitsch?” (WC 111).
22

 

When she attends a contemporary screening of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, she is surprised 

by its success: “There was a little patter of applause when it was all over, although I nervously 

suspected irony, and the [homosexual] boy came running down the street afterwards: „Can 

you really be the Chance sisters?‟ It made our day” (WC 110). Sontag confirms that a camp 

sensibility is not ironic, but “generous” (291). Nevertheless, Dora‟s misunderstanding raises a 

difficult question. Does Carter reclaim Shakespeare for the campy audience, instead of for 

Dora‟s „folk‟ side of society? Do these two audiences exclude one another? Considering the 

open nature of both mindsets, I would not go as far as to assert this. There is no reason why a 

                                                           
22

 „Kitsch‟ is a synonym for camp, but it can derogatory as well as positive connotations. 
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folk and camp mentality should not be compatible within one and the same person. And 

indeed, critics have pointed out that Dora does show the capacity to reimagine the past just as 

this is done during a camp reception. Sarah Gamble believes that Dora‟s longwinded narration 

– with numerous flashbacks, regressive modifications and double bottoms – even mimics the 

camp ability to reinterpret (179). Only she does not reinterpret a work of art, but the events of 

her own life. Dora often has to do this because she is bent on omitting the tragic events she 

has living through (cf. infra), but also because she simply does not remember every detail.
23

 

Moreover, Dora is most definitely aware of the camp concept. In retrospect on the patriotic 

finale of a stand-up show, she cleverly notes: “You couldn‟t get away with that sort of thing, 

these days, not unless it was what they call „camp‟” (WC 66). Hence, we can conclude that 

Dora does manifest a certain sensibility for camp, even if it fails at times.  

Hence, Wise Children promotes the reclamation of culture through popular media 

from a camp angle. By watching A Midsummer Night’s Dream from a subverted angle, the 

film proves to be entertaining for a wide audience of a younger generation. Obviously, this 

was not the point of view Shakespeare intended for his play, but Carter is not concerned with 

the intention of the author. Just like a campy spectator, she uses works of art in the way which 

suits her best. 

 

2.2.3. Women in Culture 

In Wise Children, male performers derive power from their self-proclaimed cultural 

supremacy and its accompanying fame and wealth. Successful women in show business 

however, do not so easily attain a better position in life through their art. In cultural media, 

                                                           
23 Dora‟s forgetful mind after an eventful life of 75 years is repeatedly hinted at in Wise 

Children: “All the same, to have forgotten so much else, so many other names, yes, all water 

under the bridge –” (WC 219). 



Lapeire 40 

 

 

women act according to the mythic female image patriarchy presents them with. Hence, they 

constitute mute, sexual objects for the audience. Angela Carter denounces the reigning 

mythologies surrounding female gender roles in The Sadeian Woman: 

All the mythic versions of women, from the myth of the redeeming purity of 

the virgin to that of the healing, reconciling mother are consolatory nonsenses 

[…] Mother goddesses are just as silly a notion as father gods. If a revival of 

these cults gives women emotional satisfaction, it does so at the price of 

obscuring the real conditions of life. (5) 

 

By reenacting the images prescribed by patriarchy, women undermine their opportunity to 

seize power. Their charades mask the misery of their actual lives. It will take an outspoken 

female voice to contest the notion that women should „shut up and be pretty‟.
24

 

 

2.2.3.1. Women under the Male Gaze  

In Wise Children, nearly all women who entertain audiences conform to the mythic female 

image. In her influential article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, Patricia Mulvey 

coins a term to describe these powerful male expectations: “The determining male gaze 

projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly” (837). In this male 

fantasy, a woman is supposed to be the object of erotic desire. In Wise Children, one of the 

many examples of how a woman plays a part in order to fascinate the male eye, is when 

Saskia presents her cooking programme: “„Delicious‟ she moaned, dipping her finger in the 

juice and sucking. She licked her lips, letting her pink tongue-tip linger. „Mmmm...‟” (WC 

181). Dora and Nora perceive this suggestive performance of their arch enemy as “genuinely 

disgusting”, but obviously the Chance sisters put on a sexy show for their audience as well, 

                                                           
24 This is a free translation of the French saying „sois belle et tais-toi‟. The fact that such a 

phrase has gained a proverbial status indicates how severely Western culture is entrenched 

with mythologies about the female. 
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featuring in nude shows with names such as Nudes, Ahoy! and Nudes of the World. As an 

identical twin, the girls moreover embody a typical male fantasy: “By ourselves, neither of us 

was nothing much but put us together, people blinked” (WC 60). Because of this, Dora and 

Nora always adjust their looks to one another, with the exact purpose to keep the male gaze 

on them: “Nora often wistfully talked about going blonde. […] One thing was certain – she 

couldn‟t do it unilaterally. On our own you wouldn‟t look at us twice” (WC 77). Later in this 

thesis I will expand on the Chances‟ life as twins and other positive implications (cf. 3.2.2.1.).  

We can infer that on the legitimate as well as on the illegitimate side of the Hazard 

family, female performers conform to the myth of the female temptress. Mulvey points out 

that a second requirement for female performers is that they should be entirely passive: “The 

man controls the phantasy and also emerges as the representative of power in a further sense: 

as the bearer of the look of the spectator” (838). The woman, on the other hand, functions as a 

“spectacle”, deprived of any power. In Wise Children, it is abundantly clear how women fill 

out a passive function in patriarchal society. When describing her period in nude shows, Dora 

observes how the “showgirls would stand there, topless, living statues” (WC 59, my 

emphasis). Later in the novel, she explains why these naked women did not move a muscle: 

“There was a law that said, a girl could show her all provided she didn‟t move” (WC 165). As 

static fetishist objects, these women could not even perform actively, but only enchant their 

male spectators. In this law, it is confirmed how the role preserved for women within 

patriarchal standards was entirely mute. In Wise Children, we see how this acquirement of 

power over passive females is taken even a step further. By „capturing‟ women in images, 

men construct yet another source of supremacy. Mulvey explains how photographing or 

filming the female body, enhances the spectator‟s capacity for voyeurism (844). By acquiring 

a photographic or cinematic representation of a female, men can gaze at the erotic object 

without even running the risk of meeting a counter gaze. Moreover, by owning the image of a 
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woman, a man can own a part of her. In Wise Children, Genghis Khan showcases his 

ownership of Daisy by putting a picture of her on his desk turned towards his guests. With the 

same purpose, he stars her in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Dora regards this with 

scepticism: “And it turns out the whole enterprise [...] was intended just to show her off, to, as 

they say, „showcase‟ her glamour, her talent, her star quality, her – pardon me while I emit a 

titter – sheer class” (WC 137). Dora knows that Daisy is a “trouper and half alright, she‟d got 

guts, [...], sass, star quality” (WC 127), but she is not exactly the inaccessible classic film  

 goddess she is portrayed as. I feel that in 

this passage, Carter forces her audience to 

reconsider their own mythical projections 

of iconic film stars such as Audrey 

Hepburn or Marilyn Monroe. The author 

emphasises that the image of Daisy Duck 

does not at all convey the characteristics 

which are innate to her. Almost all 

performing women in Wise Children are 

rendered passive in such a way. As a child,  

 
Fig.1. Twiggy, portrait by Cecil Beaton (1967) 

grandmother Estella was the subject of nude photographs  by Lewis Carroll. Dora and Nora 

themselves were immortalised in pictures by Cecil Beaton: “He‟d done us up as painted dolls, 

rouged spots on our cheeks and terrible artificial grins, sitting on the floor in frills with our 

legs at angles, as if they were made of wood. Rich men‟s playthings. Very subtle” (WC 187). 

The historical Cecil Beaton is indeed known as a photographer who portrayed his female 

subjects as inanimate, artificial creatures. In one of his famous portraits of Twiggy (cf. fig.1.), 

he literally put her on a pedestal so that she looks like an actual living statue (cf. supra). 

Clearly, in the pictures by Carroll and Beaton, women are rendered into mythical female 
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images by the photograph, as well as by the subject matter. The television era captured 

images of Saskia, Imogen, „Lady Margarine‟ and finally, Tiffany – “mad as a hatter in front 

of an audience of millions” (WC 45). One might wonder if men are not liable to  a passive 

fixation through images. In relation to film, Mulvey contradicts this:  

According to the principles of the ruling ideology and the psychical structures 

that back it up, the male figure cannot bear the burden of sexual objectification. 

[...] A male movie star‟s glamourous characteristics are thus not those of the 

erotic object of the gaze, but those of the more perfect, more complete, more 

powerful ideal ego conceived in the original moment of recognition in front of 

the mirror. (838) 

 

Mulvey observes that classic narratives are traditionally built up around male protagonists and 

notes that in the rare narratives with a female protagonist “the strength of this female 

protagonist is more apparent than real” (838).
25

 In Wise Children this is confirmed. Patriarchs 

such as Ranulph and Melchior continuously portray powerful Shakespearian men. The 

general public appreciates him as an object of their identification with the play, as ideals to 

look up to. Only his daughters regard Melchior as an object of desire, but this is obviously for 

personal reasons (cf. supra).  He does not risk imprisonment by the male gaze and therefore, 

he is not at all defensive about being immortalised by images. On the contrary, he enjoys the 

attention of the lens: “The entire [birthday] party [...] was being taped for posterity; our father 

was bent on making an exhibition of himself until the bitter end” (WC 200).  

The show business portrayed in Wise Children slavishly follows the patriarchal 

mythologies of men and women. Female performers find themselves imprisoned by the male 

gaze, while men on stage derive power from their complete, powerful performances. 

Subsequently, women will have to recapture their identity and empower themselves far away 

                                                           
25

 For more information on the apparent female hero, Mulvey refers to a study by Cook       

(cf. Further Reading). 
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from male spectators. Through the brutally honest narration in her memoir, Dora uncovers the 

mechanisms which suppress women in show business. And simply by being a member of the 

female sex in the literary landscape, she breaks through her prescribed gender role. 

 

2.2.3.2. Dora as a Narrator: Breaking through Double Exile 

Dora will use literature as a means of liberating herself from male supremacy. On stage, 

female performers are literally petrified by the male gaze (cf. supra). And in writing as well, 

women have found themselves obstructed. Patriarchal constitutions have consistently 

conspired in not lending women the opportunity to raise their voices. Hélène Cixous points 

out how writing is a bold course of action for a woman. She finds that the female author is 

always a “double exile” on the literary scene. Firstly, the woman is repressed as an „other‟ in 

a “male-dominated symbolic order”. Therefore, she is usually not permitted to articulate her 

desires (Cixous 12). Secondly, the literary tradition has been dominated by men. Because of 

this, a woman becomes a foreigner in the “strange country of writing where most inhabitants 

are men and where the face of women is still not settled” (Cixous 12-13). Dora definitely 

finds herself in this position of double exile, but she successfully challenges it.  

The first position of exile, as identified by Cixous, it the female inability to express 

themselves in patriarchal society. In the chapter on Freudian submission, I have briefly 

discussed how the stories of Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Ida Bauer testify to a male 

„conspiracy‟ which silences women while following the Freudian psychoanalytical approach. 

Both of these women were hindered in their expression of emotions by psychoanalysts. Ida 

Bauer attempted to tell Freud how her father (ab)used her, but her words were not recorded. 

The girl‟s brave testimony was blocked off by her sole listener and as such, she could not be 

relieved of what was on her chest. Remarkably, this inhibition of testimony translated itself in 

a physical manner. Near the end of her life, Ida Bauer suffered from psychosomatic 
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constipation. This constipation went hand in hand with a „verbal constipation‟: one of her 

hysterical symptoms was a loss of voice (Moril 60). I would argue that the girl‟s story was 

entirely bottled up, just as the matter in her body. Ida‟s medical condition draws yet another 

connection to Dora in Wise Children. This fictional character also suffers from constipation. 

“Nora is fluxy, me constipated” (WC 11). I believe that Carter uses this physical condition as 

a metaphor for Dora‟s inability to stand up to her father and express herself. Her narration – 

hence, the entire novel – can  be seen as an act of „excretion‟, the ultimate release of all 

cropped up, frustrated emotions in a fluent biography. This is also what Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman succeeded to do through her alter-ego in The Yellow Wallpaper. In the afterword to 

this short story, Gilman attests to her own experiences with psychoanalyst S. Weir Mitchell. 

Not only was she rendered passive by her rest cure, she was also forbidden to engage in 

intellectual activity.  

This wise man [implied is Mitchell, possibly ironical] sent me home with 

solemn advice to "live as domestic a life as far as possible," to "have but two 

hours' intellectual life a day," and "never to touch pen, brush, or pencil again" 

as long as I lived. (Gilman 10) 

 

In the short story, constructed from the protagonist‟s diary entries, the reader can perceive 

how this woman is gradually rendered insane by her passive confinement. Gilman felt this 

lurking madness herself and chose to cast Mitchell‟s advice in the wind. Hence, she 

succeeded in providing one of the first insider testimonies to the presupposed condition of 

female hysteria. These cases illustrate how a female testimony is necessary to lead a life as 

equals to men.  

In Wise Children, Dora will need a long time to struggle herself out of her condition of 

muteness. She is fully aware of her existence in the margins of society and has felt incapable 

of expressing her grievances about this position: as an illegitimate child, she is forbidden to 
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articulate the desire to be a part of the Hazard family. Her mute position is related to the 

patriarchal societal strategy which silences women in order to maintain power. However, at 

age seventy-five, she does decide to write her own life story. This text will inevitably attest to 

the history of the Hazards as well. Dora‟s most prominent mission with the creation of this 

text, was to question her invisibility in society: “[O]ur age and gender still rendered un 

invisible […] as a general rule, we debate invisibility hotly” (WC 199). Dora‟s position as a 

female – what‟s more, an elderly female – will not prevent her from speaking her mind. 

Roessner adds that “Dora‟s memoir represents her attempt to assert her visibility by writing 

herself into her family history” (113). Dora feels compelled to make a record of her unofficial 

Hazard roots for the generations to come when she finally receives two children to look after. 

Exiled by society, she will use literature to prove that she has a sense of authority.
26

  

A second position of exile for the female writer is, according to Cixous, her place in 

the male literary tradition. She claims that in any case, female writers are influenced by their 

„literary origins‟, the texts they have read and absorbed:  

Thus the personality of the writer is composed of a large family of living and 

dead persons, sometimes with the majority of that family composed of 

„women‟, sometimes composed of men. Now if you‟re a woman writer and 

you‟re mostly composed of men, then you‟ve got a problem. (Cixous, 14-15) 

 

On the basis of this quote, Hope Jennings would suggest that “Carter‟s text reads as an 

exploration of the ways in which a female might successfully come to terms with a 

                                                           
26 For women, it has been a struggle to assume the authority of an author. In Western literary 

civilization, a metaphoric idea exists that a “writer fathers his text just as God fathered the 

world” (Gilbert 4, my emphasis). Edward Said has shown that even etymologically, the word 

“author” can identify a writer, deity and paterfamilias (Gilbert 4). In The Madwoman in the 

Attic, Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar explore how woman interact with an implicitly or 

explicitly patriarchal theory on literature: “If the pen is a metaphorical penis, with what organ 

can females generate texts?” (Gilbert 7). 
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predominantly male literary heritage” (177). Because of her profession and streetwise attitude, 

we would not expect Dora to be preoccupied with a „male literary heritage‟. Nevertheless, she 

is a woman of wide reading. Her boyfriend, the novelist Ross O‟Flaherty (nicknamed Irish), 

educated her thoroughly in Western literature
27

: “When did it first enter his head to educate 

me? Because he didn‟t have sufficient cash to buy a mink. Therefore he gave me Culture” 

(WC 123). Dora is very much influenced by the texts Irish makes her read. Her narration is 

interwoven with fragments from numerous classic writers, ranging from Wordsworth to 

Proust (Jennings 177). Yet, Dora refuses to put influential novels on a pedestal. She does not 

forget that these texts are rooted in a male-dominated literary tradition. Jennings takes notice 

of Carter‟s rather superficial incorporation of literary texts: “Carter [...] shamelessly steals 

from them in order to fit her own purposes” (177).
28

 Indeed, Dora only uses minuscule 

fragments from a wide range of literary texts and never credits her source. Hence, Wise 

Children becomes a scrapbook of original text and quotes which might or might not be 

recognised by the reader. This eclectic concept is strengthened by the incorporation of many 

non-literary extracts as well. Doing this, Dora seems to taunt her tutor Irish, who despises the 

fact he had to forsake his literary roots in order to take on a lucrative job in the film industry. 

As such, his taste in culture is highly exclusive. His pupil on the contrary, will embrace all 

kinds of culture she encounters. Therefore, Wise Children features theatre text by William 

                                                           
27

 From here on, I will refer to Ross O‟Flaherty with his nickname „Irish‟ as Dora 

continuously does in her narration. According to Gerardine Meaney, Irish is the fictional 

alter-ego of the American writer F. Scott Fitzgerald (136). This comparison is indeed quite 

fertile. Just as Irish, Fitzgerald constantly had to scrape to get by and eventually took on a 

scriptwriter job in Hollywood to gain some easy money (Bruccoli 8). 

28
 I do not fully agree with Jennings that it is Carter who “steals” from literary sources. It is 

rather her literary construction, Dora, who uses her literary knowledge to her advantage. In 

my opinion, Carter turned her into an active appropriator with the purpose to question male 

cultural dominance. 
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Shakespeare, but also a reference to „Brush up your Shakespeare‟, a 1940s pop song by Cole 

Porter (WC 24). One will discover extracts from Jane Austen‟s work, but also a quote from 

the 1950s film classic The Maltese Falcon: “[That‟s] the stuff that dreams are made of” (WC 

15). To discover every single reference is nearly impossible and hence, Dora seems to assert 

that it is in fact not important who has written something, since only the purpose of the 

assembled text truly matters. Dora shrugs off male literary dominance and is clearly engaged 

in a subversion of her male literary fathers. Meaney claims that Carter‟s use of intertext can 

become an “instrument of ironic distance” (137). Dora indeed frequently uses her quotes in a 

thoroughly ironic fashion. To „brush up your Shakespeare‟, for example, gains a rather 

suggestive meaning in its context: “There he was on the bed, brushing up his Shakespeare” 

(WC 24). And the legendary final lines of The Maltese Falcon are transformed by a simple 

addition: “An old man and a prodigal daughter, the stuff that dreams are made of” (WC 15). 

We can conclude that Dora also comes to terms with her literary heritage through a comic-

ironic subversion of the original content. As Hegerfeldt argues, “viewed with critical distance 

[literature] can serve as a tool of emancipation” (365). Dora acknowledges that she has been 

influenced by what she has read, but she remains critical of her predecessors on the literary 

scene. As a writer, she transforms the meaning of her quotes and at times, she clearly 

criticises her male influences. Especially Irish receives short shrift: “Irish calls [it] the „ardent 

yet somehow insincere sunlight [...] How can sunlight be insincere, Irish?” (WC 121).  

Despite her position as a double exile of literature, Dora succeeds in writing her 

biography in an honest way, showing both sides of the cultural spectrum. By putting forward 

an emancipated female writer such as Dora, Carter seems to suggest that “one is not doomed 

to play out an assigned role” (Hegerfeldt 365). A woman has the right to fulfil a traditional 

role and cater to the male gaze, but Carter would prefer women to take up the pen as a 

weapon and stab their patriarchs in the eye. 
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3. CARNIVALESQUE SUBVERSION  

 

Above, we have seen how the established order in Wise Children is challenged. Daughters 

end up rebelling against their oppressor and high culture is (re)appropriated by the „lower‟ 

classes. Considering Carter‟s activist background, it is obvious that in her novels she will 

attempt to indicate a course to take in order to overcome patriarchal oppression. However, it 

is not clear what effect she expects her novels to have. Keeping in mind Carter‟s remark about 

how readers should “read on as many levels [they] can comfortably cope with at the time”, I 

have contemplated a great deal of opinions on this matter (Haffenden 86). Eventually, I 

reached the conclusion that the carnivalesque is definitely the most prominent subversive 

device featured in the novel. Many characters and events in Wise Children have a distinct 

carnivalesque signature. However, the female protagonists in this story do not belong to a part 

of society which can blindly lose itself in a carnival. These women are outcasts, but their 

marginalised position can also serve as a platform for self-empowerment. Carter clearly felt 

obligated to note how a lasting revolution will be impossible to procure since the carnival a is 

flawed device. Eventually, in accord with her philosophies on ideologies, Carter‟s novel does 

not reach a clear-cut conclusion. She finishes her last novel with a challenge.  

In the first chapter of this third part of my dissertation, I will explore the background 

of Bakhtin‟s theory of the carnivalesque and demonstrate how this device is explicitly present 

in Wise Children. The events in this novel seems to hint at newly conceptualised worlds, 

which I will sketch as well. However, as will become clear in my second chapter, the 

carnivalesque has major flaws as a tool of actual subversion, especially for women. Theorists 

after Bakhtin have highlighted how the subverted world of the carnival cannot be maintained. 

Moreover, people who do not have a „dominant identity‟ in the world seem to be unable to 
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embrace a carnivalesque logic. Bakhtin‟s model neglects such a differentiation since it 

appears to imply a monistic worldview. In Wise Children therefore, Carter introduces 

protagonists who clearly live in the margins of society. I will explain how their position in 

society prevents their total drawback into the illusion of carnivalesque transformation. The 

nuanced message of Wise Children reflects Carter‟s inhibitions against an absolute ending. 

Her novels offer methods of change, yet balance them out at the same time.  

 

3.1. THE CARNIVALESQUE 

In nearly every elaborate discussion on Carter‟s work, critics refer to the carnivalesque quality 

of her novels. The author clearly refers to Bakhtin‟s theory, yet in her fiction she also 

indicates her reservations. After a short theoretical introduction on the theory in Rabelais and 

His World, I will discuss how Carter incorporates elements of the carnival in her novel.  

 

3.1.1. Bakhtin’s Theory  

In Rabelais and His World, Mikhail Bakhtin coins the terms „carnivalesque‟ and „grotesque‟ 

to illustrate devices which François Rabelais used in his fantastical novels.  

The carnivalesque is a literary mode which reminisces of the historical carnivals which 

have continuously disrupted folk culture. I will shortly discuss the historical premise of 

Bakhtin‟s study as it will provide a deeper insight in the carnivalesque aspects of Wise 

Children. Throughout the ages, there was not a strict divide of serious and folk culture, as is 

instituted today (cf. supra). Bakhtin asserts that in the distant past, serious texts and festivities 

were always coupled with comic ones. In primitive times already, celebratory myths were 

accompanied by tales which scoffed deities; during the early Roman age, funeral rituals were 

“composed of lamenting (glorifying) and deriding the deceased” (Bakhtin 6, my emphasis). 
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What is important, is that the comic aspects of culture had the same official, sacred status as 

their serious counterparts. However, as class structures became firmly established, all the 

comic forms of ritual were gradually transferred to a non-official level. This meant that 

serious and comic culture were set apart. Comic rituals became solely “the expression of folk 

consciousness, of folk culture” (Bakhtin 6). This „carnivalesque‟ world was conceived as a 

second world outside officialdom. Nonetheless, all social classes would participate in folk 

festivities.
29

 According to Bakhtin, the laughter of these carnivals was “directed at all and 

everyone” (11). During these events, the people celebrated a temporary relaxation from the 

established order. One of the main principles of the carnival celebration was the “lowering of 

all that is high, spiritual, ideal” (Bakhtin 19). Hence, traditional hierarchies were suspended: 

people would dress up, assume other identities and could freely use bawdy language and 

abusive expressions.
30

 The comic transgression of boundaries was not just innocent 

entertainment. It allowed the population to reflect on the construction of their society and 

suggested the possibility of reinvention. As such, the nature of carnival is ambivalent. Its 

degrading nature goes hand in hand with the act of conception: “To degrade is to bury, to 

sow, and to kill simultaneously, in order to bring forth something more and better” (Bakhtin 

21). The participants‟ laughter is generous as they acknowledge that they are part of the world  

 

 

                                                           
29 This must be kept in mind. Bakhtin will always refer to a communal “the people”. Critics of 

his work have countered the idea of a monistic society and have indicated that the carnival 

also produced its victims. I will discuss this in a later chapter (3.2.2.). 

 
30

 Bakhtin explains how the invention of long and complex abuses was a distinct part of the 

carnivalesque tradition. Often, people tried to over-class each other by inventing the most 

intricate abusive phrases. It can be argued that this folk tradition is still vivid today in the 

form of rap battles. 
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they are mocking. Therefore, these festive occasion were inviting for a renewal of the 

people‟s conception of the world:  

Through all stages of historic development feasts were linked to moments of 

crisis, of breaking points in the cycle of nature or in life of society and man. 

Moments of death and revival, of change and renewal always led to a festive 

perception of the world. (Bakhtin 9) 

 

The carnival allows a transgression and transformation. It is a spirit which “offers the chance 

to have a new outlook on the world, to realise the relative nature of all that exists, and to enter 

a completely new order of things” (Bakhtin 34). However, this state was always only 

temporary. Once the festivities were over, life carried on as usual. The medieval society was 

hence in flux between common life and the subversive periods of carnival.  

 
Fig. 2. Medusa, Temple of Artemis, 

pediment: ca. 600-580 B.C. 

In the 16
th

 century, Rabelais embedded the 

chaotic atmosphere of the carnival in his 

novels, the most famous example being 

Gargantua and Pantagruel. Bakhtin describes 

the imagery of the bodies in his work as 

„grotesque‟. The grotesque is a literary trope 

which is often used in a carnivalesque conception of the world. The grotesque body has “a 

cosmic and at the same time an all-people‟s character” (Bakhtin 19). On the one hand, the 

human body is turned into flesh. The grotesque body takes us from the classical images of 

completed, accomplished heroes to a realm of irregular and sometimes repulsive bodies.
31

 

                                                           
31 The term „grotesque‟ is derived from grotto-esque: taken from a cave. Russo explains that 

the cave or grotto etymologically refers to a historic event. During an excavation in 15
th

 

century Rome, scientists digged up one of the most controversial collections in Roman 

culture. For the first time, discovered items did not depict flawless human bodies, but 

“vegetation and animal and human body parts in intricate, intermingled, and fantastical 

designs” (3). The Medusa (cf. fig. 2.) illustrates this artistic mutation into the grotesque. 
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Rabelais‟ conception of the body has nothing sacred: it is a site of “food, drink, digestion, and 

sexual life” (Bakhtin 21).
32

 This might strike us as a rather degrading treatment. But on the 

other hand, the grotesque body also represents the cosmic totality. It is connected to the rest of 

the world, since it is linked to fauna and flora. Moreover it is a body in constant expansion 

and process. The human biology mimics the state of a changing society: degradation and 

renewal; death and birth. Just as the universe, it is “ever unfinished, ever creating” (Bakhtin 

26). There are many possibilities as to how exactly the grotesque body can be portrayed, as I 

will discuss in a following chapter. The inclusion of grotesque bodies was a necessary step for 

Carter to take in order to recreate a convincing carnivalesque atmosphere. 

 

3.2.2. The Carnivalesque / Grotesque in Wise Children 

Considering Carter‟s mission to demythologise the world as we know it, it is no wonder that 

she deemed the carnivalesque an interesting device of emancipation. By transgressing the 

boundaries of convention, participants are able to become acquainted with an entirely 

different kind of order. Obviously, a suggestion of such change can lead to a great deal of 

inspiration for the future. In this chapter, I will discuss the grotesque presences and 

carnivalesque celebrations which are presented in the text. Wise Children features a great 

amount of secondary characters, hence I will not be able to discuss the nature of every one of 

these. However, I believe that nearly all bodies in the text are conceptualised in relation to the 

grotesque body and many events portray carnivalesque subversions in varying degrees. I will 

limit myself to an elaborate discussion of the most obvious references to Bakhtin‟s concepts 

in the text.  

                                                           
32

 The representation of the human body as „nothing sacred‟ fits in perfectly with Carter‟s 

mission to demythologise the world. I use this specific term since a posthumous collection of 

her writing was given the apt name Nothing Sacred. 
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3.1.2.1. Grotesque Bodies 

In Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin – with references to literature and art history – discusses 

the portrayal of two concrete types of grotesque body: the exaggerated mass of human flesh 

and the cosmic organism which unites degradation and birth. Both of these types are 

displayed in Carter‟s novel.  

In many stories the grotesque body is presented as “grandiose, exaggerated, 

immeasurable” (Bakhtin 19). The giants in Rabelais‟ Gargantua and Pantagruel are clear 

examples of this type of body. Wise Children introduces such a larger-than-life figure as well: 

Peregrine Hazard, nicknamed „Perry‟ by his nieces. Each time he appears in Dora‟s life, he 

has become larger. At one point he looks “as big as a burning house, or bigger” (WC 105). 

Sometime later he takes up the “size of a warehouse” (WC 114). As mentioned before, the 

enormous size of the grotesque figure relates to its cosmic characteristics. Peregrine is always 

expanding, never stable. In this, he is entirely opposed to his twin brother. Melchior is bent on 

being a constant force, a classic role-model. He is an exponent of the classical aesthetic which 

is overthrown by the grotesque in Rabelais‟ fiction. Peregrine is not only carnivalesque in 

body, but also in spirit. When he appears in the sisters‟ life, he might be poor or rich, but 

things are always bound to get interesting. “Perry liked to pull the strings and see the puppets 

move” (WC 92). Peregrine continuously challenges the established order. Despite his positive 

transformative nature, the Chance sisters can never rely on him. In the first place, Peregrine 

strikes them an impossible figure to understand because they do not know a great deal about 

him. It never becomes clear to them what he has done after the death of his Ranulph and 

Estella. Certainly their uncle has travelled a lot, but his stories contradict: “He gave… all his 

histories, we could choose which ones we wanted – but they kept on changing, so. That was 

the trouble” (WC 20). What he does when he is not in London, is a lacuna in Dora‟s narration. 

Webb points out how he is “a multiple man, and his multiplicity makes him elusive” (207). 
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Moreover, Peregrine cannot be expected to stay at the same place for a long time. On himself, 

he is a travelling circus. At times, he tries to fill in a father role for the girls, only to disappear 

the next day: “[O]ur Uncle Perry did possess a fault. One single fault. It was his boredom 

threshold” (WC 61). Eventually, after a long absence of their uncle, Dora and Nora assume 

that he must be dead. But then, at Melchior‟s birthday party, he is revived. In his constant 

mission to break boundaries, Peregrone does the most controversial things. At the end of the 

novel, Dora suddenly remembers how her uncle seduced her at age thirteen (cf. infra). And 

when he is resurrected, he even succeeds in breaking the boundaries of death. In himself, he 

seems to unite every kind of man. Because of his all-encompassing, contradicting features it 

becomes hard to see Peregrine as an actual „character‟. He is rather a force, a enormous 

anthropomorphic representation of chaotic transformation. Aidan Day is also aware of this: 

“[Peregrine] is an allegory of the not-real; an allegory of the principle of carnival” (202). In a 

way, Perry‟s carnivalesque presence is responsible for the grotesque transformation of several 

female characters in Wise Children.  

Bakhtin proposes a second kind of grotesque body in Rabelais and His World: the  

body which announces death, as well as birth. To illustrate this type of body, he refers to the 

archeological discovery of ancient grotesque figurines:  

In the famous Kerch terra cotta collection we find figurines of senile pregnant 

hags. Moreover, the old hags are laughing. This is a typical and very strongly 

expressed grotesque. It is pregnant death, a death that gives birth. There is  

nothing completed, nothing calm and stable in the bodies of these old hags. 

They combine a senile, decaying and deformed flesh with the flesh of new life. 

(25-26)  
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Regardless of how these images should be interpreted,
33

 I believe that several women in Wise 

Children also unite the notion of death and birth. They do not literally correspond to the 

figurines of Kerch, yet I am convinced that the Chances as well as their godchild embody a 

fusion of death and birth, each in their own way. Dora and Nora are seventy-five years old 

when Perry gives them a couple of babies to look after, the children of their cousin priest 

Gareth whom he met on one of his expeditions. Dora describes this wonderful event of 

regeneration: “[W]hen the barren heat was bloomed, the fire that was almost out sprung back 

to life” (WC 227). The venue of these two children signifies a revival for the old women: 

“Here, Nora… if we‟ve got those twins to look out for, we can‟t afford to die for at least 

another twenty years” (WC 230). This gift has averted their death and ignited them with new 

life. As such, the Chance sisters have been transformed into grotesque bodies which unite 

death and life. In a way they do correspond to the “pregnant old hags” of Bakhtin. A second 

instance of the grotesque female body in Wise Children is the resurrected, pregnant Tiffany. 

After the entire family assumed she had to have drowned in the Thames, she briefly comes 

back to scandalise Tristram Hazard. The story of Tiffany‟s resurrection is rather shadowy – 

Peregrine claims his cab nearly run her over and he decided to take her with him – and makes 

us wonder if death is truly defeated. I believe that her revived pregnant body also evokes 

grotesque associations in the novel. The Chances, as well as Tiffany, actively defy the 

boundaries of decay and death. Their bodies are restless sites of insurgency as they will be 

able to project their grotesque personalities onto their offspring.  

                                                           
33 Mary Russo sees the descriptive language in this quote as a proof of Bakhtin‟s “fear and 

loathing around the processes of reproduction and aging” (63). She is opposed by Gasbaronne 

however, who confronts Bakhtin‟s treatises with feminist literary theory. She believes we 

should not transfer our own contemporary negative assumptions of his terminology onto 

Bakhtin (12). He uses these terms in a study of the positive qualities of the carnivalesque, 

hence it is unlikely that he would have a derogatory view on the “pregnant old hags”. For 

more detail on these texts, I refer to my bibliography. 
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It must be acknowledged however that it is Peregrine who has enabled these female 

transformations into the grotesque. He is the one who presented the Chance twins with their 

babies and he brought Tiffany with him to the Hazard party. Hence, it is a masculine 

carnivalesque power which will eventually topple hierarchies and present a new order. We 

must apply more nuance to the grotesque features of the women in Wise Children when we 

consider the humorous nature of Bakhtin‟s conception of the carnivalesque. Dora and Nora 

can effortlessly be placed in this tradition of laughter (their life motto is „What a joy it is to 

sing and dance‟); Tiffany on the other hand is a barrel of anger when she comes back to attack 

Tristram. I would therefore not equal the grotesque aspects of the female characters in Wise 

Children to the abundant carnivalesque presence of Peregrine. The discrepancy between the 

male and female grotesque figures in Wise Children might be rooted in the post-Bakhtinian 

critical reservations about the female grotesque. Several critics have proposed that possibly 

women are unable to embody the carnivalesque. In chapter 3.2.2., I will elaborately discuss 

this notion.  

 

3.1.2.2. Carnivalesque Events 

As I have indicated in the chapter on Bakhtin‟s theory, feasts are essential for the carnival to 

take place. They are linked “to moments of crisis, of breaking points in the cycle of nature or 

in life of society and man” (Bakhtin 9). It is natural that in a retrospective vision on her life, 

Dora highlights festive occasions, especially those during which she gets in touch with her 

father. Many of these reunions are slightly boundary shifting – a dull party does not exist in 

this novel since each time the Hazards and Chances are reunited – but I will focus on two 

explicitly carnivalesque events in which Melchior‟s „house‟ is threatened. This house is 

clearly a metaphor for the established paternal order in the world of Wise Children, the pre-
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carnival society. When the foundations of this house are destroyed, a new world can be 

conceptualised. Remarkably, sexuality is very much linked to „bringing the house down‟. In  

Rabelais and His World it is explained how the carnival is inevitably intertwined with the 

focus on the participants‟ bodily life: “To degrade also means to concern oneself with the 

lower stratum of the body, the life of the belly and the reproductive organs” (Bakhtin 21). 

 The first major carnivalesque feast is held when Melchior is still married to his first 

wife, Lady Atalanta Lynde. The Chance sisters are also invited to the „Lynde Court Twelfth 

Night Costume Ball‟. Clearly, the dressing-up aspect of the celebration is already indicative 

of a carnival in which the participants presume other identities. In her description of the 

mundane setting, Dora pays special attention to the historical background of the Lynde 

mansion: “[It] was a major estate in Sussex that had been in the Lady A.‟s family since 

Guillaume Brede de Lynde knocked out some Saxon yokel the year after the Battle of 

Hastings” (WC 95). Dora‟s entire paragraph on this house is loaded with aristocratic 

vocabulary. Visitors should clearly be in awe of Melchior‟s wealth which has presumably 

been established a long time ago. On paper, the Chance sisters – now in their twenties – are 

invited for a sing and dance act, yet the guests believe that they are Peregrine‟s illegitimate 

children. Only the parties concerned know the entire story. During the meal, Dora realises that 

the waiter is actually her first love, a young boy she seduced while posing as her sister (cf. 

infra). Again, she succeeds in convincing him that she is Nora and the couple retreats to 

Melchior‟s bedroom to make love. During their absence, the smouldering ashes of a cigar 

inconspicuously initiate an inferno. Later, the question is raised: “Why didn‟t a waiter see and 

stamp out the conflagration while it was in its infancy?” (WC 106). By making mention of 

this, Dora confesses to her readership that she might have been indirectly responsible for the 

disintegration of the Hazard mansion.  
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Remarkably, as the flames grow higher and the guests evacuate themselves, a strange 

atmosphere arises. Dora remarks that there was “an orgiastic aspect to this night of disaster” 

(WC 103). The serious celebration is transformed into a bacchanal on the Lynde estate. 

Clearly the divide between official and folk culture, which Bakhtin discusses, has been 

ruptured. Not only do Dora and her lover continue their intimate session outdoors. Many 

guests retreat to the bushes to satisfy their lust. In her descriptions of several sexual acts, 

Carter is not too shy to make use of explicit wordings. Sexuality is an innate aspect of 

Bakhtin‟s conception of the grotesque and carnivalesque and I believe this – in more than one 

way – „fiery‟ episode proves that Carter definitely wanted to incorporate this connection. Her 

language typifies the grotesque shift form “top to bottom, from front to rear” (Bakhtin 11). 

Another interesting parallel with Bakhtin‟s carnival is the crowning of Melchior after he 

supposedly lost his crown in the fire. In a previous chapter, I have already discussed the 

signification of this cardboard stage prop (cf. 2.1.2.). Peregrine saves this artifact from the fire 

and mockingly hands it back to his anxious brother. Bakhtin points out that such comic 

crownings and uncrownings are often presented during carnivalesque festivities as to 

symbolise the subversion of hierarchical positions (11). Melchior is presented as a fool, rather 

than a king. During the great Hazard inferno, Dora observes that the fire unleashes “a kind of 

madness” (WC 103). It is no surprise then that the costume ball gives the onset to the family‟s 

passage in Hollywood, the “world of mad artifice” I have discussed in the chapter on 

Shakespeare (cf. 2.2.2.1). In the United States, it becomes clear however that power 

dimensions have not been altered at all by this one carnivalesque night and the Chance girls 

eventually leave disappointed (cf. supra). As such, it becomes clear how the carnival is 

limited in time. This must be remembered when evaluating the second carnivalesque 

celebration in Wise Children. Clearly, the established order might very well simply return 

afterwards. In the chapter on the flaws of the carnival, I will be addressing this weakness. 
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 A second event which is clearly carnivalesque in nature takes place near the end of the 

novel. Not surprisingly, this is Melchior‟s birthday party during which Tiffany as well as the  

Chance twins stand up to their oppression (cf. 2.1.4.). Moreover, three new members of the 

Hazard-Chance family are presented: the baby twins of Gareth Hazard and Tiffany‟s unborn 

child. What I have not previously addressed is the sexual component of this carnivalesque 

celebration. After the acknowledgement of the Chance sisters and Tiffany‟s destructive 

passage, the entire company starts to dance. However, Dora is not so much in the mood for a 

spin around the floor. As a seventy-five-year-old spinster, Dora is still attracted by the 

impressive and mysterious presence of Peregrine, a centenarian by now. When he asks her to 

dance, she bawdily replies: “I don‟t fancy a foxtrot, Perry, but I wouldn‟t say no to a –” (WC 

218). Again, Melchior‟s bed is the scene of irresistible passion. The connection between the 

elderly uncle and niece might seem to bust all moral boundaries. Yet, I would again consider 

Peregrine as an anthropomorphic form of the carnivalesque in this instance. While the two are 

making love, the old man is more than just a person: “He was not the love of my life but all of 

the loves of my life at once, the curtain call of my career as a lover” (WC 221). Again, such a 

description hints at the grotesque qualities of his body: his presence clearly has universal 

features. It is during this union that Dora realises that actually, it was Perry who was her first 

lover: “When I was just thirteen years old, Perry! You dirty beast!” (WC 221).
34

 Dora is 

transgressing boundaries once more, on a superficial level by sleeping with her uncle, but 

more so by connecting to a cosmic carnivalesque power. The couple was wrong in assuming  

                                                           
34 This revelation raises the question as to whom Dora lost her virginity. To Peregrine at age 

13 or to Nora‟s boyfriend five years later? When describing her „first time‟ with the young 

boy, Dora believes she did not lose blood because of the many high-kicks she had already 

performed by that age. So perhaps, her memory might be fooling her: “I couldn‟t for the life 

of me remember sleeping with [Perry] before and I shocked myself, to have forgotten that – if 

I had forgotten, that is” (WC 219). Dora‟s forgetful nature plays a major part in the indefinite 

character of Wise Children. Her memories can be interpreted either way. 



Lapeire 61 

 

 

that no one noticed their sudden disappearance. Afterwards Nora informs her sister that even 

downstairs, the motion of Peregrine‟s immense body was obvious:  

There was just one ecstatic moment when [Nora] thought the grand bouncing 

bed upstairs […] would bring down that chandelier and all its candles, smash, 

bang, clatter, and the swagged ceiling, too; bring the house down, fuck the 

house down. (WC 220)  

Just as approximately fifty years earlier, the Hazard residence is in danger of being 

annihilated. However, contrary to then, Dora has grown wiser. She is unable to simply tear 

the house down in a moment of pleasure: “There are limits to the power of laughter and 

though I may hint at them from time to time, I do not propose to step over them” (WC 220). 

These limits will be elaborately discussed in chapter 3.2.2.. 

 

3.1.3. Utopian Projections 

Above, I have discussed how, by portraying a subversion of patriarchy during several 

carnivalesque events, Carter suggests the possibility of self-empowerment for disadvantaged 

groups in society. However, she refuses to put forward a strictly defined course for the future. 

As mentioned before, the author does not wholeheartedly subscribe to any doctrine which 

proposes a blueprint for the ideal universe. Carter prefers to suggest several possibilities. The 

„new world order‟ she defends could entail a whole range of potential future worlds. Initially, 

Wise Children hints at a particular model for society which is reflected in grandma Chance‟s 

matrilineal household. This model relies for a great part on Carter‟s own feminist background. 

However, she refuses to limit herself to this purely feminist vision. By finally introducing a 

couple of babies who announce different kinds of futures, the author defies a monistic 

interpretation of her fiction. Carter encourages her readers to conceptualise for themselves and 

invent their own idea of a „happy ending‟. 
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As I have mentioned before, the Chance twins only learn to appreciate their grandma 

once their desire for patriarchal inclusion has been broken (cf. 2.1.2.). When looking back on 

her childhood, it strikes Dora how her improvised family was actually a perfect alternative to 

the Hazard model. It can be described as a feminism-inspired „matriarchy‟ in which women 

draw up the rules.
35

 It is quite fertile indeed to draw a comparison between grandma Chance‟s 

self-assembled family ideal and the feminist ideologies about a better society. Roessner for 

one, believes in Carter‟s disposition and is assured that she “develops feminist mythologies 

that legitimize the ad hoc family [depicted in her novel]” (119, my emphasis). In feminist 

theory, the historical concept of the matriarchy has often served as a source of inspiration. 

Maria Farland explains how second wave feminists in the 1970s were inspired by the 

ethnographic belief that in ancient history there were “pre-capitalist matriarchies where 

women enjoyed status and autonomy” (388).
36

 It is quite possible that grandma Chance 

personifies the feminist ideal of a woman at the head of a gyneocratic community. She derives 

her loyalty not from tradition, but from feelings of love. In the Chance family, emotional 

bonding is deemed more important than a biological connection. “[G]randma whose name we 

carry, she was no blood relation at all, to make confusion more confounded. Grandma raised 

us, not out of duty, or due to history, but because of pure love, it was a genuine family 

                                                           
35

 A matriarchy is a feminized form of a patriarchy; it indicates a community in which the 

leading roles are occupied by women. A synonym is gyneocracy. (Zerilli 55)  

36 The first anthropologist to introduce the notion of ancient matriarchal societies was 

Friedrich Engels with his 1888 text Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the State. He 

believed in a “transition out of the earliest human societies (in which women held a position 

of high respect) to a later era of monogamy and private property in which women belonged to 

one man exclusively” (Farland 388). However, the idea of a pre-patriarchal kind of society 

has been denounced in recent years. Texts such as Cynthia Eller‟s The Myth of Matriarchal 

Prehistory: Why an Invented Past Won’t Give Women a Future argue that in primitive 

societies, patriarchy was actually never disputed. She claims that feminism has helped to 

strengthen the myth of ancient matriarchies (Zerilli 62). For more on this interesting topic, I 

refer to the articles by Farland and Zerilli in my bibliography. 
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romance” (WC 12). Remarkably, no women are ever rejected from this gyneocratic 

community. Grandma Chance does not hesitate to take in „Our Cyn‟, for example. This 

woman whom Peregrine plucked off the streets will start her own matriline in Bard Road as 

her family exists solely of women.
37

 Dora considers all these women as part of her family: 

“Grandma invented this family. She put it together out of whatever came to hand” (WC 35). 

After the death of their guardian, Dora and Nora continue the matriarchal Chance tradition. 

They take in Lady Atalanta, Melchior‟s first wife, after their divorce. At the end of the novel, 

the Chance ladies have the prospect of looking after Gareth‟s twins, supplied by uncle 

Peregrine. Even female pets which reside at the Chance house contribute to the omnipresent 

idea of a matriarchy: “[Daisy‟s white cat], the founding mother of the Chance cat dynasty” 

(WC 161, my emphasis). Roessner observes that by presenting an alternative family model, 

Carter counters the authority of entrenched patriarchal traditions (119). Wise Children breaks 

with the past in that its protagonist favours an inclusive family over a system which relies on 

legitimacy. Jennings confirms the break with the poisonous Hazard family model: “[The 

Chance matriarchy is] not based on the generational strife perpetuated by a patriarchal order 

in its endless repetition of the oedipal scene of incest and cannibalism, parent against child” 

(188). Carter seems to put forward a matriarchal type of society as one possible result of the 

carnivalesque subversion of patriarchal society. 

However, Carter does not put all of her eggs in one basket. In Wise Children the 

appearance of three new babies introduces a new kind of future for society. Bakhtin sees birth 

as an essential part of the carnival: “The human race is not merely renewed with each new 

generation, it rises to a new level of development” (324). Tiffany‟s unborn baby marks a first 

departure from the Hazard tradition. When Peregrine announces the return of Tiffany, he 

                                                           
37 This matrilineage is clearly distinguishable on the family trees in the appendix. As I have 

mentioned before, men are only of minor importance.  
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explicitly refers to a revolution: “Melchior, my dear brother […] I give you… the future of 

the Hazard family” (WC 210). Possibly, Peregrine is in part referring to the exotic nature of 

the newborn. As Tiffany‟s father was a black man, her child will be the first non-white 

member of the Hazard family.
38

 I believe that, by including a person of colour in the Hazard 

family tree, Carter mimics an evolution in the feminist movement. In classic feminism, there 

was no place for black women and the black civil rights movement was predominantly male 

(Longman). Black women were essentially left out of the spectrum.
39

 Therefore, from the 

1970s on, black women united and formed collectives to defend their specific rights. Carter 

picks up on this historical development by including a coloured child in the Hazard family. As 

such, she creates a different kind of family model which is a more inclusive version of the 

feminist matriarchy. Tristram, as an exponent of patriarchy, clearly stays excluded.  

However, as I have mentioned before, Carter is not an absolute feminist. She 

introduces yet another prospect in the two children Dora and Nora will adopt at the end of the 

novel. These two children, a mixed pair of twins, are the illegitimate offspring of the priest in 

the family: Gareth Hazard. “The newest Hazard twins […] were boy and girl, a new thing in 

our family” (WC 227, my emphasis). Again, a break-away from tradition is marked. 

Peregrine has brought these children with him from his journey around the world and cannot 

                                                           
38 One might argue that the newborn might not be acknowledged by the family, but Carter 

prevents such an interpretation. After all, Tristram wants to acknowledge his child and marry 

Tiffany. She is the one who refuses marriage, yet she will allow her child to have contact with 

its high-class grandparents: “[To Tristram]: Not that your old man and mother aren‟t perfectly 

welcome to take a peek at the baby when it‟s born” (WC 211). Historical tendencies have 

been shifted and Tiffany‟s baby will not be treated in the same way as Dora and Nora. 

 
39 This notion has been addressed in the articles by Kimberlé Crenshaw on intersectionality. In 

“Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of 

Color”, she defends the notion that in society many strands (gender, race, religion, 

sexuality,...) make up one‟s identity. The more non-dominant features a person displays, the 

more disadvantaged he or she is in society. A black woman herself, she especially argues how 

“sexism and racism are intertwined in the identities of women of color” (Crenshaw 1241). 
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think of any better guardians than the Chance sisters. He digs the two children out of his 

pockets and, according to Hardin, is thereby mimicking the act of female birth giving (82). It 

can be argued these twins have been born twice: delivered by their (unmentioned) mother and 

by Peregrine. Therefore, the young twins are delivered from traditional gender roles (Hardin 

82). When the Chance sisters take them under their wings, the concepts of mother and father 

are blurred. Nora concludes: “We‟re both of us mothers and both of us fathers. […] They‟ll be 

wise children, all right” (WC 230). By presenting this mixed twin, Carter denounces the 

ideals of patriarchy as well as a feminist-inspired matriarchy. Instead, with these twins she 

appears to be aiming at a communal personal identity without the exlusion of mean. Hardin 

observes that at the end of the novel “the opposing forces exist together […] simultaneously 

separate and integrated: good and evil, male and female, white and black” (82). As such, Wise 

Children seems to defend a multi-culture of difference and equality, a breakaway from the 

typical structures humanity has embraced. Webb argues that Carter proposes a world in which 

“contradictions are a sign of hope, and difference has to be negotiated rather than fought over 

as if there were only one place of rightness, one correct way of living that must be identically 

reproduced the whole world over” (202). The venue of the youngest Hazard – Chance family 

members is indicative of an actual possibility of transformation. 

 

3.2. FLAWS OF THE CARNIVALESQUE 

In the chapter above, I have worked out what type of society Carter might be envisaging in 

Wise Children. By using grotesque characters in a carnivalesque atmosphere, she wishes to 

challenge the male dominated society in which her characters live. At the same time, the 

author introduces new ideas to reconstruct a communal model to live by. Eventually, the final 

pages of the novel indicate that for Carter there is not one assigned way of living. Her most 

progressive idea is that all people should be able to live outside of patriarchal structures while 
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maintaining their innate essence. This could be a tempting idea, yet it is debatable whether the 

Chance twins will actually be able to procure such a radical transformation. Their position in 

life makes it difficult for them to apply truly carnivalesque techniques. Dora confesses to her 

doubts: “I am not sure if this is a happy ending. I cross my fingers” (WC 228). As ever, Carter 

is on the fence about buying into a theoretical vision. She is well aware that Bakhtin‟s ideas of 

subversion are easier fulfilled in a fictional family than in real life. Especially for women and 

(other) outsiders, it seems impossible to procure lasting changes in the world.  

 

3.2.1. The Temporary Nature of the Carnival  

Obviously, the strength of the historical carnival does not lie in its durability. It is only a 

temporary craze which fades away afterwards. Day records how in a discussion with Lorna 

Sage, Carter was rather critical with regards to the application of the ideas in Rabelais and 

His World:  

It‟s interesting that Bakhtin became very fashionable in the 1980s, during the 

demise of the particular kind of theory that would have put all kinds of 

question marks around the whole idea of the carnivalesque. […] The carnival 

has to stop. The whole point about the feast of fools is that things went on as 

they did before, after it had stopped. (202) 

 

In this quote, Carter points out that in actual history, the carnival would not change conditions 

at all. The feast would go as quickly as it came. This fleeting quality is typified in Peregrine, 

the major grotesque character in Wise Children. Living up to his name – „peregrine‟ means 

„roving‟ – he only passes by a few times a decade, without any prior notice. The man is an 

unreliable factor in the lives of his nieces, yet they know that he is always a force to be 

reckoned with: “Nor‟ and I both privately thought he was indestructible” (WC 102). Even 

when he is considered dead after a very long absence, Peregrine does return. The only thing 
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Dora and Nora can always be certain of is that Peregrine will always and all of a sudden leave 

again. Afterwards, indeed, life goes on as it did before. Accordingly, after the major 

carnivalesque festivities in the novel, it is suggested that the carnival will not last. After the 

Lynde costume ball which amounts to an orgy “the topsy-turvy world lasted only as long as it 

takes the East Sussex fire brigade to put out the flames” (Childs 112). After Melchior‟s 

birthday party, Dora is wise enough to temper Peregrine‟s destructive powers with rationality. 

Contrary to her uncle, our narrator is aware of the tragedies of life, especially of the Second 

World War which caused grandma Chance‟s death. Dora uses laughter to distance herself 

from reality, but she does not deny its existence: “I do not wish to talk about the war. Suffice 

to say it was no carnival” (WC 163, my emphasis). Hence, paraleptically, she does 

incorporate tragedy in her memoir. The joyous tone of Dora is overshadowed by the 

knowledge that she omits many tragic events of her life. Hegerfeldt confirms that Dora 

“deliberately leaves out those parts of the story which do not belong to the world of comedy” 

(364). Obviously, life is not like art. After almost bringing the house down by making love 

during Melchior‟s birthday party, Dora reasons with Peregrine: “[W]ars are fact we cannot 

fuck away, Perry; nor laugh away, either. Do you hear me, Perry?” (WC 221). When 

Melchior‟s birthday celebration is over and the sisters head home with their adoptive twins, 

Dora reflects on the discrepancy between empowering stories and real life: “But, truthfully, 

these glorious pauses do, sometimes, occur in the discordant but complementary narratives of 

our lives and if you choose to stop the story there, at such a pause, and refuse to take it any 

further, then you can call it a happy ending” (WC 227). The carnival provides a tempting 

suspension from reality, but it is clarified that the tragedies of society will still exist after a 

carnivalesque break-away. In her work on the female carnival, Mary Russo comments on this 

tendency: “such a time out is inevitable set back on course” (58). Essentially, therefore, the 

carnival is a rather conservative device. By offering a temporary relaxation of the order, its 
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participants are kept satisfied within the constraints of the dominant system. By addressing 

Dora‟s reservations about the actual effects of a temporary reversal, Carter reveals that the 

foreshadowing of utopian societies does not necessarily mean that any change will be 

procured. In her fiction, she can present her readers with the possibility of a different society, 

but the step to such a transformation in reality is a big one to take. 

 

3.2.2. The Carnivalesque from a Female Outsider Perspective 

A second flaw of the carnivalesque is its limited scope when it comes to eligible 

participants. In Rabelais and His World the entire population is conceptualised as a 

homogenous entity: women are not featured as distinct from men; class, race and religion are 

not addressed. Jane Miller argues that that Bakhtin‟s vision was so narrow because theorists 

are always “limited by their particular history and their own place in it” (Webb 207). Since 

the the publication of Rabelais and His World however, Bakhtin‟s theory has been revised 

and critics have noted that people who are „other‟ live through the carnival in an entirely 

different way.
40

 In revisions of his work, female critics such as Russo and Webb have 

established that the world is “a place of diversity”. In her comparative study of the theoretical 

and historical carnivalesque, Kate Webb asserts that the carnival is actually well suited to 

masculinity and ill suited to femininity (207). Historically, during the carnival, mostly men 

enjoyed subversive events which allowed them to break away from their ascribed central 

position in society. Women, on the other hand, are already ex-centric because of their gender. 

Therefore, they were limited in their own transgression and even suffered under the delirium 

of the men in society. Anthropologist Victor Turner has discovered that “the marginal 

position of women and others in the „indicative‟ world makes their presence in the 

                                                           
40 In this context „other‟ means divergent from the dominant social group. In Bakhtin‟s case 

this group consists of white, Christian males who participate in patriarchal society. 



Lapeire 69 

 

 

„subjunctive‟ or possible world of the topsy-turvy carnival quintessentially dangerous” (Russo 

60). The more transgressive and non-standard a body was in certain public contexts, the more 

it was endangered during the festivities. Russo illustrates this point by referring to Ladurie‟s 

Carnival at Romans. He claims that there is evidence that during the Roman carnival, Jews 

were stoned and many women were raped. Clearly, historically the carnival did not offer 

opportunities for every citizen. In Wise Children, Carter presents a family of women who – 

additionally – live in the extreme margins of society. Their background as female outisders 

will prevent them from blindly engaging in the festivities. 

The protagonists of Wise Children are outsiders in many ways. Obviously the 

Chance‟s rejection as illegitimate children has caused their exclusion. According to Hardin, 

the deprivation of parental definition has had an enormous effect on the development of the 

girls. Dora and Nora have been raised without the presence of a mother or father. Parents, 

however, are usually meant to raise their children in order for them to fit within the phallic 

order. Hardin explains that especially their lack of a mother has had a great impact on the 

twins: she is “the first source of identity” (81). He opinions that in fact, it is the mother figure 

who passes on the patriarchal modes of identification (Hardin 81). Despite their disadvantages 

in the system, women tend to put a high value on a life within the patriarchal matrix, for them 

and their children (cf. a young Tiffany). Grandma Chance, on the other hand, is definitely not 

the kind of woman who would impose traditional gender roles onto her flock.
41

 Following her 

                                                           
41 How grandma Chance has come to live outside of society is never revealed in Wise 

Children. Her past is a blur. Dora and Nora can only guess that their eccentric guardian was 

once a dancer: “The way she danced was the only clue to her past she ever gave” (WC 33). 

Her use of bawdy language has lead critics to believe that she could be an older version of 

Fevvers, the main character in Carter‟s previous novel, Nights at the Circus (Childs 110). 

Other critics see a continuation of Fevvers‟ personality in Dora (Boehm 87). 
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example, Dora and Nora refuse to be determined by men.
42

 Hardin argues that therefore, they 

find other bases for self-empowerment, outside of their gender. Hélène Cixous considers this 

position outside of patriarchal society not necessarily as a bad thing as it can be “a source of 

creation and of symbolic wealth” (13). By embracing otherness, women do receive a great 

deal of mobility. Gamble believes that throughout her work, Angela Carter has consciously 

transformed the margins “into a place of life, colour and movement, a discursive area where 

the writer can engage with a multiplicity of theories, ideas and fantastic notions” (190).
43

 I 

believe that in Wise Children, Dora and Nora portray some of the ways in which women can 

assume a deviant identity to escape patriarchal definition. A life in the margins of society 

supplies the Chance sisters with a great deal of liberty. However, as I will argue in chapter 

3.2.2.4., their explicitly marginalised position will prevent them from unconditionally 

believing in a revolution fueled by the carnivalesque. 

 

3.2.2.1. Twins 

A first step the Chance sisters take from a very young age, is a drawback into their twin 

identity. As identical twins, they have a twofold advantage. As I have mentioned in the 

chapter on the male gaze, the Chance sisters are able to make a living out of their identical 

looks. By serving as each other‟s reflection, they attract the male gaze: “By ourselves, neither 

                                                           
42 Michael Hardin explains how men use women in order to define themselves in patriarchal 

culture: “without the female „lack‟, the male penis cannot be seen as „essential,‟ „preferred,‟ 

or „extra‟” (77). A man can only acquire status by distancing himself from the „weak‟ sex.  
 

43 In this quote, “the writer” can refer to Dora as a writer in the margins, but it can be applied 

to Carter herself as well. By refusing to commit to an ideology and by at times seeking the 

outsider position herself (for example by leaving her husband and living in Japan), she will 

also be able to synthesize many ideas and theories in her fiction.  
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of us was nothing much but put us together, people blinked” (WC 60).
44

 Moreover, Dora and 

Nora can transgress the boundaries of patriarchy by blurring their identities (Hardin 77). They 

are able to extract themselves from a society which rests on the definition of its members, 

simply by switching places. In Wise Children, the Chance twins frequently assume each 

other‟s identity. Often, the dupe of such a charade is one of their lovers. Dora even has her 

first sexual experience with her sister‟s boyfriend, while posing as Nora. For each other, the 

Chances have no secrets so Dora does ask her sister‟s consent: “„Give me your fella for a 

birthday present.‟ […] Why should he notice any difference? […] He is as innocent as 

asparagus, his heart as pure as Epp‟s cocoa, poor lamb. Why should he guess?” (WC 83). By 

simply putting on each other‟s perfumes (Shalimar and Mitsoukou), the sisters swap 

identities. Clearly, the boy is the innocent victim of the sisters‟ disguise. Palmer goes as far as 

to state that the conventional gender roles have been completely reversed during their scheme: 

“the two women control the situation, while the man is relegated to the subordinate position 

of sex-object and toy boy” (32). Later on in life, Dora and Nora will repeat this identity 

reversal from time to time, in order to provide each other with alibis or simply to make fun of 

others. Only Grandma Chance and Peregrine are immune to their schemes, probably because 

they can see past the boundaries of patriarchal definition. Melchior however, as a 

representative of patriarchy, is puzzled as to how he might recognise his daughters: “which of 

you is it who uses Shalimar and which Mitsoukou?” (WC 200). It is clear that Dora and 

Nora‟s twin identity can be a powerful means of deception. They constantly have a 

controlling power in the dominant system because they are the only ones who are aware of 

their true identity. Hardin concludes that “as long as they have knowledge of themselves, they 

will maintain their control; their identity is their power” (77).  

                                                           
44 Wise Children features several pairs of twins, but the Chance twins are the only identical 

twins. They are as such the only ones to benefit from their status. 
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3.2.2.2. (Gender) performers 

In their capacity as performers, the twins are also able to fool their audience and anyone in 

their surroundings. In the case of the Chance twins however, the term „performance‟ can be 

interpreted in two ways. Literally, the sisters perform as sing and dance girls, film actresses 

and erotic dancers. During these acts, they deliberately conceal their identity. Dora and Nora 

constantly perform an exaggerated female gender role.
45

 It is clear that they choose to fill in 

the female mythology for opportunistic reasons. When the twins reach puberty, they are 

immediately transformed into young seductresses. They decide to colour their hair pitch-

black: “We were about to change our entire personality. [...] After that, we were sixteen and 

we were legal” (WC 80). Dora and Nora maintain a signature look throughout their career in 

order to keep the gaze focused on them. From Dora‟s narration, it becomes clear that this 

„new personality‟ is definitely a mask the sisters apply on a daily basis. I believe that this 

manifests itself in the explicit attention Dora pays to their make-up routine:  

Foundation. Dark in the hollows of the cheeks and at the temples, blended into 

a lighter tone everywhere else. [...] Blusher, one to highlight the Hazard bones, 

another to give us rosy cheeks. [...] Three kinds of eyeshadow – dark blue, light 

blue, [...] then a frosting overall of silver. Then we put on our two coats of 

mascara. Today, for lipstick, Rubies in the Snow by Revlon. (WC 78) 

 

However, the sisters are in essence not the vampy creatures they perform; they have clearly 

constructed their stage identities with a very specific purpose: to dazzle men. Their home 

front offers them the opportunity to be themselves and relax from the pressures of patriarchal 

society. At their house on Bard Road, they can quite literally throw off their disguise, seeing 

as grandma Chance is a great supporter of naturism. Her bare self represents the absolute 

                                                           
45

 The theory on gender performance has been developed by Judith Butler in her influential 

work Gender Trouble (cf. Further Reading). 
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opposite of the girls‟ performed role under many layers of make-up. Dora and Nora followed 

her example as children: “She was a convert to naturism. She thought it was good for us 

kiddies, to get the air and sunlight on our skins, as well” (WC 27). Their upbringing will 

always provide them with a pure, „naked‟ identity to fall back on. When they leave London 

and head for Hollywood, the showgirls will briefly be tempted to stay in character and indulge 

in a decadent lifestyle. However, their grandma will forcefully pull them back to their roots. 

She flies over to the United States, brings her girls back to their senses, and back home. Dora 

will reflect on her stay in Hollywood as the place “where you lose yourself, and find yourself 

again” (WC 158).
46

 After the death of their guardian, Dora and Nora symbolically move into 

their childhood house and as such, they will never lose touch with their essential selves 

again.
47

 

The sisters have a constructed identity (of which they can distance themselves) and 

this definitely grants them certain advantages. Most obviously, the alluring act of Dora and 

Nora earns them money and a great deal of generous admirers: “All day long, vans delivered 

to Bard Road the proceeds of our shopping” (WC 91). The twins have discovered that they 

can market their looks in order to achieve a better lifestyle; their second applied identity has 

become their commodity. Again, their performance outside of convention puts them in a 

                                                           
46 This quote echoes Lorna Sage‟s quote on Carter‟s Japan experience, which I have discussed 

in the biography at the beginning of this thesis. Sage wrote her article right after the death of 

Carter and she has probably based herself of the quote in Wise Children. This discovery might 

reveal how Sage interpreted Carter‟s journey. 

47 I must note that many of their befriended young actresses permanently lose themselves in 

the Hollywood decadence. These are not elaborated on, since Dora evokes a positive vibe in 

her narration. In retrospect, she acknowledges how the entire film scene was “a very peculiar 

brothel, where all the girls for sale were shadows” (WC 137). 
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position of control. The lovers in their lives do not have a clue who the girls are in reality. 

This becomes obvious when Dora reads the autobiography of her former boyfriend Irish:  

I‟m bound to say my best friend wouldn‟t recognise me in the far-from-loving 

portrait he‟d penned after I‟d gone. I‟m the treacherous, lecherous chorus girl 

with her bright red lipstick that bleeds over everything, and her bright red 

fingernails and her scarlet heart, sexy, rapacious, deceitful. Vulgar as hell.  

(WC 119) 

 

Judging from the references to Dora‟s make-up, Irish was never able to look past her 

constructed image. Because they had a romance in Hollywood, he never had the chance to get 

acquainted with the „genuine‟ Dora. By being able to revert to their original selves the Chance 

girls can escape the claws of show business. Mary Russo addresses how this quality of gender 

performance can be empowering in a male-dominated society: “To put on femininity with a 

vengeance suggests the power of taking it off” (176). 

 At an older age, when preparing for Melchior‟s carnivalesque birthday party, the 

Chance girls agree to perform their exaggerated gender roles once more. With great 

enjoyment, they dress up as in their peak years: “It took us an age but we did it; we painted 

the faces that we always used to have on the faces we have now” (WC 192). Dora is – at the 

first instance – horrified when, once arrived, she sees a top-to-toe reflection of her and her 

sister: “Two funny old girls, paint an inch thick, clothes sixty years too young, stars on their 

stockings and little wee skirts skimming their buttocks. Parodies. [...] We‟ve gone and 

overdone it” (WC 197-198). The sexy look they have assumed is no longer in accord with 

their age and they have made a “spectacle” out of themselves. This time however, the twins 

do not answer to Laura Mulvey‟s concept of the magnificent female spectacle under the male 

gaze. Now that they are older, Dora and Nora‟s look will become a means of resistance 

against this gaze. Dora realises this shortly after her moment of shame. By parodying the 
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myth of the seductive young woman, the sisters eventually end up mocking the norms set by 

society. By dressing outside of their old lady part and confronting the public with their aged 

body, the Chance sisters actively contest their invisibility: “Our age and gender rendered us 

invisible” (WC 198). Hardin states that in this episode Carter tries to “alter the definition of 

woman by removing her central character from the standard roles and stereotypes associated 

with them” (77). Dora came to the party in an attempt to look younger, but eventually she 

takes pity on the women who struggle to mask their age. Of Daisy Duck, who is also present, 

she ironically disapproves: “a shocking advertisement for hormone replacement therapy, I 

must say” (WC 202). In her narration of this event, Dora clearly wants to raise questions 

about age and gender politics. By standing out as a seventy-five year old woman, she 

demands attention: if no one will listen otherwise, she will personally illustrate how it takes a 

lot of effort for her to be noticed. Marina Warner concludes that “Carter‟s treatment of 

disguise moves from pleasure in its dissembling wickedness and disruptiveness of convention, 

to exploring its function as a means of survival” (250). To the public, the performance of 

these elderly women might look as a distasteful joke, but in fact it is a brutal criticism of 

society‟s ideals. Dora and Nora seek to deconstruct the mythical image of the „passive old 

lady‟ and wish to indicate that they can still be valuable in society: “Fortified by sisterly 

affection [we] strutted our stuff boldly into the ballroom. We could still show them a thing or 

two, even if they couldn‟t stand the sight” (WC 198). Their explicitly marginal position at the 

party gives the twins the opportunity to make a subversive statement, independent of the 

carnivalesque frame of subversion. 
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2.2.2.3. Spinsters 

Perhaps the most obvious rejection of patriarchal society can be found in the Chances‟ refusal 

to follow the traditional family model. Both sisters never marry, never have children and live 

out their days as spinsters in London. Clearly, they have been able to withstand the societal 

pressure to evolve from the mythic image of the seductress to the „mother figure‟. It must be 

noted however, that as a young woman, Nora is not at all opposed to the idea of marrying and 

having children. She falls in love easily and even goes through a pregnancy which results in a 

miscarriage. Dora condescendingly calls her sister “a martyr to fertility. [...] Each time she fell 

in love, she fell in love for the first time [...] and when she fell in love, a Dutch cap was the 

last thing on her mind” (WC 81-82). Once, Nora comes close to an actual marriage when she 

gets engaged to Tony, an Italian caterer she meets in Hollywood. However, the wedding falls 

through when – Carter is not afraid to use a cliché or two – his mamma disapproves of the 

match. This disappointment marks Nora‟s departure from her romantic ideals: “Nora was so 

angry she never shed a tear but broke his jaw when he came to take back the engagement ring 

and went on packing” (WC 161). Tony will be her last lover. Our narrator Dora was wary of 

love from a much younger age. After the sisters turned eighteenth, she observed the emotional 

ups and downs of her sister and quickly concluded: “The more I saw of love, the less I liked 

the look of it. I might well have reached the age of consent but that didn‟t mean I had to 

consent to it” (WC 82). Dora will have several relationships with men, but the idea of 

marriage or a family never comes to her. In her narration, she expresses her contentment with 

an outcast life. Again, Carter removes her protagonists from the identity society has 

prescribed for them.  
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3.2.2.4. The Illusion of Subversion 

As twins, gender performers and spinsters, Carter‟s protagonists find a place for themselves 

where they are able to accept their exclusion from patriarchy. However, Jennings notes that 

“even if Carter provides an alternative to phallic modes of identification, she remains cautious 

and/or critical of her subversive premises” (199). I have mentioned before that women on the 

outside of society such as Dora and Nora cannot fully participate in a carnivalesque 

subversion of society. There appear to be two distinct reasons for this. As members of the 

outsider world, the Chances are more aware of the tragedies of life; and despite their 

satisfaction in an alternative community, the sisters in reality do not find it that evident to 

swear off the idea of a family. 

In the previous chapters, I have explained how their outcast position was helped the 

Chance sisters to rebel against the identity assigned to them. Due to Dora‟s feisty and 

humorous outlook on life, we initially get the impression that she has lived a joyous, 

unconventional life. A continuously reappearing phrase in her manuscript is “What a joy it is 

to dance and sing!”. Some critics therefore believe that Carter‟s positioning of her characters 

is liberatoring per se. One of these is Paulina Palmer, who claims that the author does not go 

further than “exposing and attacking the idea of femininity as one of the social functions that 

regulate our lives” (33). Palmer finds Carter‟s „solutions‟ not complex and critical enough.
48

 

However, in my opinion, Wise Children is not at all blind to the difficulties its characters meet 

when swimming upstream. As I have already mentioned, the war is a topic which Dora 

explicitly avoids. Almost as a side-note, she mentions that her grandma was killed in an air 

strike: “She was taken out by a flying bomb on her way to the off-license” (WC79). However, 

                                                           
48

 Palmer illustrates this conclusion with an analytical comparison of Wise Children to 

Margaret Atwood‟s Sexing the Cherry. She claims that, in contrast to Carter, Atwood‟s novels 

are more interrogative of the problems which rebellion against patriarchy poses. 
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I would argue that she refers to her grandma‟s death when later on she states that: “[A] broken 

heart is never a tragedy. Only untimely death is a tragedy. And war” (WC153). Dora insists 

on highlighting the joyous moments of her life under the motto she borrowed from Jane 

Austen: “Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery” (WC 163). Yet our narrator does once 

explicitly refer to the misery she has known as an outsider: 

 Romantic illegitimacy, always a seller. It ought to copper-bottom the sales of 

my memoirs. But, to tell the truth, there was sod all romantic about our 

illegitimacy. At best, it was a farce, at worst, a tragedy, and a chronic 

inconvenience the rest of the time. (WC 11) 

 

The disadvantaged position of Dora and Nora will force them to develop a certain attitude to 

established society. They have „wizened up‟ about life and this is one of the reasons why they 

cannot believe in the carnivalesque. The optimistic narrator of Wise Children does not mind 

having a laugh, but she is far from naïve. When Perry tries to lure her into bringing down the 

house, he tries to convince her that “Life‟s a carnival” (WC 222). Yet, Dora is aware of his 

carnivalesque tricks, she reminds her reader that “[h]e was an illusionist, remember” and 

declines: “You listen to the news, that‟ll take the smile of your face” (WC 222). Her realism 

will overtake Dora‟s urge to attack patriarchy with great force. She has come to realise that if 

change will come, it will have to be achieved gradually. 

A second reason why the Chance sisters are not able to participate in an unconditional 

subversion of society, is that their explicit rejection of the patriarchal myths in a way 

strengthens its attractive powers. Roessner explains that by resorting to her marginal position, 

Dora in fact embraces a “binary logic and accepts the contradistinction between the traditional 

family and the outcasts” (115). Dora seemingly revels in her wrong-sidedness and draws a 

stark contrast between the „wrong and right side of the tracks‟. She sketches a world in which 

a feminine community exists on the outskirts of the mainstream patriarchal society. These two 
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worlds define each other by reciprocal exclusion and are as such interdependent. By imposing 

a distinct boundary between the illegitimate outsider world and the patriarchal realm, Dora in 

fact is a part of this exclusive system herself, be it only externally. This is a second reason 

why she is unable to bring the „house‟ down with Peregrine: “Bastard that Dora is, this is a 

house she has built too” (Webb 209).
49

 She is victimised by the phallic matrix, yet she still 

sees it as a standard for society. The strict separation of conventional and unconvential worlds 

ends up enhancing the appeal of legitimate society. Its exclusive nature holds a continuous 

appeal for the „outsiders‟. Hegerfeldt argues that this is because the “myth of paternity and 

legitimacy is a powerful one, and time and again the characters fall prey to its seductive 

power even while recognising it as an instrument of social hegemony” (358). The twins 

balance between their opposition to patriarchy and their secret longings for inclusion. When 

Melchior acknowledges his offspring and thereby renders the Chance girls into „insiders‟, 

they should finally be able to put this societal inclusion into perspective (cf. 2.1.4.). Yet, even 

after this episode, in an unguarded moment Nora expresses the everlasting desire to conform 

to the family myth when she at last receives children to look after: “„Oooh, Perry!‟ said Nora. 

„Just what I always wanted‟ (WC 226). And just as when he gave them presents in their 

childhood, Peregrine manifests himself as “a genuine magician who could divine our most 

secret desire of all” (WC 71, my emphasis). With this sentence, Dora admits that she has 

cherished the family dream just as much as her sister. Clearly, even those who have wizened 

up on myths are not entirely immune to them. To Jennings, these instances in the novel 

                                                           
49 Beside referring to the patriarchal institution, this quote of Dora might also indicate her 

connection to the literary canon. Webb believes Dora thereby evokes the question of whether 

“those left outside [of the canon] should trash the house of fiction, or try to renovate it?” 

(209). Carter clearly opts for the latter option. For her, as well as for Dora, it is impossible to 

simply overlook the tradition of male literature. However she can transform this „house of 

fiction‟. In her oeuvre, Carter often explicitly uses traditions in order to insert her own 

message. Examples of this are her feminine reinventions of fairy tales (in The Magic 

Toyshop) and the novels by Marquis the Sade (in The Sadeian Woman). 
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indicate that eventually “we will inevitably return to some kind of family structure, in which 

the individual/child must negotiate his/her identity in relation to paternal/maternal figures” 

(200). In Wise Children the definitions of family are constantly shifting and alternative 

utopian societies are envisaged; nevertheless, the very concept of a family is never deemed 

unnecessary. Sarah Gamble argues that indeed, the family is not rendered useless “although 

[the novel‟s ideology] does make [fathers] work harder for the right to play that role” (181). 

In her narration, Dora is too proud to admit her adherence to a more traditional society, yet we 

can gather that it might not be a realistic idea to aim for a clean break-off from the patriarchal 

structures of society. 

  Clearly, a real-life permanent carnivalesque subversion of the world is presented as 

more of a massive illusion than an option in Wise Children. Carter‟s mission is rather to 

reveal the traditional family as a social construct. It can be contested by an outsider character, 

but the family myth is not an easy one to escape. Nevertheless, the argument of Wise Children 

is certainly that change is necessary. The presentation of life in the margins should be too 

confronting as to remain idle as a reader. I believe there is something to say for Hope 

Jennings‟ idea that Carter envisages a „renovated‟ house instead of a new one. A revolution 

against the firm family tradition is nearly unimaginable, but the author could definitely aim at 

a reinvention of traditional power dimensions within the family and on the cultural scene. 

Carter aspires the sort of gradual transformation which renders the past into “no more than a 

debris to be picked over and eclectically reassembled according to the whim of the 

individual” (Gamble 8). A solution as to how exactly such gradual changes might be procured 

is left to the imaginative capacities of the readers of Wise Children. In her final novel, Carter 

clearly signs of with a challenge and the hope that her novels could assist in the achievement 

of a genuine „happy ending‟. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

 

In this study, I have investigated in which ways Angela Carter addresses the quest for female 

empowerment in her final novel Wise Children. This dissertation has attempted to offer an in-

depth analysis of each aspect of the protagonists‟ mission to escape the mythical pretenses of 

patriarchal society. To achieve this goal, I have presented my reading of the novel in two 

major parts. In the first part of this dissertation, my analyses has been focused on a discussion 

of several motives which Carter utilises to draw a picture of female oppression. In this part, I 

have included chapters on how women have partly managed to overcome aspects of their 

discrimination in a male dominated society. In the second part of this dissertation, I have 

investigated a device in the text which at a first glance could serve as a revolutionary 

mechanism to subvert tradition: the carnivalesque. After a critical evaluation of its reception 

in the text however, the carnival proves to be an insufficient means for female emancipation. 

A change must be procured more gradually and Carter does not assume the authority to put 

forward one course for the future. She hints at several movements which could be fertile 

grounds for the oppressed, but she leaves it up to her readers to conceptualise an ideal future 

for themselves. 

 In my introduction, I set off with a presentation of Carter‟s biographical details and the 

type of stories she has written throughout her literary career. As she was an educated woman 

with activist roots, she took up an interest for feminist theories and empowering narrative. In 

her fiction, Carter has continuously strived to attack the mythologies by which men run their 

„shop‟ in society. In Wise Children, she casts a look on male power enforcement in the family 

and on the cultural scene. Melchior Hazard is the ultimate anti-hero who anxiously tries to 

maintain his dominant position in society, but is easily exposed as a weakling. His 
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predominant fear is to be unmasked as a fraud, a patriarch who lies claim on what is not 

rightfully his. This figure who reminisces of a royal ruler is troubled by what has been called 

„the anxiety of paternity‟. He is insecure about his own heritage – he might not even be a 

genuine Hazard – but also about his offspring. In order to keep hold of his exemplary status, 

he cruelly casts out the illegitimate daughters he has brought into the world. Melchior 

attempts to fortify his status by assuming an exclusive position above his entire family. This 

unavailabil stance is actually a strategy in order to solicit a constant admiration of his 

offspring. This seduction of the daughter will help Melchior to overcome the anxiety of his 

paternity and defend his legitimacy. By addressing the complex father-daughter connection in 

her novel, Carter – in opposition to the theory of Freud – demonstrates how dominant men in 

society are excused of any responsibility towards their family. In Wise Children, the 

fraudulent family structure is dismantled when mothers finally make use of their knowledge 

about the reproduction of their children. After Dora and Nora are finally recognised as part of 

the Hazard lineage, they can come to question the myths on family they have been living by. 

However, Tiffany was able to reject these myths in a more active way when she emasculates a 

reigning patriarch: Tristram Hazard. Her intervention – which  receives an applause from the 

company – indicates  how women have the right to forcefully reject the familial structures by 

which they are supposed to live. A second front on which the Chances have to strive for 

emancipation, is the cultural scene. A first step Carter will take is demonstrating how the 

cultural divide in Britain is artificial by reclaiming Shakespeare as a playwright for the 

masses. The patriarchal figure in Wise Children appropriates the figure of Shakespeare in 

order to back up his claim to „serious culture‟. Dora‟s narration however, exposes how 

Melchior is eager enough to have his vision compromised if there is money involved. Again, 

he makes use of a position which he does not rightfully occupy. By giving Melchior‟s failed 

„serious‟ adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream a „camp‟ audience, the original pretence 
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of the work is defied. It is demonstrated how culture is not a means through which to achieve 

power. Artistic works are part of the public domain and can be claimed in order to fit any kind 

of purpose, be it serious or comic. Carter obviously also takes her chance to discuss the 

position of women in culture. The artistic heritage is predominantly male while women most 

of the time only serve as an object of their art. In Wise Children, all female performers on the 

surface conform to the myth of the seductive woman. By catering to the male gaze, they are 

able to survive in show business. For women it is less evident to make a cultural act however. 

When writing her memoires, Dora break through the position of double exile Hélène Cixous 

has conceptualised. Firstly, she challenges the patriarchal constructs which prevent women 

from expressing their emotions through art. Again, the deliberate silencing of Freudian figures 

can serve as an illustration of Dora‟s muted position in Wise Children. But Dora overcomes 

these limitations because she has a story to tell to the masses, but more specifically to the 

children she will raise. In this act of writing, she also has to battle a male-dominated literary 

heritage. Cixous asserts that women have to be careful not to produce their texts within 

traditional frameworks which have been set out by men. As a narrator, Dora connects with the 

male literary heritage, but she clearly approaches her sources in an unconventional way. She 

includes fragments of texts from „high‟ as well as „low‟ genres and approaches these with the 

necessary irony. This female narrator acknowledges the ways of the past, but uses literature in 

such a way that it serves as a tool for her emancipation. Carter clearly demonstrates that it is 

achievable for to break through a cultural position of double exile and appropriate a powerful 

female position on the cultural scene. This is something which the celebrated author has 

obviously done herself. 

 In the second part of my dissertation, I have cast a light on what device Carter offers in 

order to envisage an actual break-away from the dominant myths of society. Bakhtin‟s notion 

of the carnivalesque is explicitly embedded in this novel and obviously, its premise seems to 
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be a strong base in order to topple patriarchal standards. The temporary suspension of societal 

hierarchies during the carnival hints at the actual possibility to transform convention. Carter 

introduces carnivalesque events as well as grotesque figures in her fiction to suggest a 

multiplicity of alternative universes. By highlighting the advantages of grandma Chance‟s 

household, the authors visualises a matriarchal kind of community. However, the venue of 

new children in the Hazard-Chance family announces more models for a different kind of 

society. Tiffany‟s coloured child indicates the importance of a multicultural society and 

Gareth‟s mixed twins even mark a breakaway from any kind of societal structure. Born twice, 

they cannot be defined by the family myth. As such, Carter suggests a myriad of possible 

futures which might spring from a temporarily subverted society. However, simultaneously, 

she raises awareness for the flaws of the carnival. In reality, such a device cannot procure a 

revolutionary transformation into a different society. After Bakhtin, many critics have 

commented on the limited view on the historical carnival he offers. A first obvious negative 

feature of the carnivalesque is that it is only a temporary relaxation from the established order. 

Carter is fully aware that in the past, life was meant to continue as usual after the carnival had 

passed. Therefore, she introduces a narrator who can have a rational look on the festivities. 

Dora might initially strike us as a joyous song and dance girl who would readily participate in 

„bringing down the house‟. However, when reading deeper into the text, it becomes clear that 

her explicit rejection of the exclusive patriarchal model in fact strengthens its foundations. 

Despite what she may aspire for the future, Dora is a part of the house. She has learned that 

the structures of the world cannot be defeated in the wink of an eye. And moreover, at times 

she has to admit that the family myth is nearly impossible to overcome. Even as a lifelong 

outsider, Dora can be enchanted by the idea of living in a traditional model herself. It is her 

most secret wish.  
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 Hence, we can conclude that in Wise Children, Angela Carter offers an inside look 

into the fraudulent suppression by a gendered society and strives for an empowerment of its 

victimised women. The novel suggests several solutions to achieve a better societal future in 

the patriarchal matrix. However, it is even more so invested in asking questions. When Carter 

proposes a new kind of societal model through the introduction of several characters, she 

remains wary of subscribing to just another ideological myth. And despite the obvious urge to 

break away from the society as it is, the text suggests that its author is aware of the 

immeasurable strength which the dominant myths of society have assumed in our collective 

minds. She is aware that this communal feeling will perennially bring human subjects back to 

a type of family. Carter definitely defends a gradual change and hopes to make her readers 

just a bit wiser about the world. She leaves it up to them to distil their version of a „happy 

ending‟ from her last novel. Hence, we could say that Wise Children is a liberating novel in 

that it allows its readers to develop individual „myths‟ by which to live in (hopefully) a better 

and empowered future. 
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