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Abstract

This project analyzes three of Bryher's historiwalels, while also providing background on
the shadowy figure of Bryher herself. Looking &tt&to the Sea, Roman Wall, and Ruan, each serves
to represent lesbianism in a variety of coded alapteorical ways. Various geographical locations or
landscapes serve to either represent or depict $exnal desire, and also construct queer spaces for
characters to traverse. Limited scholarship existany of Bryher's works, particularly that which
looks at lesbian sexuality. The genre Bryher writeallows for a cross-writing of lesbian charaste
or gendering lesbian characters as male, and gissplaareness of masculinity as a social construct.
Throughout each of her novels, Bryher manipulabes fto encode homosexual desire and non-

heteronormative relationships.
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Introduction: The History of Historical Fiction and Criticism

In the realm of literary history and canon forratione of the least studied genres is historical
fiction, particularly works by women authors. Tédras been much critical disdain for the historical
novel, particularly women's historical novels, didna Wallace and Ruth Hoberman suggest this is
due to the fact that it originated as a masculee. This critical disdain for women's popular
historical novels, Diana Wallace writes, seemsawehied to the neglect of a body of historical neve
by writers such as Naomi Mitchison, Sylvia Towns&vaner, Bryher, and others (Wallace 5). Thus it
lends to the perception that there was an “empgyiop of women's writing from 1945-1960. There
has been little attention paid to these authord the@ women's historical novel as a whole, espgcial
considering the attention paid to romance or detectovels. This “has much to do with the critical
history of the genre itself and the way in whichass been treated as a male tradition” (8). Tisere
dispute amongst scholars about which particulakwan be considered the pioneer of the genre,
though most cite Sir Walter Scotaverly(1814) as one of, if not the first historical nbvA
historical novel, Wallace suggests, is “historidalfour senses. It uses a particular periodtfor i
fictional setting and engages with the historicahnent of its writing, whether it be through social,
cultural, political and national commentary. Thstdrical novel also relates to the personal liktdry
of the author him or herself, and in its relatioriterary history, makes intertextual use of earli
works (Wallace 4). Georg Lukacs and Avrom Fleishjreanong others, make a point of studying the
genre yet excluding women authors completely. dmgn authors were mentioned at all by Fleishman
or Lukacs, it was done dismissively, as talentiegsien capitalizing on a popular genre. Despitg, thi
there have been many female authors during thetigtiercentury who only wrote historical fiction.
Writers like Bryher link their interest in the gentio the male historical fiction writers they resd

children. For Bryher, the historical novel becoraespace for freedom to explore both non-normative



sexualities and female agency.

The historical fiction genre has allowed womenters much freedom of expression. It
“allowed women writers a license which they havebeen allowed in other forms” (Wallace 6).
Couched in a historical setting, the historical €id¥\aas allowed coverage of normally taboo subjects
not just active female sexuality but also contréioep abortion, childbirth and homosexuality”
(Wallace 6). When trying to explore such topiceamtemporary settings, women writers would often
have to worry about censorship. Naomi Mitchisonstrated by the response she received when
writing about sexuality in a non-historical settimgmarked that “apparently it's alright when peopl
wear wolfskins and togas” (Mitchison 179). For@ater that was not only a woman, but a lesbian
woman, it is likely that Bryher would have been siained when writing expressions of lesbian
sexuality in other prose genres. She began writerchistorical fiction in 1952, publishing overfha
dozen until 1969. Overt lesbian relationshipscetidn were censored heavily. During and after
WWII, especially in the 1950s, historical fictioprovided an especially important space for eratic o
sexualized fantasy” (Wallace 6). This space bedampertant for writers like Bryher, who “used the
genre to explore non-heterosexual desire” (7)addition to non-heterosexual relationships, there i
also a greater freedom to explore traditionally coéise arenas such as politics or the militarye Th
genre “has given women the freedom to adopt nagatoprotagonists, and to write about the 'male’
world of public and political affairs” (7). Becaasvriters like Bryher grew up reading male writefs
the genre, the historical novel becomes a sitédefadtion not just for erotic fantasy, but also ‘fibre
'boy's-own' style adventures on land and sea whief felt denied because of their gender” (7).
Bryher herself wrote in her memoirhe Heart to Artemighat “if | wanted to be happy when | grew up
| had to become a cabin boy and run away” (Bryligr 2\Vriters like Bryher “trace their interest imet

genre to the impact of thealewriters of historical fiction they read as childt¢Wallace 7). Growing



up with a taste for adventure, real life opportiesitand occupations for Bryher and other women
writers like her were non-existent or limiting, afis absence no doubt became a source for
frustration. When she was a child, Bryher travelgténsively with her family, visiting places like
Egypt and Greece, taking her pen name from théySsieés. After she matured, like many other
Edwardian girls of the time, she was sent to begrdchool and then confined to the home. Even
though she wrote her historical fictions much latelife, they were undoubtedly a site for the ttem

of expression she had been denied in her youtHlav®#aherself stresses that the “emotional
importance of women's reactions to historical newslould not be under-estimated” (Wallace 7). The
historical novel for Bryher and her contemporabesame a liberating space that they could occupy
and even adopt male voices and perspectives.idigémre, women writers “have had the most
freedom to examinmasculinityas a social and cultural construction” (authargleasis, 8). They are
allowed to look at traditionally “masculine” arensisch as politics and war from an adopted viewpoint
and can examine what it is that constitutes masityli Writers like Bryher were able to gain the
perspective to examine masculinity as a whole arfdde that gender itself is historically contingen
rather than essential” (8). Bryher and her contamapes gained insight into masculinity and gender
roles, and realized that these were cultural cootsr Since these gender roles are products iof the
cultures, then through the study of history autlodrisistorical fiction see how gender roles shiftla
change over time. Bryher and her contemporariegeda see gender roles as being “clearly socially
and culturally constructed and open to the possitaf further change” (8). With the idea in mind,
then, that gender roles are subject to changdisherical novel becomes a site at which Bryher and
other women writers could play and experiment.c@frse, growing up reading the genre meant it was
steeped in a male-dominated tradition, which didmake writing for these women any easier.

In his (then) groundbreaking bodke Historical NovelGeorg Lukacs offered sustained



4
critical attention to a genre that had been preshoignored or viewed with disdain. Lukacs, along
with other critics, cite Sir Walter Scott as thenmer of the genre, yet completely neglects Scott's
female predecessors and influences, even goingr &sfto dismissively show Scott and his “fashmn t
guote a long list of second and third-rate wri{€&adcliffe, etc.) who were supposed to be important
literary forerunners of his” (Lukacs 30). Whatasking in these supposed forerunners, Lukacs argue
is “precisely the specifically historical, that dgrivation of the individuality of characters frahe
historical peculiarity of their age” (19). It isnintil the French Revolution and after that socetters
what he calls anass experiencef history, where people “comprehend their owis&Ence as
something historically conditioned, for them to geaistory something which deeply affects their
daily lives and immediately concerns them” (24hisIsense of history as national awakening and
consciousness was begun by Scott in Lukacs' opiaiothwasn't something attainable by his female
predecessors. Lukacs also considers the peribgtofrical fiction written until 1848 that of the
“classical historical novel” and after which, argueriters “no longer have any immediate social sens
of continuity with the prehistory of their own sety” (Lukacs 244). Lukacs sees the period from
Scott's noveWaverlyto 1848, to be a type of golden age for the histdbnovel. What comes after is
apparently tasteless. He declares that the writitey 1848 simply uses history as a background to
play out private fantasies. Lukacs also praisestiti-Fascist historical novels of the 1930'stteir
democratic humanism, yet deplores their tenden¢guta the past into a parable of the present” {338
He sees them as belligerent allegories, ratherdtsophisticated discourse with past eras. Diana
Wallace criticizes Lukacs for his “gender-blindnéssd suggests his study is limited due to his
“narrow understanding and valuation of literatuself” (Wallace 11). Pre-1990s studies of the
historical novel have “tended to work with a conto@p of 'history' which excludes women's novels,

thus constructing this as a masculine traditionalfé¢e 13). As seen with critics like Georg Lukacs
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and Avrom Fleishman, this holds to be true. Whllgishman does include some women writers, and
works like Woolf'sOrlandg, he criticizes Woolf for “reducing” history to thpersonal, and that texts
like it bring “the tradition of the English histeal novel to a self-conscious close” (Fleishman)233

Yet more recent work in the 1990s onward, Wallsegs, has “recovered a body of work, much
of it by women writers, preceding and influencingp®” (Wallace 9). This implies that Scott distadc
himself somewhat from his influences, the womenexsiwho preceded him. Such a move
“positioned him as the father of the historical aeband ultimately of the nineteenth-century realist
novel” (9). Other critics suggest that Scott'sdrisal novel was completely different from his faim
forerunners, and Leslie Fielder lauds Scott famidticing “real history” (Fielder 164) to the genre.
Fielder sees Scotti®¥averlyas a redeemer in a genre that had formerly beseupted by the female
pen. He even goes as far as stating that thericstoovel is “the ‘cleanest' of all the subgerotthe
novel thus far, the creation of a self-consciotsnapt to redeem fiction at once for respectabdityl
masculinity” (170). For Fielder, only “real” hisgpand depictions of it are masculine, and enowugh t
savethe genre from supposed female hacks. Of coSis®}t himself was overlooked in critical
scholarship for a long period of time, due to disdar his form and use of romance. F.R. Leavis
suggests that “out of Scott a bad tradition cameayis 14) which amounts to a dismissal of the
historical novel itself as a “bad tradition.” ThBiana Wallace insists, has “contributed to thdewi
neglect of historical fiction and especially wonsehi'storical fiction” (Wallace 10). Continuing \kit
this dismissal is Avrom Fleishman, who ignores {dag historical novels in his study, suggesting
women writers engage in mere escapism—nothing mideeinsists that “avoiding escapism of the
popular kind, the serious artist tends to withdfesm the horror of the present to contemplate the
horror of the past” (Fleishman xvii). Fleishmampiies that female writers in this tradition only

engage in mere escapism, since they are assouwrdtethe 'popular' writings of the genre. He
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considers other writers in the genre to be moreggrthat they can contemplate darker themes that
women apparently couldn't conceive. Aligning thearks with the popular or frivolous, women
writers have since been “doubly excluded from ttaldished canon” says Wallace, pointing out that
their works have been given no real consideratidii tecently (Wallace 10). Women have
consistently been excluded from categorization iwithe genre they write, and authors like Lukacs
and Fleishman have actively excluded most of thagers according to their own masculinist
understanding of the genre and literary canon.lat@ls only complaint about twentieth century
discussions about the genre is that they tend tmbeerned with only certain areas and certairengjt
rather than anything overarching about the forefi@Vallace 14). Wallace tends to be all-inclesiv
of women writers. Rather than specifically focusome type of historical novel, or one historical
period that women writers focus on, she insteatkgdconnections between the different uses to
which women have put history” (Wallace 15). Shksaaut for women's engagement with history to be
studied without adherence to a “male-defined mo(lEs).

Historical fiction has been an arena in which atdHike Bryher could employ devices and
portray heroines that didn't comply with traditibgander roles. The girl-page in Elizabethan
literature provides a good example, becoming “gpartant symbol of freedom from gender
constraints” (Wallace 20). A female character mardisguise “gave liberty in an age when freedom
was unknown to women” (Bryher 442). These girlgmdor Bryher, represented “the very spirit of
adventure” (452). In the woman's historical notte, “cross-dressed heroine is as important adigur
as the tragic queen” (Wallace 21). Wallace alggests that the cross-dressed character can be a
stand-in for the female novelist herself, writing@ss gender boundaries to “enter into the 'maseuli
sphere of history” (21). Just as the girl-pagessrdresses, so too does the author. Insteadmj doi

to take part in a play, however, authors like Brylvate across these boundaries to take part in a
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historically masculine tradition and genre. Callled “costume novel,” it's meant to be a derogatory
term that associates these historical fictions Withsplendor of a period and nothing more. Yesé¢h
types of novels suggest a transgression of geralerdaries, and the “possibility of flexible gender
identity acted out through clothes” (21). The toasing' in such novels, particularly of a girl dsex)
in boy's clothing, makes connections “in an esplgcsaiggestive way to feminist theories of gendered
subjectivity as socially, culturally and, above alktorically constructed” (21). The masquerade i
women's, particularly Bryher's, novels can be seea performance that is “aware of its own
theatricality” and also suggests “an understanthiatymasculinity itself is a masquerade” (21).

Scholars tend to look only at women's historigaldns and point out a lack of autonomous
female characters. Wallace sharply states thatiffist criticism has been relatively slow to start
looking at the ways in which women writers havedus®le protagonists and characters to explore
masculinity, as well as femininity, as a social gtonction rather than a 'norm' (21-22). In thie t
historical novel is well-suited for such explorais) given the need for circumspection on behalf of
writers like Bryher. The historical novel, for Brgr and her peers, offered “a way of writing about
masculinity” as well as a way to explore “the coexalies and attractions of power, both politicatlan

sexual”’ (22).

Introduction: A Look at Bryher

Despite the efforts of scholars there are manlyaaf particularly women, whose work become
neglected before disappearing altogether. Whileymrgomen writers of the modernist period have
been or are in the process of being reclaimed, W@ohiBryher has not been one of them. Critically
acclaimed in their time, her works have largelyrbggotten and nearly all of them are out of print

Born Annie Winifred Ellerman in 1894, Bryher wagtitlegitimate daughter of a shipping magnate, Sir
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John Ellerman, and had an unconventional childhgaainging—one that profoundly influenced and
shaped her body of work. Her father didn't maey imother until 1909, when Winifred was fifteen
and her younger brother about to be born (Hobe®®n Until that point, her family traveled
extensively, particularly in the Middle East, “gng Winifred idealized memories of a rootless,
adventure-filled childhood” (89). She recount®ire of her memoirsg he Heart to Artemjf the
many visits her family paid to Egypt and experiagoeverything from merchants to parties of raiders:

The whirlwind swept towards us, it turned intoraugp of shrieking Bedouin, they flourished

matchlocks, some had swords...l was not frightehess very, very happy. | snatched a stick,

| kicked my donkey's sides. | was ready and mgllio meet the charge... “Keep quiet,” my
father commanded, producing a revolver to oumisgesurprise, “and remember, whatever
happens, the British army will avenge us. (BryBe).

She declared from a young age that when she goeshe was going to be a sailor (9). Partly
influenced by her father's shipping trade, Bryleenained fascinated with the sea and adventure, but
laments in her autobiographical noidvelopmenthat “Her one regret was that she was a girl”
(Bryher, Developmen®). Believing that adventure and exciting occtigres were only available to
boys, she writes often in her autobiographical warkher yearning for those things seemingly
unavailable to her due to her sex. Her persorzeielopmenyearns “not to watch but to battle with
the waves. Yet the door was locked; she could waliy at the window, desolate with a boyishness tha
might never be put to sea” (160). Bryher felt thatbe happy in adulthood, she “had to become a

cabin boy and run away from the inexplicable tabaiodictorian life” (Heart to Artemisl7). Starting

when she was eight, her parents gifted her witthisi@rical fictions of G.A. Henty, and she devalire
them (Heart to Artemis 94). She would write up tn stories about such historical places, but

always “A boy must occupy the centre of the stqyevelopment 24). From an early age, Bryher
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“thought of herself as in some way 'male’,” and‘isense of herself as both boyish and lesbian were
interwined, and crucial to an understanding ofthistorical fiction” (Hoberman 89-90). When her
parents gave her Hentyffie Young Carthaginiaat age nine, she became at once captivated vath th
history of Carthage and fond of Hannibal. It eaditer, because she “was just the same age as

Hannibal when he had sworn his famous oath to fgrhe” (Bryher, Coin of Carthage). Henty's

book prompted a thorough interest and study of Hehand Carthage, for they “offered Bryher an
alternative to the repressive Victorian environmamaiund her—an alternative, in particular, to
repressive gender and sexual roles” (Hoberman 188able to fulfill her dream of a life at sea,
Bryher “was suicidal when she met H.D. (Hilda Dat#), and with her encouragement decided to
become a writer” (Friedman xxx). H.D. provided Bey with “a reason to live and a respectable home
away from the Ellerman mansion...and then travelielely with her in the 1920s—the Scilly Isles,
Greece, Corfu, the United States, Egypt, ParidjiBand Switzerland” (xxx). She even took her
name, Bryher, from her favorite of the wild Scilsles. Years later, Bryher met and discussed her
desire to be a boy with Havelock Ellis, where heoduced her to the studies of the sexologistsh(wit
his work included) and she took to it enormoushhe wrote of their discussion:

Then we got onto the question of whether | wasyadwort of escaped into the wrong body and

he says it is a disputed subject but quite possibtl showed me a book about it...we agreed it

was most unfair for it to happen but apparentiynl quite justified in pleading | ought to be a

boy...I am just a girl by accident. (qtd. in Hamstbe and Smyers 38).

Then, in 1927, Bryher met Hans Sachs and becateesely involved in the world of
psychoanalysis. She was heavily invested in theement, often donating money to psychoanalytic
societies and even trained to become an analyselh@Friedman xxvi). Bryher's “constant gift-

giving” to psychoanalysts (including Freud himsel§)well as to other artists “originated partiatly
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her own insecurity as a writer...despite H.D.'sstant encouragement” (xxxiii). In 1933, however,
Bryher gave up her dream of becoming an analyst #fe death of her father, but she still met with
Sachs occasionally to “do a spot of analysis” @mnan xxxi). Despite never becoming fully trained,
psychoanalysis heavily influenced her work, paféidy in regard to her notions of gender and
sexuality. Characters like the girl-page of Elieédan literature fascinated her, and became “an
important symbol of freedom from gender constrdi\¢allace 20). She began to create male
protagonists for just this reason. Bryher engagédross-writing as a man in order to enter irfte t
'masculine’ sphere of history as the Elizabethdrpgge cross-dressed to take an active part in the
events of the play” (21). Writing historical fion from a man's point of view allowed Bryher to
guestion the notion of masculinity. It offered ayto adopt the male voice and explore “the
complexities and attractions of power, both paditiand sexual” (22). Such cross-writing exposes th
performative nature of masculinity itself. JudBhtler states that, “In imitating gender, drag iriply
reveals the imitative nature of gender itself wadl as its contingency” (137). For Bryher andeath
women historical novelists, cross-writing exploneasculinity and exposes the fact that gender is not
inherent, but rather is a social construction. SSrariting shows that masculinity “is not a norm
against which femininity is judged lacking, butitfsa learned performance” (Wallace 23). Bryher no
only explores masculinity, but she writes aboubias sexuality in a variety of subtle ways, usimghb

male and female characters.
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Chapter One — Matriarchal Nostalgia and Gate to theSea

Published in 19585ate to the Ses not only the sole novel of Bryher's to takecglen Greece,
it is the only one with a female heroine. Like mdunstorical fiction authors who were women, they
felt constrained by the genre. Typically dominabgdnale-oriented discourse, the notion of writing
history from a female character's point of view wapossible for some, including Bryher's
contemporary Marguerite Yourcenar, authoM&moirs of Hadrian Another barrier, of course, was
Bryher's lesbianism, which was difficult to exprass way that “normalized” it, at least withoutcsal
repercussions. Radclyffe Hall's obscenity trialgablishing the openly lesbidrhe Well of Loneliness
was not far from many lesbian writers' minds dutimgt period. With the added pressure of
knowledge that they were writing in a male-domidagenre, Bryher and other lesbian writers often
engaged in cross-writing or other coded ways ofrpging homosexuality and questioning traditional
gender roles. As | said above, Bryher often lameieing born a girl, especially with her desine fo
adventure and occupation as a sailor, avenues sglgmbiarred to women. In all of her other histatic
fictions, Bryher engages in cross-writing to poytcarefully coded, homosexual characters and
themes. While such cross-writing exists even mslaée novel about Greece, the protagonist is femal
Critical discourse on pre-Olympian Greece was mepied with the notion of an ancient matriarchy,
which fascinated Bryher. Due to her personal views matriarchal Greece, Bryher creates a
subversive female protagonist that has active edésirthe female body—Iliteral and metaphoric. For
Bryher, as for many of her contemporaries, Greg@maternal, female-oriented space. Several
characters create a queer space in a variety of walgin the center of the novel, one that allowss f
an active female desire and critique of the lackwoimen's experience in the creation of history.

The notion of pre-Olympian Greece as a matriakhyg not new during Bryher's time, but was

still much disputed. The idea first appeared inalhm Jakob Bachoferfxas Mutterrech{1861);
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artifacts (clay figures and crude artworks) foumdGrete were “unsettling to the nineteenth cengury’
image of antiquity” (Hoberman 18) as they impliedudt of goddess worship. Yet anthropology and
classicism were previously separate fields of sttity merger of the two proved to be shocking.
Using anthropological studies and archaeologyssuace of knowledge about antiquity, “forced the
hitherto idealized classical world into the santellactual context as so-called savages” (18). ikew
Farnell, who struggled to convince peers of theiinoéisuch studies in Oxford, laments the “prejasic
of Jowett and the early Victorian scholars, whasdswere closed against art-study” (Farnell 267).
Over time this theory became more widely accepad,scholars began to hypothesize a matriarchal
stage in development in human society, among thatabke figures like Jane Harrison, Havelock Ellis,
and Sigmund Freud (Hoberman 18). Opinions werallyssplit among gender lines, with an anxiety
on the side of many male scholars. For womenidis@ of a past that held agency, “even domination,
associated with specifically female body parts wagkn alliance with nature was an appealing ndtion
(19). Many of the male theorists who agreed whik pre-history saw this “movement from
matriarchy to patriarchy as an inevitable moventeward civilization” (19). Conversely, female
scholars displayed a nostalgia for such ancientiad, particularly Jane Harrison. In attacking th
values of “Classic Greece,” Harrison was a foreaurfar those who attacked “a century's worth of
European male self-satisfaction” (19). For Frahd,idea of Greek civilization's prehistory was
fascinating. It became a “crucial metaphor inthiaking about women's sexual development” (20).
With his ideas about lesbianism, it became an gsetgphor. Freud attributed lesbianism to a failure
of progression beyond the pre-Oedipal attachmetite¢another, (Freud 226-30) and conflated this
mother-fixation with pre-Hellenic culture. He vagt “Our insight into this early, pre-Oedipus, mhas
in girls...comes to us as a surprise, like thealiscy in another field, of the Minoan-Mycenean

civilization behind the civilization of Greece” (B2 During her stay with Freud for analysis in 393
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H.D. wrote to Bryher that he felt the same way dltwn own sexuality, saying “mine is absolutely
FIRST layer, | got stuck at the earliest pre-Ofstand 'back to the womb' seems to be my only
solution. Hence islands, sea, Greek primitivessamdn” (gtd. in Friedman 132). Freud was very
vocal with H.D. about her fascination with Greelilee(her 1921 novedPalimpsestand its connection
to her bisexuality (Friedman 132). With their sfthimterest in Greece, it's likely that Bryher hiid
same views regarding the connections between tbi®©pdipal stage and pre-Olympian Greece. She
may have even written to Freud about it, but unifoately all of Bryher's letters to Freud were lost,
presumably during his haste to flee Vienna in 198Be only reference Freud makes in his letters to
Bryher regards penis envy, and that:

Everything you wrote about the valuable effectparis envy is true. Psychoanalysis is too

easily suspected of expressing judgments, whidbesn't think of doing. Considering the

entanglement of relations in the world, each psegeecessarily develops both useful and
harmful effects, and the explanations of analystich usually substitute something simple and

elementary for an overly complex abstraction, ofteeate the impression that they intend a

devaluation (qtd. in Friedman 262)

Freud's letter echoes with approval for Bryhestaarks about the “valuable effects” of penis
envy, while also reiterating that psychoanalysr isidgmental about which stage a person in
particular is “stuck” in. Instead, its only intstdies with the diagnosis and further understagain
individual and societal development. What Bryheote about in particular, however, no one will ever
know. Considering her desire to have been boryadne can guess she might have written to him
about the acceptance of lesbianism within the aoésaxology and psychoanalysis, or about penis
envy as a legitimate a personal truth. Freudartbe about homosexuality appear to have been

accepted by both Bryher and her longtime partifahey weren't, Bryher certainly never would have
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begun training to be an analyst herself, nor wahlel have paid for H.D. to be analyzed by Freud
himself. Regardless, this interest in a pre-pathial past was shared by Bryher and H.D., as vgell a
many other of their contemporaries. With this\aetliscourse amongst intellectuals, women authors
were able to recreate “a revised version of andsrece, one in explicit opposition to traditional,
male-oriented versions” (Hoberman 21) and questieridealized Greece that had previously
permeated the European imagination. In this sength and pre-Hellenistic Greece were used by
female modernists to “challenge their culture'siagstions about gender” (22). By using Greece
during this time period as the setting @ate to the Sed@ryher reinterprets what that culture is to the
woman writer's imagination. Greece became “a qotoueg space in which alternatives to
heterosexuality could be explored” (23) and promtether discussion about gender and sexuality
without consequence. By using Greece as a seBiyper was able to have a distinctly queer
protagonist without social backlash.

On the surface, Bryher's only historical novelah@reece is simplistic. Taking place in one
day, it chronicles the Greek priestess Harmonilightffrom Poseidonia (now called Paestum) to
escape the tyrannical rule of barbaric conquer®tss single day, however, is shown from multiple
perspectives, often rapidly or abruptly shiftingband forth throughout the novel. These shitbsnfr
viewpoint to viewpoint are characteristic of Brylsarovels, and they emphasize the misconceptions
every character is prone to. Highlighting the iegse nature of human recollection and interpratati
of events, often a single scene is detailed fraenpihint of view of multiple characters. These
conflicting views that characters are prone to iegthat the “factual” evidence that makes up nysto
is inherently flawed. The facts that are “usedéd@ine an era's 'difference’ are themselves théuote
of culturally derived conceptualizations and cooddconstrued in different ways” (Hoberman 92).

This technique reveals the flaw in converting eigrere into history, especially when it comes to
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women and women's experiences. Luce Irigaray talproblem of “masculine” systems of
representation, one where women's voices and exupes are negated. For Irigaray, the problems of
relating history exist due discourses being “appated by the 'masculine’,” (Irigaray 74) and women
systematically erased. This systematic “approjmdtoecomes evident in the passages relatingeo th
Poseidonians' situation. Conquered by a Romae, tiiite Lucanians, most of the citizens who didn't
perish were enslaved, and “only the slaves andgled remained inside the walls” (Bryher 9). The
novel opens from the point of view of Lykos, anezlg and disabled slave, who questions his own
history in relation to the present. He wondersh¥Wad he been the best netmaker in Poseidonia, why
had he won the boys' foot race at fifteen, to eridout a rag that he could call his own, less vadlbg
his masters than a dog?” (10). Having broken a w@a&eep from falling earlier, Lykos contemplates
his master's declaration that “the Games givealsaace to rid ourselves of slaves that are no longe
sound” as the Lucanians held “their annual Gamé®nor of the god of war” (9-10). Obviously an
event with a masculine god, Lykos's master revethe opportunity to wager human lives on the
outcome, apathetic despite the possibility thatdsywill be separated from his wife Phila. Lykos
awakens before dawn, wondering whether “his owrsggexed him upon the luck of some Lucanian's
arm” (10). Not only is the separation from hisevikely, but Lykos is upset that the day itselfswa
ruined. For the Poseidonians, the day itself “thassolitary festival when the slaves might spéwshrt
own language without being beaten, and worshipnaigaiemples that had formerly been their pride”
(10). Afemale-oriented festival for Hera, the miveecomes the one thing the Poseidonians look to a
year. As to why they were still allowed to worshifarmonia believes it is because the day itself
coincided with the Games for the Lucanian god of, wa that “their masters did not care whether the
battered, beaten remnant of the Poseidonians pestassion or not” (22-23).

With the exception of this holiday, however, thes€idonians are forbidden even to speak their
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native language, instead adopting their conquerdsgos decidedly states that “they could not have
found a finer weapon to destroy the city” (15). @ynishing the remaining Poseidonians who speak
their own language outside of the festival day,ltheanians “rob the Poseidonians of their abilay t
make sense of their past” (Hoberman 93). Lykosnsithe power that language has, for “The very
sounds that were a man's earliest memories hadtakem away from him, nor might a mother hum a
Greek cradle song to her child. They could neiteeist nor communicate with one another” (Bryher
15). Cutting off communication, particularly byrkadding children to be raised in the language,
creates painful signifiers of slavery and even get® Even worse, “Action without such a sensa of
coherent past is impossible” (Hoberman 93). Bgifay them to cease communications in Greek, the
enslaved children of Poseidonia grow up withoutrass of their cultural background, being replaced
instead with an identity that doesn't extend beysladery. Lykos remembers “the right to call the
common things of life by their true names, breaklrope, fire” but that knowledge will die out Viain
a generation or two (Bryher 15-16). By losing thésise of past, Lykos knows that this loss, “rather
than the branding, made them slaves” (16). Duteg ceremony, Harmonia despairs when she
realizes the Greeks have trouble pronouncing thelsweecessary to honor Hera. To the conquered
people, “Greek had become a foreign language, madew years nobody would remember it” (50).

Luce Irigaray conflates the discovery of womersuslity with another language entirely, with
the idea that “Women's desire would not be expetttegheak the same language as man's; woman's
desire has doubtless been submerged by the lagibds dominated the West since the time of the
Greeks” (Irigaray 25). This language that has a@ated women's sexuality she calls a perpetuation of
“the authoritarian discourse of fathers” (27) whiniplies that women possessed a sexuality, a
language, that was lost by time. Like the wordseseary to honor their female deity, this feminine

language slowly becomes lost to the Poseidoni8ngher dramatizes this loss of female-oriented
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language in the Poseidonians, aware of the expeEsaenegated in the formulation of history. No
longer able to communicate, they cannot possibgrtbwvow their Lucanian masters, particularly when
they are “muttering not about liberty but breadtyBer 66). When a cry for liberty goes out during
the festival, Phanion, a Greek traitor and loydtieomasters, reproaches Harmonia for the act lsecau
she “encourage]s] the slaves to remember” (61) eM&he protests that her job is much humbler, he
spouts the same rhetoric as his conquerors andnsfber that they are better off now than before.
The citizens “huddled around their braziers spigmmords” when now “they are fed and clothed and
all they have to do is obey” (61). Phanion's vegckarsh, as he informs her “what you call your
slavery is an episode” (61-62). Phanion insisas$ this experience Harmonia and the enslaved o#ize
share is meaningless. Their experience is “iraiéto the dominant culture,” and thus becomes
insignificant (Hoberman 94).

When Harmonia reflects on the sacking of Poseal@he remembers that the invading
Lucanians “had seized the Temple's gold, the jal®oey, and the sculptured vases but had
overlooked the treasure that formerly ten talentdat not have bought, a figure of Hera carved feom
wild pear tree at Argos and brought by the origsedtlers” (20). Harmonia's fixation on the stabfie
Hera is an attempt to cling to the past througleats} an action repeated throughout the novel,
particularly by Archias. Harmonia's brother retuta the city in search of a carved silver distgsk
given to him by the oracle at Cumae in order ta staew city. Archias, who has by the gods been
“stricken” with “occasional fits of madness,” (13¢lieves it will cure him from his illness that was
god-given for intruding upon a sanctuary. The szay was one devoted to Hera, and Archias's
trespassing is seen as a punishment, for beingandlétruding on a space for women only. Taking
refuge during a storm in a cave that turned olet@ sanctuary, he believes this is the causador h

madness and the city's fall. He describes hiopaigdlownfall as a moment when “He had seen a cave
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in front of him with no sign of life outside it evithin, a flash of lightning had split the treeeav paces
from his head, he had sprung as he supposed teisaetl a voice had shouted at him, 'Ai! Fool! You
have broken the sanctuary of the goddess!"” (#i3$.sickness, the oracle tells him, is pride, fer h
believes that “an act of youthful disobedience daaofluence the fall of a State” (48). Archias lwil
always be mad, though he believes that the seadivatd him peace” and his “unhappiness came from
the mountains” (46) which suggests he has “attaske®n on land, particularly near mountains—and
the cave of Hera. Instead of taking into accollrdfahe factors involved in the conquering ofityc
Archias believes he is solely responsible for eaching upon Hera's territory. Becoming an “emblem
of suppressed female power,” the cave becomesna gioincertainty where, “Unassimilable into
history, it remains a hint of all that history lesvout” (Hoberman 97). Maria Jacobus calls this
emblem the “monster in the text,” one that wreadgdt “on hierarchy, and on unitary schemes
designed to repress the otherness of femininig€d¢bus 5). For Archias, once an innocent boyyentr
into such a cave altered him. His “madness” issallity that excludes him from being grouped with
other men. Pitied by men and women alike, thegtr@&h surprise when he is capable of escaping
during the siege of the city. Harmonia believesrigrations of stifled rebellions had flared upén h
brother, and it was this, expressed in a form stiess wandering...that had chased away his wits”
(Bryher 19). This description of Archias' madnessyell as the reality of it, excludes him frore th
typical masculine category. Especially duringreisirn, Archias doesn't fit within that space, eith
within the population of slaves and remaining eitig. Archias' experience is a possible sexual
awakening, albeit one atypical for a male. By gmygwith the spiritual force of Hera and the
physical location of the cave, Archias believesdethcursed and a perpetual outsider.

To further emphasize this ambiguity, Archias resuwith the aid of young Myro. Sexually

ambiguous herself, when Harmonia first meets heroMigfies categorization. “He...it...Myro is really



19
a daughter,” (43) Archias attempts to explain odister. “My name is Myron, not Myro,” she tethe
priestess, “stressing the masculine form of theefg@¥). Myro declares that “I am a boy and | am
going to be a sailor and go with Archias on hisaggs” (44) and further declares that she worships
Artemis (70). Wearing a masculine hairstyle andrgants, Myro comes with Archias because she
identifies with the downtrodden Poseidonians, ekflem their own culture. She believes that: “Bo b
an exile was to be like herself. Fortune had flneginto the women's apartments when all that she
wanted was to fight Lucanians and sail...when sl that she could not go against her nature, reithe
they beat her or were hostile” (52). Revealing titaone else would volunteer to journey with
Archias, Myro insists that she “belongs to the'saag that she “shall die if they shut [her] upthe
women's quarters again” (71). With her desiregantasculine and a sailor, Myro mimics Bryher
herself. Her desire for a masculine name, clothémgl occupation is only eclipsed by her desire for
Harmonia herself. With the declaration that sheships Artemis, a goddess renowned for virginity,
spending time exclusively with women and disdaimmgn, Myro's lesbianism is all but directly stated.
Myro looks at Harmonia with a desire that is, adaog to Bryher's contemporaries, masculine. She
“had never seen a woman as lovely as Harmonia,’hananly wish before the journey was “to see
Harmonia, whose courage had made her a legeneé &xiles” (48-49). While gazing at Harmonia,
she elevates her to that of a beautiful objectjf‘ake were made from an ivory the color of ligf&0).
Harmonia's position as priestess may not impres&dicanian population, but it certainly impresses
Myro. Believing the older woman capable of doimything and an object of desire, she knows that
“had the walls opened at a sign from her uplifteddy Myro would have followed her without
surprise” (50). The desire for Harmonia is notlexly stated as sexual, but the desire Myro peses
is supposed to exist only in men, directed at wanieuaring the ceremony for Hera, Myro watches as

Harmonia takes the statue of the goddess and tasashied it up the stone blocks the pleats of the
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chiton fell into the straight line of a chariotesainic when he braced himself for the final, daoge
turn. It was the most beautiful figure that shd kbaer seen in her life” (53). The language here i
ambiguous, and arguably deliberate. While Myrold¢de referring to the magnificence of Hera's
statue, the attention paid to the chiton suggéssssactually referring to the priestess. By emivg
the image of Harmonia in the chiton with a malertaer in action, Myro's look makes multiple
visual connections. This gaze that Myro possegkeees emphasis on the visual which, Irigaray state
“Is particularly foreign to female eroticism” (Idgay 26). By being gazed upon, Harmonia seemingly
is categorized as passive, the receiver of suehtain, but the associated image of the male clesio
confounds such an attempt at categorization. RgoMHarmonia becomes “the beautiful object of
contemplation” (26) but the image of the chariotetains the agency of a male—at once “subject” and
object. Both of these images are powerful to Mg at once Harmonia is both male and female
beauty, and seemingly engaged in a “dangerous”\&tiile she's doing nothing more than carrying a
statue, Harmonia's act is “dangerous” becauseigheates Hera's legacy and worship in a hostile
land—becoming threatening.

Witnessing this excites Myro tremendously, for tingect of her gaze is as sexually ambiguous
as she is, albeit momentarily. Of course, Irigastages that those who have such a gaze are fBate.
what happens when a female character possess&het® is, of course, Freud's theory of penis envy,
which Bryher seems to have subscribed to. Myrareleshe agency that accompanies a penis, like the
ability to become a sailor without protest, jusshe desires the beautiful Harmonia. Freud indlists
the “masculine” is the standard sexual model, lputdntemporary standards it has been dismissed, and
Irigaray points out that “psychoanalysis cannovedhe problem of the articulation of the female se
in discourse” (Irigaray 76). This is true partiay when masculine tradition relies upon anatosy a

“an irrefutable criterion of truth” (71). In respgse to such an oppressive tradition, she propbsés t
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women engage in mimicry to adopt the masculineraadue their sexuality (76). Myro adopts male
forms of dress and tries to manipulate languadestdenefit, seen when she insists on being called
“Myron” yet no one listens. She is still “Myro” ven Archias, who needs her for stability durimg h
fits of madness and confusion. Harmonia, too,ldiyspthis adoption of the male gaze, as well asroth
signifiers of lesbianism.

Even though she declares that “a priestess hefibwer” (Bryher 18), Harmonia is in fact
telling a lie or else unaware of the truth—a pesstseemingly holds no power in relation to the
Lucanians—nbut to the Poseidonians she is the figga@ for their central deity. She is a “legend”
amongst the exiles, according to Myro, and is stpected enormously by all of the enslaved ¢itize
She believes the Lucanians see her as harmledseryassistant Demo is a “tiresome girl whom
Phanion had insisted must be trained as her fiesh@ant” (16) and reports her every move. If
Phanion and their Lucanian masters were truly uoeared with the priestess of Hera, they would not
have bothered to pay an informer to watch Harmemietivities. Her power lies with the hemlock she
possesses, and debates giving to Phila, who vélitus be sure she and Lykos die together, ratieer
face the horror of separation. Hemlock, a poissrant, can fulfill the wishes of Phila and Lykos,
but “to help a slave against his master was a sdyg@gnished crime” (20) and the act of givingsit i
just as dangerous as its consumption. Harmoniagsdmrealize that she will eventually be disposed
of by the Lucanians, questioning: “Would they poiser, throw her into the sea, or, worse perhaps
than either, send her as slave to some hovel ihills€” (19). With the knowledge that her fate is
inevitable if she stays in Poseidonia, she dediolggve Phila the hemlock.

Another display of her power would be Harmonialationship to Hera herself. In the temple,
Harmonia has a vision that “the eyes looked atther|ips smiled...Hera had remembered her, ndt wit

anger, but with compassion” (20-21). The spiriHaira supposedly “went from the Temple in spring
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to roam the meadows like some grave and solitaty/(@il). No other characters experience such a
vision, particularly of the central female deitytbé Poseidonians. Harmonia's relationship to ldera
devoted priestess means that she handles thesrgndlmaintains the Temple, which houses Hera's
artifacts. At this moment, Harmonia's vision i®fald: she sees the statue of Hera become animated,
and she gazes upon an object of the feminine veisirel In much the same way as Myro's adoption of
the male gaze, Harmonia uses it to glimpse Hermabgsct, and Hera-as-female. This glimpse merges
both versions of Hera, and Harmonia's desire fergitddess is mixed with her elation at not being
forgotten. Harmonia is overjoyed for proof of li@ith, for a sign that Hera has not deserted Bagr.
subtly couching this desire in a religious signriHania’'s gaze is at once erotic and literally
objectifying. Hera is a goddess, but acts outsideligious relics such as the statue or the cave,
having a direct interaction with and impact withnta¢s. At the same time, Hera is not an actual
character that interacts with others, aside frommdaia and the vision. Hera has a physical, olgéct
a body, while also being an ethereal presence gimmut the novel. She can be seen as an example of
Teresa de Lauretis's “perverse desire,” one tHguistained on fantasy scenarios that restagete |
and recovery of a fantasmatic female body” (de easi265). Harmonia recreates this “perverse
desire” by performing her very duties, thus creafirsubtle encoding of lesbianism implicit in haler
as a priestess. While not as textually explicigso's admiring gaze, Harmonia adopts a “perverse”
desire for Hera, as well as others.

The “other” recipient of Harmonia's gaze is a yp#oseidonian woman named Philinna. The
daughter of a Poseidonian and a farmer who alligll tve Lucanians, Philinna has avoided slavery of
a sort. Engaged to marry Fabricius, a Lucaniansehm@ame connotes a fabrication or construction of
something, the soldier reflects upon the necessitpnfining Philinna and not allowing any

association with other Poseidonians. He thinksv‘tizat the girl was his wife he had had to forbat h
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to attend ceremonies where the rest of the worghgowere servants” (Bryher 30). As guard to the
main gate, Fabricius is charged with keeping thstased Poseidonians within the walls of their own
city. The only time the natives are allowed outdide walls are for Hera's festival, and “had grbe
some ragged slave trying to slip away during a atdis absence he would have knocked him down
with the butt end of his weapon or stabbed him euthmercy” (29). Fabricius not only implements
the dominating Lucanian laws, but he also constraatage for his wife who still retains her elenmant
difference, because he “knew that Philinna miseediemple” (31). Despite his disdain for
Poseidonian religion, Fabricius feels “confuseftamt of Harmonia's dignity as he had felt when the
commander of the army had spoken to him duringgatrwatch” and eventually gives her a salute and
tells her to “Pass in peace” (31). Even a LucahlkanFabricius, acting out the role of the typical
patriarchal male, is confused by Harmonia's presei&he intimidates him like a superior officer,
enough to befuddle him into saluting someone texdilyi beneath him. As a Poseidonian, she is a
conquered person as well as a woman, and yet hegater imitates that of a high-ranking army
official. For the Lucanians, who put seeminglyagrpride in their military and devotion to a god of
war, this is a position that could never be heldalwoman. Despite this, Harmonia's behavior sliait
submissive response from Fabricius. Harmonia&f et ofmimesidgs an attempt “to try to recover
the place of her exploitation by discourse, withalldwing herself to be simply reduced to it” (laigy
76). But to be an adept mimic, Harmonia canndtrésorbed in this function. They must remain
elsewhere” (76). In this mimesis, Irigaray suggéle possibility for a reversal within the phathicer
of society and discourse (77). Such a reversadlet is achieved, but without Harmonia becoming a
parody of herself. Fabricius is intimidated Harnaactions and discourse, not mocking her or
deriding her as pathetic. Harmonia occupies aesffeat is “elsewhere” from the passive femininity o

the Poseidonians, nor can she ever assimilatdutanian society. Not just limited to the encounte
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with Fabricius, Philinna's character emphasizemntes of Harmonia's sexual difference.

Before her wedding, Philinna approached Harmamisk for a blessing from Hera. She begs
the priestess “that she might dedicate her childhrobe...at Hera's altar before her marriage” (Bryh
28). Despite being allied with the Lucanians, abdut to marry one, Philinna argues that “My mother
was Greek, and we desire the blessing she was,@wndmrmy grandmother before her” (28). About to
tell the young woman that “There are temples fosthwho have made peace with the enemy,” (28)
Harmonia takes a moment to look at the convertestidonian. Dressed “without a cloak and in the
shorter chiton favored by the Lucanians,” Harmailegects no “heavy arrogance” (28) that
accompanies free citizens like Demo. Harmoniasights are focused on Philinna's appearance, how
she wears the Lucanian style but has none of th@merisms. The mention of the short chiton
implies at least a portion of her legs are showamgl the priestess admits to watching Philinna
throughout the years, as she grew “into a girlbselly that she might have been one of those nymphs
with an apple basket on her head that the shefimslsometimes fancied they saw up in the
mountains” (27). Equated with captivating creasusEémyth, Philinna’s beauty obviously has an éffec
on Harmonia. A request that could easily be denlesipriestess eventually grants permission and
hopes that “she had neither been influenced bydainle gold honey in its earthenware jar nor by the
girl's mountain beauty” (29). However Harmoniairertain as to whether the decision was entirely
impersonal; she knows that their tradition “hadbéokept without compromise in these alien
surroundings or it would die, and such a dedicatiould bear no fruit...the husband would see tisat h
children followed his belief’ (29). Despite the mal reminder to be steadfast in rejection, a gienp
of Philinna unravels her argument. The “dark dodthey” serves as an offering, a product and creatio
of bees—a matriarchal species, and one led bygargueen. A parallel to Hera worship, this ofigri

of the honey, along with her robe from childhooemanstrates that Philinna is loyal to her childhood
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religion. This assertion of femininity and dedioatto Hera is almost as captivating as Philinna's
beauty, and Harmonia has no choice but to acdeespite the offer of the childhood robe, Harmonia
believes that she never dedicated it, and instagd gp “her own youth, her longing to seek and see,
those great passions that were twins of one ariatf¥). Instead of using the robe for its intended
purpose, Philinna's robe “hung before her nowpthe of a dissolving wave” (74). Philinna's robe i
kept in close proximity to the Temple, and is tioéoc of the sea. Such nature imagery furthers not
only Philinna's connection to Hera and her loy&dtyemale-oriented worship, but also to Harmonia
herself. Despite Philinna's marriage, Harmoniag@nees this object from the younger woman. Instead
she realizes the years of her life dedicated ta@émeple would be an adequate substitute. The two
women are linked through this article of clothingjch like Harmonia is connected to the original
settlers through the statue of Hera.

When she decides to flee Poseidonia with ArchmasMyro, Harmonia must decide which
objects to take. Archias, obsessed with his dirden the oracle, forces them to retrieve the silver
disk—the emblem of the city—in order to start a rety elsewhere. Despite his obsessive need to
find the disk, Archias tells Harmonia that “Loyals/to Hera, not to a place” (41). He means fartbe
continue to serve Hera, but that her residenceseidonia isn't necessary to fulfill the task. Bpeit
of Hera should be honored, he tells her, not teedi location. Ironically, despite Archias's stsnce
that Harmonia doesn't need to stay in the Templeaiship Hera, he is tasked with the necessity of
bringing back the emblem of the city in order tarsanew. This simultaneous privileging and
devaluing of objects and places becomes paradoXigtlt is also information from Archias, who is i
fact mad. Absolutely sure his trespassing at #imetsiary caused Poseidonia’'s downfall, he sees this
chance to restore balance—and be cured from madnessand for all. Will the retrieval of a disk

solve all of Archias's problems? No, but he begthey will. With the importance he places on the
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object, Archias hopes to rid himself of a debilitgtiliness that causes others to judge him, affelst
rejoining a dominant social discourse. Like LyKashe leg, however, such an illness is not soyasil
remedied. Archias places as much importance origdiyrelics of his cultural past as Harmonia does.
However, his confusion as to where he buried tek (for safe-keeping) in the courtyard buys enough
time for the Lucanian masters to return home, gegetting them all caught in the process. Such a
narrow escape—and one that leads to awareneseamghunted—suggests that the location of the
disk was not important. In addition to nearly aaggheir arrest, Archias' (incorrect) insistencetioe
location of the disk reinforces the idea that mgmsifickle. Harmonia realizes this earlier in the
novel, because “memories passed...the presentltiderated the past” (26). These objects, imbued
with the meaning that Harmonia and the Poseidorhians given them, raise the debate about what
should be left behind. In a decisive moment, Haniatakes the statue of Hera with her, but must cut
off the ritual garlands keeping it in place. Sachact compromises “her attachment to the literal
fulfillment of her religious duties” (Hoberman 9&)d makes her decision to flee much easier. Along
with the statue of Hera and the emblem, Harmorkestéer mother's legacy: a necklace and a mirror.
For Harmonia, these objects affirm “her connectma female past, her resistance to absorptionainto
future where her identity will ball (author's emphasis) idea” (95). This means thahaking along the
items, she is resisting the incorporation of hentgty into history—one that privileges male disis®i
In this discourse, the “everyday objects” like tlezklace and mirror, which serve to “affirm an
independent female identity” has no place in his{@6). The mirror is shown to be “Like the
necklace, it had belonged to her mother, but it arasveryday possession, and the limbs of the nymph
that formed the handle were dented and rubbedadtall that was left to her of her home, she could
not leave it behind.” (Bryher 101-2).

With these ordinary objects in tow, Harmoni&ée to leave Poseidonia and found a new city



27
in Salente. Seen as “an echo, the memory somkagitlof her home after she had followed her
husband to another land” (100) these physical tdbgerve to maintain a connection with Poseidonia,
with their past. Through this, Harmonia and theeotrefugees that flee can try and maintain theld h
on “a lost female past” (Hoberman 95). As thew flgth the Lucanians on their heels, there “was not
time for Harmonia to remember she was leaving Flosega forever” (Bryher 113). Too caught up in
the present moment—and the present danger—Harrfargiets to acknowledge the past that she's
leaving behind. Her objects, “through the sheezdf her carrying them, will represent the past”
(Hoberman 96) or they at least attempt to repreaseiie refugees, while fleeing, are acutely anair
their loss. Phila, Lykos' wife, focuses on the #@ncoastline as she tries “to fix every outlimeher
mind, the dip, the serpentine furrow, the twin petiat rose like lily stems” (Bryher 115). The
description of the landscape, obviously feminime,images that will soon be forgotten. Harmonia's
last look is of “the towers and the white gatewaptigh which they had passed to freedom” (119).
This final glimpse of a “receding female landscaff¢dberman 96) exaggerates this horrific loss on
behalf of the Poseidonians. What has been lostfect “an unmediated relationship to the feminine
to language, and to the past” (Hoberman 96). Tsis of a matriarchal, feminine Greece resonates
with the characters themselves. In her act ofuiegcthe statue and her mother's mirror, Harmonia
tries to “recall her mother's lost self,” which*endlessly reproducible but inaccessible” (Hoberman
100). Even as they sail across the sea, anothtermahimage, Harmonia wishes “that instead of goin
to Salente she could float forever across thesa,aatlifferent waves” (Bryher 116). This desire is
also equally unobtainable for Harmonia, tasked Wwébping Hera's worship alive, temple or no.
Lykos succinctly realizes their problem as his vdég/dreams about healing his leg in Salente. e te
her, “I shall never bring you another olive crowthe muscles were withered, and though they might

ease the stiffness, nothing could cure the limi6§1 Just like their recreation of a maternal pist
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damaged and atrophied muscles will never heal aully be restored. Lykos continues by saying to his
wife: “never believe the philosophers who say thatlearn through suffering. | have never accepted
either my lameness or our slavery. | have endhtgdesented them, every waking hour” (116). With
this Lykos voices disdain for those who try toeatlize suffering, particularly the suffering obtde
not quite within the cultural norm—the queer. Vehihere is an effort to retain their past, onlgthi
suffering remains along with the objects retriev@this attempt to recall a loss of the femininetigh
relics mimics the nostalgia Bryher's contemporatdiegeloped for an ancient, pre-Hellenic culture.
More than that, however, is the active desire faoaan-identified experience behind these
connections to a fantasmatic female body. Whidy o try, the loss of homeland and temple ensures
that the relationship they once had with the mathal is forever out of reach, just as the pashisble
to be revisited. Despite such a loss, these coiomsdo the metaphoric female body will continae t

be reproduced but inaccessible, much like theiogldd history and historical fiction.
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Homosocial Relationships and Lesbian Possibility iRoman Wall

The question of “when is a lesbian narrative &ibs narrative” is brought to the forefront in
Bryher's historical fiction, particularly in her 39 novel,Roman Wall Taking place in a small Roman
outpost in what is now Switzerland, Orba is a padteetting and site of great tension in 265 AD, as
Roman citizens and other peoples fear of invasjotihé Germanic Alemanni tribes. Most of the
primary characters in the novel are men—so whatesiétka “lesbian” narrative? One won't find any
literal lesbian characters in this novel. Whiletten in the later part of what constitutes the
“modernist” literary period, Bryher and her notiohlesbianism stems from the work of the
sexologists—Kraft-Ebbing and Havelock Ellis, as lvesl the work of Sigmund Freud himself, even
going so far as to correspond with Freud and be&gining to be an analyst herself. Bryher's
understanding of lesbianism came from the discoofr$geud, as well as the sexologists' theory ef th
“invert,” or a person whose spirit is of the oppesiex: the mannish woman or the effeminate man.
With this discourse in mind, as well as the awassrad the limits imposed upon her by her gender,
Bryher's protagonists are nearly always male, Wighexception of Harmonia Bate to the Sealn
Roman Wallas withGate to the Seanany of the chapters are devoted to single evs@s and
presented from multiple perspectives and chardstiemspoints. The two main protagonists are
Valerius, a disgraced soldier long forgotten atgast in Orba, and Demetrius, a traveling Greek
merchant. Through their narration—as well as tiamany others—the reader is privy to an event
long-forgotten by time: the sacking of Orba andrhgaowns, including the capital Aventicum by
barbarian tribes. These shifts in narration afloman awareness of the problems with individual
perception, and from such fragmented and flawedpwents, characteristic of modernist writings, the

reader is able to view the recreated historicahtssand queer spaces constructed in the novelleWhi
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not featuring literal lesbian characters, the hamet relations between many of the male characters
and effective cross-gendering constitute a didiiriesbian text.

While there is no such thing as an open, litexgslbian character Roman WallBryher was
limited by the sentiments of her era. She couldoaotray lesbianism the way contemporary readers
might expect. Literature being an important sodoceepresentations of lesbianism, at first it e
that “lesbian literary narratives appear to offerajor definitional problems” (Farwell 3). Howeye
the lesbian subject “appears in a number of codedgect, and subversive as well as literal waygy' (
The result creates an abundance of definitionddlpros. Julie Abraham posits that “anxieties about
the parameters of ‘lesbian writing’ have not beesotved” (Abraham xxii) meaning that there is much
debate about what constitutes a lesbian text, aard/rassumptions exist about what subjects can be
explored in “lesbian” texts. These assumptionsl ignit our interpretations of what it might meda
consider any given writer as a lesbian writer, amasequently our identification of writers as lesbi
writers” (xxiii). Farwell admits that the identfation of lesbian texts has become “a complex
theoretical problem dividing current literary acgiand theorists...the word “lesbian” remains an
elusive term” (Farwell 4). Bonnie Zimmerman notedhe early 1980’s that the term lesbian is
“plagued with the problem of definition” (Zimmermdh6), yet theorists are still divided on a
definitional level to this day. Traditional leshitheory has treated the lesbian narrative asxa “te
determined by the shared experience among idebigflasbian authors, readers, and characters,”
which treats narrative itself as a “neutral todbiavhich lesbians can be written” (Farwell 4).
Postmodernism treats lesbian “as a fluid and ufestabm,” and makes narrative a “powerful if not
closed ideological system into which lesbians eatdy to be entangled in a heterosexual, male story
(Farwell 5). Farwell also suggests that theorykegst lesbian narrative “as a marginal form” beeaus

earlier critical interest “steered away from lesbigtion because, in the 1970s and 1980s, lesbian
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fiction was equated with popular novels, a fornt geemed to lack literary depth” (5). She arghes t
the definition of a lesbian narrative has alwaysrom crisis, because “lesbian texts reflect thbtab
and need of some writers and readers to disgueseséxual identity in order to pass as heterodéxua
(Farwell 6). Sarah Lucia Hoagland outright refumedefine lesbian ibhesbian Ethicsbecause any
constraint, she argues, will be absorbed by “theeod of heterosexualism” (Hoagland 8). Often when
the term “lesbian” is up for debate, so too is‘th@rative” aspect of a lesbian narrative. Many
postmodernists believe narrative functions as atcoat rather than a reflection of experience, téad
“Iit is already constituted as male and heteroséx&alrwell 12). Farwell, like many other theorists
suggest that direct representation of lesbianistastrian characters can be “self-defeating” bec#duse
appropriates the “heterosexual nature of the naefatl3). She presents a working definition of
narrative in the scheme of lesbian theory as “aolmical system against which the lesbian
subject...must be and has been written” (15).

Narrative is governed by “paradigms and code®zalance between the masculine and
feminine, and “privileges male individuation andides closure—either in marriage or individual
triumph—as the resolution or transcendence ofehsion of gender separation” (15). The traditional
narrative structure privileges the heterosexualthednale, constructing this as the norm, which
creates obvious problems for lesbian authors amddhstruction of lesbian texts. Lesbian novels,
then, according to Julie Abraham, are “inevitaldgdd on the heterosexual plot” (Abraham 3). By
positing an “oppositional and hierarchical relatibip of male and female” of heterosexual plots,
narrative “disrupts or prevents female bonding”)(1barwell laments that the inherent structure of
narrative is “everything but lesbian” (15). Thelde&an becomes a “narrative impossibility” (Farwell
16). Abraham argues that, with the privilegingheterosexuality, lesbian novels “cannot ‘normalize’

lesbianism” due to the confines of the structurbrgham 3). If lesbianism is represented in theshov
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“through narrative, as a matter of emotional, s&xarad social relations,” then it has to be repnése
through the heterosexual plot” (3). This dependemtthe heterosexual plot is an issue that creates
effects “ideological as well as formal” (Abraham).11f lesbian novels like Bryher’s replicate the
heterosexual plot's “sexual prescriptions,” theraStuline desires feminine” (4). This creation and
repetition of masculine and feminine pairings islyoone possibility of the range of effects of the
lesbian novel’'s dependence on the heterosexudl(@tbt. There are also readily apparent “external
pressures shaping lesbian writers’ relations tdabkian novel: the threat of censorship; and tigena
surrounding lesbianism, which might be drawn torgewby her production of a lesbian novel”
(Abraham 25). Abraham posits that lesbian writexd several options when it came to create lesbian
texts. They could “represent women through theresexual plot...give up on writing about women,
at least as protagonists...give up on plot/narrdtimethey could “reconstruct narrative” (29). Vs
like Bryher “turned from an understanding of thegomal that both distorted and failed to contagirth
experience, to the discourse of *history’” (29)hiF allowed them to merge “the personal and the
public as a way of constructing narratives beydrmdeterosexual limits of literary ‘reality™ (29).

If lesbian novels are “formula fictions based oe leterosexual plot,” then there were various
means of resisting these limitations (Abraham xi®ne of these forms of resistance, Abraham
suggests, when “faced with the limitations of tle¢elhosexual plot, turned to history as an alteveati
source of narrative convention” (xix). While Abeah primarily focuses on the historical fictions of
Willa Cather and Mary Renault, she acknowledges@ryMarguerite Yourcenar, and other lesbian
authors of the early 30century as “major contributors to the genre ofdrisal fiction in the twentieth
century” (xx). History, for Bryher and these otlaerthors, offered “possibilities for narrative &nd
the representation of same-sex relationships” (Admaxx). History became a “medium of

representation” and at once “enables and limitsipdgies both for the representation of
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homosexuality and for the lesbian as a writer” xxx~. While history wasn’t “the only alternative
source of narrative structure,” (xxi) it was thepary medium in which Bryher chose to work. Bryher
and other lesbian writers of this period were “abuiware of the freedom from social accountability
historical settings offer[ed]” (Abraham 29). Leabiwriters during this time chose to turn to higtas
“a source of narrative alternative to the heteraaéplot” (30). This was only possible, accordtog
Abraham, because history is narrative, and it esthhtcess to “an already established narrative’ (30
History, for lesbian writers during this time, bawaa “structural refuge from the heterosexual
imperative” (30). More importantly, history hasemeused as a “source for defenses of homosexuality
since at least the Renaissance” (30). Using dalsBgures like Plato, all the way to Christopher
Marlowe, authors were able to present homosexuali#yway that was deemed socially acceptable.
Another advantage of using history is that “theshetexual plot is at best marginal within its
narratives” (31). This is, unfortunately, duehe fact that “women are secondary subjects within
history” (31). Due to this problem, lesbian authasere also faced with the impossibility of female
characters as central figures within the narratiReflecting on her novelMemoirs of Hadrian
Marguerite Yourcenar stated that she had to makeehtral figure of her historical fiction Hadrian,
not Plotina. Because of history, she says, “wombwes are much too limited, or else too secret”
(Yourcenar 327-328). If lesbian writers were te hsstory and “wanted to regain access to female
subjects, they had to reconfigure “history” as vealinarrative” (Abraham 32). Using male characters
meant that “lesbian writers focused consistentlghair histories on male homosocial and homosexual
relationships” (32). Theorists are split on thierast of lesbian authors’ representations of male
homosexuality. Terry Castle complains that lesbiavho enjoy writing about male-male eros” focus
on that “more than its female equivalent” (Casdd Pwhile Eve Sedgwick has written on Willa

Cather’s use of this trope and “the rich traditadrcross-gender inventions of homosexuality of the
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past century” (Sedgwick 66).

Writing about Rome and the Romans, for Bryher, titaries an act of transgressive sexuality.
There are multiple characters that do not adhetiegtteteronormative, patriarchal culture that they
live in. With the patriarchal in this novel beiRgpman society, these characters either consistently
occasionally operate outside of traditional Romalues or come into conflict with thenThe Roman
Wall depicts the end of a strict empire as barbariaresaten to overtake the colony outposts in
Helvetia. By deploying multiple points of view, Brer tracks the tangled web of events and figures
involved in the sacking of Roman outposts and tdgke Helvetian frontier, focusing on many central
interconnected characters. Her novel focuses metxact, “historical” events, but rather on the
homosocial relations between men. Situated iraaespf geographical and temporal queerngss,
Roman Wallses the crumbling of an empire to explore masityland the problems of rigid sexual
dichotomies.

Much of this experimentation on Bryher’s part baslo with geographical location. Because
the story takes place at an outpost and not RasaH, ithere is frequent mention of the wildnesshef
Helvetian countryside which impacts the charadtensg there. By being not in the middle of the
empire, many of the characters have adapted togliv such a wild territory, constantly under thref
invaders. The invaders themselves are simplyat#tie Alemanni, and are faceless. The only
description given of them as a whole is that they‘the usual barbarians. Strong, healthy, stupid”
(Bryher 42). In a civilization with a prominengsk trade, they are also “too dangerous to makd goo
slaves” (42) which enhances their negative qualitiEhe Alemanni are a brutish masculine enemy, one
that present the threat of destruction to outpiistges like Orba. Valerius, a disgraced Romauliso|

is in command of the small town of Orba, and theehbdegins with his return from a visit to
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Aventicum. He is an atypical Roman due to his pagual relationship with his commander's wife.
After such disgrace, his family drains their sagimg order to transfer him to Orba, a satellitéagé
near Aventicum. The largest city on the Swiss/idgan frontier, Bryher notes that Aventicum was the
“main cultural and political centre of the RomangdHelvetia” (7) and likely where outpost
commanders would report. The bureaucratic lawRarhe are shown to be flawed from the beginning
and heavy taxation and tolls result in fewer trax®bnd a decline in population. There is less of
military presence as well, and the Alemanni's ssgite raids and increasing presence are due to what
Ruth Hoberman calls “Roman complacency, corrupton rigidity” (Hoberman 171). The taxation
and tolls have caused less travel between the tamasfewer troops being sent out to relieve otbérs
active duty or guard the borders. When he retfrom Aventicum, Valerius reports to his sister auli
but intentionally leaves out the fact that invassgems imminent, trying to protect her. Yet Julia
detects that something is wrong immediately, comfig her fears “that the situation was worse than h
would admit” (Bryher 20). Attempting to deflectyaconcern, Valerius recounts his visit with thedbc
authority in Aventicum, the governor Vinodius. kds Julia that “the man's a fool” even thoughalul
notes that it “was hardly wise to speak thus ofgbeernor of a province” (15). Already there is a
disassociation on Valerius's part from the locaharity: Vinodius the governor. His reasoning is
because Vinodius has “begged [him] to remain ingdatill the autumn” despite being “due to retire
year ago” (15). The reason for Vinodius’s requeshat “they are so short of men” and that regessl|
of any danger “[they] are safe for another yeaB)(1This, of course, is the identified complacenty
the Romans. When shown an Alemanni arrowhead foeadoy, Valerius comes to recognize the
threat, and that Vinodius has lied or underestich#tte barbarians. Without consistent patrols, the
Alemanni have been allowed to creep closer andHieioetian territory while citizens like the

governor are ignorant. The Alemanni are “in théshin force” yet Vinodius “assured him that the
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frontier was peaceful” (28). Valerius, at firsglieves it “absurd to let the chance discoveryrof a
arrowhead destroy his inner tranquility” (28) ahdught it might've been bartered for in the market,
perhaps lost by a local. For an aging Roman spidaderius finds it difficult to believe his super—
and main link to Roman society and law—could bevsang. It takes the appearance of Demetrius,
the Greek trader, for Valerius to change his mind.

While traveling through the mountain pass, Derastand his party were attacked by Alemanni
close to Orba. Valerius's soldiers chance upotiigihe and force the Alemanni to retreat, rescuimg
wounded trader and his men and bringing them tmtolmmmediately there is a sense of dislike on
behalf of Valerius and the Roman soldiers for thegk and his men. When one of the soldiers,
Quintus, arrives at Valerius's villa to relate theident, he uses a mocking greeting and is amused.
Quintus announces himself by saying “we come irceganimicking “the traders' greeting, and
although it was too dark to see his face, it wadeau by the tone of his voice that he was veryimuc
amused” (Bryher 30-31) despite the fact that séveembers of the party were injured. Demetrius
frequently cries out “Aie!” and bemoans his sitoatand injuries, but Valerius reprimands him. He
accuses Demetrius of “creeping round the backveagybid paying tolls” (32). Wounded and caught
trying to cheat the tolls, Demetrius is the obgicRoman scorn. The Greeks’ ability to travel ogar
expansive and diverse landscape is an asset, btd Romans like Quintus and Valerius. Ruth
Hoberman suggests that Bryher’s depiction of them&us is typical of the modernists, and assumes
“the standard Roman is strait-laced, disciplinedrgman version of the 'Roman wall' so often cited as
representing Roman achievement” (Hoberman 166)iléd/hbnsidered the Roman ideal, this rigid
behavior and discipline has led to complacencyalatk of security for the colonies in Helvetiahel
Greek traders are “at the opposite extreme” froemRbmans, and they are “at once outsider and

everywhere—a blurrer of boundaries, a crosser@ad"sg.66). The Greeks are “ethnic outsiders” (168)
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who are depicted as “flexible, nurturing” and cdpaif going anywhere (165). Demetrius has no
gualms with selling his wares to the Alemanni amahfans alike, for which Valerius judges him.
Valerius knows that “the sale of weapons was faterd..but there was nothing to prevent that hunter
from slipping across the border and selling hige&kon the next dark night” (Bryher 44). Demetraus’
behavior and attempt to sell his wares bother&itn@an captain, as “the impudence of it kept [him] i
a rage during the whole of his walk down the hi#l4). The Greeks continuously clash with Roman
sensibilities. They seem to “escape definitiorthmjr location, allegiance, or even gender, thus
challenging the story of Roman imperial triumphattivould otherwise appear to be all history has to
tell us” (169). The traders are able to escapmitieh due to the loss of their homeland, and the
“allegiances that determine their actions are stidyygpersonal, not national loyalty” (169). Unlittes
Romans who obey the strict laws of Empire, the &dmve no such limitations and have been
“crossing from side to side since they were bof89). There is a seamless continuity of these-male
oriented relationships formed by the Greeks, a s&smness that Eve Sedgwick points out is
uncharacteristic of modern men as there is a sfiatinction between patriarchal male bonding and
homosexuality (Sedgwick 4). Bryher doesn’t maks thstinction amongst the traders, due to the time
period or possibly because she is encoding a sdrisenale community. This sense of female
community is defined by Sedgwick as: “an intelligilcontinuum of aims, emotions, and valuations
links lesbianism with the other forms of womenteation to women” (2). Bryher's Greeks care for
others in ways that “shade imperceptibly from stwiaexual, evoking a continuum more
characteristic...of women'’s than men’s behavior” (Biwban 169). Demetrius and his party, which
also includes Felix, the overseer who is a Chnssiad former slave, are ethnically diverse. As a
religious minority, Demetrius recognizes Felix'srthicand describes him as “an invaluable fellow

though he is a Christian” (Bryher 43). While Chiass are looked upon with suspicion or revulsion
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during this time period, Demetrius clearly placature not on birth or religion but on efficiency.
Valerius describes Felix as “a surly fellow” (46)daviews him as weak for nearly dying of a fevext n
wounds sustained in battle. For Valerius, as ferrfst of Roman society, there is a clear social
hierarchy, and ethnic or religious minorities liRemetrius and Felix are not his equals. He scdynfu
calls Demetrius “that wretched object on the ber(&7) lowering him to the position of an inanimate
object, “wretched” in his suffering, yet worth nore than the bench he rests upon. The Greeks,
however, are able to mingle with all groups of de@nd travel across many varied geographical
locations. Demetrius stoutly argues that “evenghmoves” (158). This ability to travel provesi®
an asset, one that confirms Valerius's suspicibositaan impending attack and eventually ends up
saving them all.

Location has much to do with gender roles in Brigheovel. The character Veria, a ward of
Domina Julia, is “the daughter of a freedwoman amdHelvetian soldier” (21) and technically a
Roman citizen. Yet she seemingly has no genddrisameither boy nor girl but a bit of moving
landscape, with a tunic looped up above dirty kreeesburs clinging to its uncombed hair” (26). RVit
no gender-neutral pronoun available in English,iBryresorts to calling her “it” to further emphasiz
her difference, especially in comparison to theeofRomans in Helvetia. Veria confounds gender
categories with her tomboyish appearance. Bec#rsa has “grown up in the woods,” Valerius
knows there is no use “of applying the rules ofraperial court to this child” (51). Veria is
preoccupied with goat herding, and has been thys“alanost since she could walk,” which is further
underscored by the point that she is “used to tvdihg of wolves in winter” (51). Julia, who rate
Veria as her own, also observes that “there wasaoe in her the manner of Roman restraint” (Bryher
63). Despite being born a natural citizen, thelnbntier of Helvetia has seemingly 'robbed' Varia

the rigidity that characterizes the Romans. Bata a society that has strict notions of gendersed
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Veria adopts a “fetishized masculinity” within thevel, and “evokes homo- as much as heterosexual
desire” (Hoberman 173). This lack of gender r@led “Roman restraint” concerns Julia, and often
she's seen throughout the novel scolding youn@gVeéralerius even suspects that the reason Julia
doesn't remarry is because she is too occupiedtigtijounger woman, implying that her interest in
the young woman is excessive. Veria is not rel&teglther Valerius or Julia, but having been radise
their household, there is an undeniable hint oésticous desire regarding their ward.

Concerned that the wild Helvetian is in love whir friend and fellow goatherd Nennius, Julia
sends the young boy Nennius to Aventicum in ordetisrupt a possible heterosexual pairing. She is
“so anxious about Veria,” and while discussingdleeision to send off Nennius, Julia constantly tsvis
a towel “into a knot around her fingers” (Bryher)4@ he physical manipulation of the towel
underscores Julia's effort to manipulate Veriadgegkher from falling in love with Nennius. When
Valerius asks her why it matters, Julia “flung tbevels over the wall instead of taking them to the
orchard, as if she were numbed by some fatigubeo$oul” (47). This “humbness” only comes about
from Valerius's pestering, and Julia's consistef¢mse of her actions. Within the confines ofithei
patriarchal and heterosexual culture, Valerius seegason to deny Veria a potential heterosexual
coupling, and is puzzled as to why Julia is sostast to the notion. In the end, it is Valeriusowh
agrees to marry Veria. When she discovers hehérstplans for her ward, Julia confronts the tdvo o
them with “cold resignation” (63) and rebukes thaaying “I was mistaken, Valerius. | should not
have sent the boy to Aventicum; you ought to hamseghere yourself’ (63). Julia scolds her bragther
even though Veria has no money to her name antahgsswithin their society. Marrying a Roman
officer would be advantageous for someone of herldoth, even if Valerius is due to retire.

Julia's preoccupation with Veria occurs consiggethroughout the novel. Despite being a

proud, traditional Roman, her time spent livingdrba has changed her. Resistant to the idea of
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remarrying, Julia knows it is because of Veriay‘dhom she had been willing to renounce so much”
(62). Sections from Julia's perspective revealrsgectted the idea of marrying in the first place,
saying: “had she not spoiled her life by acceptaridbat first marriage by her father's command?”
(63). She is resentful of her position as a widgma head of household, regretting that she was neve
able to become a priestess to Apollo. Yet shekiypreminds herself that she had to obey her father
that she “owed her parents obedience,” but worfthéng had no vision come to convince them that
her destiny lay in the temple, rather than the Hng@3). Julia aligns herself with the god Apoléo,
male deity, and laments a loss that came abouelngmbedient. Apollo is the lawgiver, the deltpt
stands for justice, and Julia prefers him to thailwg and the incense of the East” (61). Presuynab
the reference to Eastern religion is an allusiotsigworship, a feminine deity (Hoberman 171).
Marcus, the quintessential Roman and Julia's sutfmrms her that “if we keep the laws, they are a
wall around us that no enemy can pierce” (Bryhgr 9Bis the obedience to the law that can protect
them, or so Marcus claims. Despite her outwardi@nee, however, Julia bitterly regrets having to
uphold tradition. The obedience to her parenth@past caused her to abandon the dream of
becoming a priestess, the only position of poweoean could actually hold in the Empire. Confined
by her situation, Julia engages in resistance bgdsang her brother Valerius and forming a bondhwit
Demetrius and Felix. This, like many other “redaships based on friendship and nurturing,” setves
“prevail over political allegiances, and boundargssers succeed where partisans fail” (Hoberman
171). This friendship she forms with the tradersi$ out to save their lives; the Greeks retunwvam
them and help them escape. In order to do thiselier, Demetrius is forced to forge official
documents that order Valerius to fall back to tearest stronghold. The Roman citizens uphold their
laws until the very end, participating in their ttastion. The laws of Rome are “for

Bryher...inseparable from blindness and inflexigil(171). The qualities desirable of being a Roma
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citizen are what leads to Orba and Aventicum's dallyrand characters like Vinodius the governor
perish.

Vinodius is the highest form of authority for Romeaivilians in Helvetia, yet other characters
like Valerius and Demetrius quickly realize hownllihe is to the impending threat. The root worfds o
his name, botkino anddios come together to mean “radiant, or divine, wineEQ). A fairly obvious
name, Vinodius is a drunken fool, confirming whatéfius said earlier in the novel. Despite the
eminent position, Vinodius is cruel, vain, and labr&Vhat glimpses the reader has into his mindset a
bogged down by it. He revels in the power he has other people, particularly his enemies, and is
more occupied with physical pleasure and metingponishment than anything else. Vinodius
declares that he “was not afraid of the barbaridaurica and Vindonissa were there to repulse them
they crossed the river in large numbers, but it wgsossible to prevent a village or two from being
burned” (Bryher 100-101). With no thought to tleggmtial casualties by his negligence, Vinodius
instead holds large gladiatorial games, when theeypa@ould instead be spent on more troops or
equipment. Instead of caution, Vinodius is blintkyccomplacency, thinking “the Empire and | are
one” (101) and as the representative of the Emp@atiren, he will always be well taken care of.
Already he predicts the outcome of the barbariagath saying “in two years, or perhaps three, &alli
would come with his legions, cross the Rhine, fighe battle, and the land would be secure again”
(101). His simplistic way of thinking at once uneltimates the Alemanni forces and places too much
confidence in the Empire's strength—believing ibeosynonymous with his own. Despite his
stupidity and blindness, Vinodius's confidence adli@én and the Empire is entirely personal, as he
fought beside the emperor when they were in GHthile falling asleep at the very games he paid for,
Vinodius dreams of Gallien, not his wife Tullia.sAn avid follower of Freud, and a one time

psychoanalyst in training, Bryher does not incltiitedream of Gallien to be a mere diversion from th
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bloody gladiators. Gallien appears, reminiscinthvaim about their younger days. He asks: “do you
remember how my father sent us over the river tagetvith a single cloak, and only pulse for supper
as if cold and hunger were the only ways to leddp®?s (111). That this vision of Gallien invokes h
father, the former Emperor, suggests a reiteraifdhe patriarchal culture they live in. Yet thegle
cloak given to them, passed down from the fatlsegjven for both of them to share. The climate of
Gaul is colder than that of Rome, which implieg ¥iaodius and Gallien had to huddle beneath it to
stay warm. Such closeness in order to survivevitter landscape during their conquest implies a
connotation of homosexual unity. Despite being@ent long past, this memory is important to
Vinodius and comes to him in the midst of whatupmosed to be the event of a season. Gallien tells
him: “I would not have left you in Aventicum so lgnbut the place was more important than it seemed.
| can give you Narbonensis, or will you remain witle at my camp? It is lonely here, | need a friend
(111). But then Vinodius blinks, and it all disgjaps. He realizes that he had been sleeping,thack*
was no Emperor” (111). This lost past, lost camarn&, is important to Vinodius. Despite his high
position, he longs for the male friendship of thegeror himself, while a gladiator has finished and
“look[ed] up at him with uplifted sword” (111). Ehfact that his dreams are centered around this
charged and suggestive male friendship is reintblgethe actions around him. The gladiator loaks t
Vinodius for validation (by giving him the thumbp)uwith an uplifted sword. The phallic imagery is
twofold: first the sword of the gladiator, and thembs up given to the victor. Clearly Vinodiuads
to be in central Rome, to have that relationshigh @allien once more, but it is Gallien who senuis h
away and forgets him. The laws that he holds deaich forbid him from questioning orders or
abandoning his post, end up being his downfallthWie inability to adapt to his present climate an
surroundings, Demetrius remarks to his friend TuglVinodius's steward, that “the barbarians move,

and you and your fellows in the Treasury watchraigery with a marble indifference” (195). The
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connection Demetrius makes between the Treasuryhandomans is an apt one, for the “marble
indifference” that they hold is the key to theimadee, much like the building itself. As the Alenman
attack Aventicum, citizens watch as “there wasaa, e ground shook as if an earthquake had
shattered it, and the great wall of the Treasuagked and fell forward upon the thin line of the
advancing Romans” (205). The Roman wall, the syrabtheir laws and order, crushes Vinodius and
the rest of the Roman defense. A survivor notas“domewhere in that desolation, Vinodius and his
legionaries were buried under the wall...the lamoks and the hunting gear were indistinguishalsle a
on a burning courtyard” (206). Their laws not ophpved useless in a time of crisis, but they are
indistinguishable from habits of pleasure oncedttack starts. All becomes ash on a courtyard téos
history. Vinodius and the Romans are ultimatelysbed beneath the weight of their own ignorance,
their false sense of security. Demetrius's obsenvaare keen, and the Romans are destroyed lvy the
own inflexibility, breaking before they bend. Hegresent when Vinodius is warned of impending
invasion, though the governor forbids him from ggliag the word and possibly saving hundreds of
lives. Vinodius informs the Greek that “one sylebbout what you have heard and it will be hanging
not flogging, remember” (152-153) yet Demetriusgtethe messenger almost immediately
afterward. He “often wondered afterwards at hipuaence, but perhaps it was his almost insolent
guestioning of the officer that had saved them'3)15Despite the threat of death, Demetrius goes
ahead and questions the officer, before fleeingttyewith his company and friends.

Demetrius's ability to adapt is not only importasta trader, but as a survivor of the raids on the
provinces. “Everything moves” (158) he tells higiids, quoting Heracleitus and reminding them that
if the barbarians can traverse this wild frontsertoo can they. The barbarians moved “in a brutal
continuous wave” (158) and they must follow theragée or else be trampled in the path of the

Alemanni horde. His friend Thallus, another Grdskmoans the loss of material goods by leaving in
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haste, but Demetrius rebukes him by saying: “Bffluidity and change” (195). It is with this clgen
that the Greeks adapt and survive; Demetrius amditighare able to flee Aventicum and warn the
citizens of Orba in time. Even though Demetriud aampany are “often outside the law, [they are]
also more humane and better able to survive thginitiore law-abiding but narrow-minded
contemporaries” (Hoberman 172). The Greeks areinng and embrace the homosocial relationships
that form, instead of rejecting them or looking do@an them like their Roman counterparts. Looked
down upon because they often operate outside We Iais this quality that saves them—and Valerius
in turn. Hoberman remarks that it's “preciselgtbeénse of order, however, that nearly kills Jatid
her brother Valerius” because even when “they zeaheir outpost is surrounded by the Alemanni,
Julia and her brother Valerius will not leave uattommand comes from the Roman commander, who,
they are perfectly aware, has forgotten they exXlstberman 171). Aware of their stubbornness,
Demetrius takes it upon himself to help save Vakand the citizens of Orba. Thallus, the Greek
steward, has access to his master's chambersfaid gkeal. Demetrius knows that it is a tremeumslo
risk, but he “remembered Valerius, and the feetihgecurity that they had had, inside Orba” (15%] a
commands Thallus to forge an official document fddimodius. If they accomplish that, it serves a
dual purpose, because if they “can send word teried to withdraw from Orba, his men will guard
[them] as far as Pennilocus” (155). Demetrius sadoera care to help Thallus escape with him, even
though the Greek steward is burdened with ill Hrealtd a young boy slave, Aristo. Some see it ta be
burden, even Felix, who comments “oh, those GreRkst or no risk, how they clung to each other”
(Bryher 171). The Greeks feel compelled to noydmlp one another, but to aid those they've
befriended, like Julia and Valerius. Despite higal scorn for Demetrius, Valerius comes to trilnst
trader, and even unknowingly owes him his lifelevlas and Demetrius share another common bond,

however, in the form of Valerius's past lover, Habu
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While never making an appearance in the novelulggiroves to be a mythical figure that

connects the protagonists. Her name alone mefaideaor story (OED), and she is larger than life.
Both Demetrius and Valerius mistake her for a geddseparately. Demetrius describes her as having
the body “of a youth, the skin hardly bronzed, antllined, yet | knew | was in the presence of
something ancient and timeless, a flower, if yoll, viom the youth of the world” (Bryher 197).
Valerius recounts his past love to Veria, sayiriggefe was a goddess coming down the path...she was
something beyond us mortals” (Bryher 53). He dinés the river, crossing it to meet her. Fabula
stands alone with “the outline of her body underthensparent tunic” before Valerius, who can only
stand “dripping wet, in front of her, in a hollowetween two banks of willow” (53). With the willow
surrounding them, a tree characterized for beirabld, it can also be seen as a symbol of grief for
unrequited love or the loss of a mate (OED). Falelus to meet this ethereal woman snugly between
two banks of willow, it is another emphasis on tltgiomed pairing. Soon they are caught, and “there
was a divorce...and then she disappeared” (Bryfher Her other features are just as unfixable as he
location to the current day Valerius. Her eyesdmgcribed as “oceanic” and “wave-blue” (184).
When asked if she was his only lover, Valeriusugkto assure Veria that she was not, but thatiléab
“had an intelligence of the body as well as thednthat made her different from the others” (54).
With that single movement across the river, Valemeets Fabula and is forever changed by her. He
tells Veria that they “used to talk of immortalityt not in the sense that Julia knew the worldad
nothing to do with duty” (55). For Fabula, immaditiais not linked to the Roman laws and, by
seducing Valerius, she operates outside of thenmdrtality for Fabula, Valerius says, is “a staté..
seeing” (55). Revealed that Fabula “wanted toogDélphi,” Valerius believes that “the doctrine is
austere for a woman” (55) yet the reader knowskahtla has accomplished her goal—Demetrius

meets her when she has become a priestess. Enena# to immortality as seeing is linked to Delphi
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where the oracle would have visions from Apollab&la's desire is uninhibited by Roman laws, for
even after a divorce she succeeds in becomingeatpss. For Valerius, Fabula is not just an
occasional lover, nor is she a femme fatale. Faisuh “hint of an alternative past, a palimpsestic
reminder of lost intimacy” (Hoberman 172). Sheusefs to go away, and for a moment while
discussing her, Valerius “seemed to feel her bsaastier his hands again, and the cool skin that had
sharpened his own fever” (Bryher 55). She “is amant in the past that refuses to stay there, an
erasure that refuses to stay erased” (Hoberman EA&)n though she has been physically left behind,
Fabula is never far from Valerius's thoughts. kemory serves to determine his past and guide his
present through his constant recollection of Adis encounter with the otherworldly Fabula reveals
his vulnerability, for “Roman walls are vulneralslet only because of their rigidity; the very histor
that records their defeat can be subverted, wherement and memory provide alternative stories”
(173). This loss is the loss of the female bodg that Valerius seeks to find again in his preséfis
search is for the “fantasmatic female body” (Hob&nm70) and is one characterized by excess. This
“disruptive excess” (Irigaray 78) is disruptive pilecause Fabula refuses to be contained within
Roman laws, and defies being categorized by wigdrhy calls an “economy of the Same” (74). For
Irigaray, this characteristic of excess within féensexuality “resists and explodes every firmly
established form, figure, idea or concept” (79)kr ldxcess causes her to overflow the normal
boundaries for women in Roman society, and subselyusecomes a myth or fable in the minds of
men. Not only is her life undamaged by the scanfittie affair and divorce, but she continues on to
become the priestess she always desired, and atgstieveryone who visits her temple. This active
yearning for Fabula on Valerius's (and Demetriysss) is characteristic of what Teresa de Lauretis
calls lesbian fetishism. This fetishism that deiledis describes is not negative, but rather restéie

subject's own loss and recovery of the female bddg’Lauretis 265). Because Bryher is a “masquer
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of masculinity” (Hoberman 165) she codes this @efir the female body in that of a male character.
She enacts a “narrative cross-dressing” that cantbgpreted as an attempt to “through a fetishized
masculinity, to simultaneously control the loss addpt the masculine role that most effectively
signifies desire for the female body” (173). Thgbuher cross-writing, Bryher is able to expres®lov
for a symbolic female body, one that captivateghifak. The symbolic “recovery” of this female body
for Valerius, is in his promise to marry Veria, whiee tells her “we shall reach Ceresio and end our
lives there together” (Bryher 219). He muses thathaps the world is a fable” (219) and he cannot
get back his lost time with Fabula, but at leashag Veria, a somewhat recovery of that lost female
body. While not the larger than life goddess, &éwould let him dream in peace” (218) and Valerius
is happy during this movement from one life tomesv one in Ceresio.

This final movement towards Ceresio characterizegransgressive quality that Bryher
associates with travel. The themes of loss anaverg permeate the novel, with the only way of
surviving being able to follow through with perioodsmovement. The flexibility required to traverse
not just geographical landscapes, but mental as@squality Bryher esteems throughout the novel.
Those who are incapable are ultimately destroy@ldaracters like Demetrius and the Greeks are
consistently transgressive, moving outside the Hatias of rigid, heteronormative Rome and its
colonial frontier. Even Julia and Valerius, Rom#msmselves, exhibit tendencies to resist or act

against those laws, allowing for brief vacillatidmstween spaces.
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Chapter Three — Ruan and Post-Arthurian Britain

Like many historical fiction novels that featureybheroes and adventures, Bryher's 1960 novel
Ruanfeatures a young man who desires adventure. filyeobher historical novels set in a Celtic
Britain, Ruanexplores the life of a boy training to enter thmeegthood. Unhappy in the druidic
tradition, Ruan longs to run away and become asailuch like Bryher's own childhood dream.
Without her characteristic shift between perspestithe 1960 novel focuses solely on Ruan's
viewpoint as he longs to escape the confinemehisodurroundings. As iRoman WallBryher
engages in cross-writing a male protagonist whonhi@sy homosocial relationships throughout the
novel. In addition, Ruan also engages with seveaieless women in “heterosexual” relationships.
The most transparent of Bryher's protagonists, Ruggsires parallel those voiced in her
autobiographical novels and memoirs. As lesbiandin engaging in a play of masculinity, Ruan
explores the spectrum of lesbian desire in Cornwalland, and the Scilly Isles. With a host of
relationships, both homosocial and “heterosexRilldn navigates sexuality as if it were the sea—
turbulent, exciting, and dangerous. Using legartkRuan’'s own experience, the novel creates a
space for transgressive gender boundaries as svaltigscussion on the past and how history is fdrme
Bryher explores the ways in which traditions comean end and others arise, and how history and
experience changes depending on the dominant alitiscourse in place.

In her introduction, Bryher explains her reasorfmgthe novel's setting, describing a
fascination with early Britain that she gained thgb influential texts and archeological discovery.
“The world of research opened to me,” she statbgrnvshe “discoveretihe Legend of Sir Gawahby
Jessie L. Weston at the age of sixteen” (Bryher Y@ston, a female scholar, compiles fragments as

well as French and German writings on the figur8ioiGawain, connecting him to early Celtic
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religious beliefs. Using a female scholar's warlparticular can also serve to “undermine the aittho
of traditional scholarship” (Hoberman 4). Citingg®%on as one of her key influences, Bryher
concludes that Gawain was later on generally “disgdl by other figures. | was interested as a matte
of history” (Bryher 10). Her interest in Gawaidisplacement from prominence in Arthurian legend
sets the tone fdRuan with cultural changes like the rise of Christigraffecting how Gawain's story
was told. Bryher suggests that “the Church mayeldisliked him because he seems to have taken
over certain magical attributes from the earlyiBhitgods” (10). With the apparent enmity of the
Church, she focuses on how Gawain's story could baen told during the sixth century, and how that
story changes or is lost through time. The stér@awain becomes a parallel to Ruan's own journey,
which is dictated by changes in a post-war Britdistimating that the civil war in sixth-century
Britain ended with the death of Arthur and his opgat Medraut in 538, Bryher intentionally sets the
novel “about a generation after this period” wh8axons were still quiet but Irish raiders were
plundering the coast of Wales” (8). The declaratimat “Wars foster change,” (9) as well as thé fac
that she had survived two world wars, Bryher's eomds with the death of tradition and the new
freedoms that are a result.

Ruan, the second son of a soldier and brought tipei druidic tradition, is both a willing
participant in and spectator to change throughweihbvel. Though he is in training for the priesiti,
Ruan is explicit in his dislike for such a careklle protested when his uncle, Honorius, came far, hi
despite the fact that “there is no one else” (Qcording to their tradition, the head priest “wias
unmarried was always succeeded by a nephew” (LtRiban's cousin dies, and his older brother is
already married with children. Honorius, a manwattransparent name, given his preoccupation with
honor and tradition, is both proud and arrogang. cillls Ruan “spoilt” and reminds him of the prgsti

of such a position, saying: “Remember . . . waskt in rank to the King and guide him in council”
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(14). Almost equal to a king in social statuswadl as being the primary resource for guidance in
matters of state, the priesthood is a powerfulr@sgectable profession. His uncle is “famous as fa
away as Wales, where they usually considered a¢e&c be ignorant unless he had received his white
robes from one of their schools” (14). Ruan dasirene of the power or fame, remarking bitterlyt tha
“You cannot take a hunting dog from the woods axpaket it to bark with joy in a kennel” (14). He
sees the priesthood not as a gateway to knowlettyp@wer, but rather as a confinement with no
avenue for escape. Although she is mentionedqoéetly, Ruan's mother delivers a prophecy at the
beginning of the novel, telling her brother thabtivwill never make a priest of him . . . he is like
his father” (14). Ruan's father was a soldier was “killed at the beginning of the civil war” (14nhd
he was caught in an ambush by neighbors when “som@git is village against village” (25). In suah
turbulent time, there may be no bodies to burgtdad, one of his men “found his sword sticking in
clump of reeds and had brought it back” (25). ®hby link to his father, then, is the sword.
Unfortunately for Ruan, in the priesthood “we wagg allowed to possess or handle weapons” (25),
effectively deterring him from taking up his fatlsesword.

Chafed by this metaphorical castration, Ruansiess most of the time—the very beginning of
the novel involves a scene where he abandonsudgestto attend the local fair, an act that almost
certainly means punishment, yet Ruan doesn't davetdhe consequences. He wishes to “explore the
world with both senses and mind” yet every teaclsrigiot to train us as sailors but to subdue the
flesh” (15). In this mention of his desire to beda sailor, Ruan equates the priesthood with
confinement, particularly bodily confinement. Desma professed desire to explore and grow, he sees
no possibility for either in his studies, which a@escribed as nothing more than repeating veises, t
students “held mock courts where [they] spoke akawtto each other in an archaic language

everybody else had forgotten, [they] prayed inteably for the safety of the King and his land” (17)
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Ruan's irritation comes from the belief that theais and language are archaic and useless. They
“chanted at school about otherwise forgotten wét§), and supposedly the years of training were
necessary because “it was supposed to bring bad&to the land if [their] tongues stumbled over a
word” (16). Ruan's tone suggests he doesn't leliemisfortune occurring because of a
mispronunciation, nor does he care “if King Euddatber were Caradoc or Bran” (15). Tasked with
keeping records and genealogies, Ruan finds iffersible. His studies involve history and its
maintenance, as well as the rituals required littaan. Interestingly enough, Ruan shows no desire
for history or the past. The only “endurable hduhsring his training are when they “help water the
cattle and till the fields on the farm,” a tasktthes “companions hated” (17). Ruan's differermoarf
the other students is readily apparent. While dwye from miles away to learn from Honorius, Ruan
only finds enjoyment in watering cattle and tillittge fields. His difference is revisited repeayed|
alienating him from his peers.

Despite this, Ruan has no desire to conform ta wshexpected of him, stating “It was not an
old man with a tottering crown who mattered to medgirl walking up from the mill with a basket on
her head or a falcon swooping downwards as fashgsvave upon the wild dove” (15-16). Unlike his
uncle, Ruan has no interest in being an advistéret&ing and in maintaining this tradition. Instehe
professes only to be concerned with a girl, ohis tase the ability to look at or admire women, as
well as the actions of a falcon or hunting. Thisge, of a falcon diving to snatch a dove, suggests
image fraught with violence and power. The falea powerful bird of prey and used in hunting,
while doves are quite harmless. In identifyinghathe falcon, and by tying its movement with thiat o
the sea—something he is drawn to—Ruan places Himsttle position of an animal of prey. This is
reiterated when he remembers that “the gods makeagding to their will” yet wonders why they

would have given him “the heart of a kestrel” ieyhintended for him “to live like a sparrow” (17).
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Ruan consistently uses animals and natural imagesgscribe his condition and confinement.
Whether he be a hunting dog confined to a kennall@strel devalued to the life of a common
sparrow, he points out that it is against his veature to act this way, to participate in this ¢oosng
profession of priesthood. “There were no girlshoating,” he laments, only the “incessant threat
hung over us that if we did not watch things w&etsbringing famine on the land” (17). This thret
misfortune falling upon the land for mistakes seeormmon. Not only does it add pressure on Ruan
to conform and focus on his duties, but it forbidsat he sees to be normal interests: women and
hunting.

Although forbidden from visiting the town duriniget holiday, Ruan sneaks away to visit the
fair despite the fact that “The King has a fevartiddonorius declares that he “will not have [them]
wandering about a market place when [they] shoalgraying for his recovery” (17-18). Their
positions as priests are tied to the king, and Hasaeminds them that such a position is more
important than going to the market. Disregardimgdommand, Ruan instead spends several hours at
the market, bartering, flirting with young womemngddistening to a harper's tale. Always awarehef t
presence of women, Ruan flirts with a girl in dlgteat sells cakes. Nameless, she's described as
“ladling honey sauce the color of her skin ontoltlbg crescent-shaped cakes” (28) which links her
appearance and physical body to the dessert. \Wailéther is busy, Ruan “leaned over, kissed her,
snatched a cake from the dish and ran off intartluelle of the crowd again, licking the honey from
[his] almost scalded fingers” (28). While this sexlike a trivial scene, it emphasizes Ruan's dexua
desire and how unfit he is for the celibacy of gti®od. His behavior is also very imposing, hiside
straightforward. Despite her earlier flirting, Ruiaitiates the action and steals one of her “cakes
With the honeyed cake acting as a stand-in fogttis sexuality, Ruan doesn't think about potdntia

consequences like potentially scalding his figurés.a cross-written male character, Ruan's actions
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with the girl become a site of lesbian sexualitighwhe honey as sexual fluid and the fingers as a
substitute sexual organ. Considering Bryher's@stein Freud's theories of sexuality, particularly
lesbian sexuality, an example of penis envy wastida arise. Distancing herself from classical
psychoanalytic views regarding penis envy, that eorfdesire to possess a male organ in (the) place
of the clitoris” (56), Irigaray points out that “€hHfeminine’ is always described in terms of deficy
or atrophy, as the other side of the sex that atmh@&s a monopoly on value: the male sex” (69).
Freud's problem, she continues, is due to his #eog to fall back upon anatomy as an irrefutable
criterion of truth” (70-71). Bryher's use of haratsa substitute phallus may fall in line with Ffsu
theory of penis envy, or it could also represeatfttt that the hand is the penetrator for lesbexual
encounters. In addition to his kiss with the gRlian also stays to listen to a harper sing adali&ir
Gawain, and one that is teeming with lesbian pdggib

With creative invention, Bryher reconfigures Wessaesearch of Sir Gawain myth into a “sad
omen” (Bryher 30) and a narrative within the navathat leads to an embrace of the feminine Other.
Weston suggests that, “though the development efaBaas a model of chivalrous knighthood is due
largely to the Northern French poets, the charasten its origin, Celtic” (Weston 11). Her reasog
is that, in addition to fragments collected, Gavsapower is seen to wax and wane with the sun,fproo
that “this Celtic hero was at one time a solarrdiyi’ (13). With the link between Gawain and Celti
lore, Bryher can incorporate him into the settisgadlegitimate” tale told to Ruan and his peoplag
she can also re-vision him as he was revised tia@utghe ages. Beginning with a dream, Gawain
sees himself “lying half in and half out of a fowith the King's banner, ripped in two, floatingtive
water beside him” (Bryher 30). The harper goesoothetail Gawain's refusal to take part in hunting
feasting, due to his dream and the fear it inspifidee refusal to take part in a typically masaailin

activity like hunting, along with the gluttonousafging that accompanies it afterward, implies dlsub
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rejection of masculinity on Gawain's part. Whenhghdraws, his “companions left him alone,
supposing that he had a fever,” (31) which encaesdlye idea that Gawain's refusal pushes him not
only away from his friends, but away from gendemm®—his friends believe something must be
wrong with him. Another vision, this time in thieeplace at the feast, shows Gawain that “friend
would take sword up against friend in the war tabd sons would betray their parents” (32). There
no clearer indication that the country will be elfgd in civil war, and by now Gawain knows this is
inevitable.

Gawain's visions are at once prophetic and an pbeaaf how history informs the present and
how it's told. Gawain soon escapes the war, giR@an escapes the nightmare of priesthood. Sir
Gawain's flight occurs after he is given an impotrtlic: his mother's brooch. He recalls that she
once told him “You will have a harder task, Gawaihgn most of your fellows but when it is over you
will join me again” (34-35). With the knowledgesttha ship is waiting for him, Gawain decides to
leave his friends behind to their battles and wéile he goes to join his mother. Weston's researc
shows that in the Gawain story there are “referemeen adventure, either on an island, or at tecas
which can only be reached by crossing the watetfi @wiconnection to a “lady, who is either herself a
fairy or the near relation of a magician” (West@).2Bryher imposes the mother-son relationship on
the story, making it a possible site for the Oedipamplex. The item his mother sends to remind him
to come home is a brooch, which has several reg gemhand one place where he “marked the gold in
the corner with [his] teeth” (Bryher 35) which fhetrs the implications of incest and a desire aiated
the mother. A potential nipple or womb image, Gammaarked it with his teeth as a baby, and the
brooch becomes a representation of his motherriplingsical absence. Her voice comes to him,
beckoning, and Gawain decides to go. The harpeinds the audience that “some have said that

Gawain's mother was immortal and others that steeweaary of the world and returned to the island



55
where she was born, far to the west, across thig38an Gawain, by returning to his mother's islan
embarks on a journey seemingly back to the worhbar only be “approached, or quitted, by water,
and Chrétien [de Troyes] in particular emphasihedact that the water is so wide that no engine of
war could throw a missile across it” (Weston 3®Jater, a natural and usually feminine image, is
almost guarding the island from any missiles tima¢agine of war could throw. With missiles beimg a
incredibly phallic image, combined with the facathhe engine of war is a male-operated machine,
that they cannot penetrate the surrounding watpersevere to the island is significant. Westaest
that in several versions the castle is “on an glamhabited by women, keeping themselves apam fro
men, and owning as a mistress a lady of surpassagty” (34). Not only are Gawain's friends unable
to reach the island, no seemingly masculine foesepenetrate it. Gawain's earlier queer behawvidr a
renunciation of masculine enjoyments becomes ast-asme that allows him to reach his mother's
island. Not only is his mother the head of thansl, but Weston suggests it was only populated by
women. To win this castle, she says, involvesit@erent residence there” (34). Hints that Gawain's
mother is a fairy or somehow magical, in additionite female-only population, reinforces Gawain's
characterization as Other. When Gawain reachelsgheh and looks at his mother's token, he is given
another vision of “a madman striding . . . the kngf the King's hall to seize the ancient glags that
they had borne to the King after every Saxon deféavas the emblem of the land but the figure
grasped it and smashed it against a stone” (Bi§er Gawain sees the future one last time, wi¢h th
grail—the symbol of Arthur's reign and power—beargshed into nothingness. Yet despite his
sadness for his companions and their fate, Gawfaiteéss different. As he boards the ship to taike
to hismother-land his “heart began to beat strongly again, asafyibars had dissolved with the
dreams and he were a young man going to meetrkisdve” (38). In Weston's accounts, the “lady of

his love was really that queen of the other-waali] he was, naturally enough, regarded as the
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champion of all the dwellers in it” (Weston 45)ryBer conflates the roles of both mother and lover
into one bodiless woman, one who is a concrete pkaof the Other by being fairy or immortal. She
summons Gawain to the island, a recreated andalatomb, one that he never leaves, one that is
populated with women. Sir Gawain is simultaneotigipsported back to the womb, safe with his
mother and forever young, as well as on a veritideof Lesbos.

Thus, instead of a story told about Sir Gawaialswor chivalry, the harper regales the town
with a rejection of traditional masculinity and iave toward a distinctly lesbian space. Due to her
reliance on Freud's model of female sexuality, Brybortrays Gawain as a male because female
homosexuals were thought “to act as a man in agsaiwoman who is equivalent to the phallic
mother” (Irigaray 65). This fairy ruler is at onpballic mother and object of Gawain's desire. Whe
the story ends, the harper promises to continue tivé tale of “how Gawain found his youth again in
the islands of happiness” (Bryher 39). This implieat Gawain not only experienced a physical
transformation—a rejuvenation and possible orgasmui-tHat he found only happiness in such a space.
Instead of revulsion or disinterest, Ruan beconapsivated with Gawain's tale, where “something of
the mystery still roared in my ears like the soohthe sea in a shell” (39). The sea becomesaéit
desire for Ruan. The sea is soon replaced bgralifemale character, who grabs his hand to dance
and Ruan readily joins in as “an untied ribbon ardck of black hair caught my cheek as we drew
nearer to each other” (40). About to enter a fullgof women, mimicking Sir Gawain's choice, Ruan
is pulled away abruptly. He is found by the bodygl) and informed that he was “dancing with the
girls while [his] master was lying dead in the ga&fa(41). The death of the old king forces theites
to a halt, and Ruan must go back to his uncle.

The shift of power and interests that come wittew king is troublesome to Honorius. He

informs a stubborn Ruan that “The Christians h&eedar of the young King,” (41) meaning he has
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moved away from the religious tradition of his fatland ancestors. Even more troublesome, Honorius
laments that “They came as beggars and now thegsgpewerful as we are” (42). In her introduction,
Bryher remarks that “although a change of faithoptaly meant little to the majority it must have bee
hard for the Celtic priests” (9). The loss of tié king means the loss of Honorius' power, and he
becomes fearful of the change. Like change, té king is unpredictable and can be seen praying fo
days or else feasting until completely drunk. Assident of the castle, Ruan is privy to the young
king's moods, where he apparently “would pick oatan for no apparent reason and treat him as a
brother and after a few months, just as unpredigtabnd him away” (42). While Ruan had no interes
in the old king, he has seemingly paid closer #ttarto the young one, and had “often seen [him]
galloping across the meadows on a black horse” (E2En though he questions the other man's ability
to rule, Ruan has paid attention to the young kilggpite his apathy for everything else in theleast
The king's habits that shift between fierce religi@evotion and self-destructive drunkenness, eaupl
with his treatment of random men “as a brothertiearimplications of instability as well as
homosexual impulses. Before he can “watch evety(42) of the king, however, Ruan is caught up in
the visit to the Scilly Isles for the king's burial

Despite the excitement at a brief excursion tagtend where kings are buried, Ruan's visit to
the Scilly Isles is marred by the burial of theckirHe asks: “What were the amulets of our great
grandfathers but fetters to our younger selves2). (Poubtful that the King “was the embodiment of
his race,” Ruan is contemptuous of “the pomp surding his burial” (53). To be buried on the main
island, the king's body is draped in a purple ¢glatholor that “took a thousand shells, found onlg
single bay in Ireland, to dye one yard” (53). Desthe fact that preparations for the burial hagen
extensive, Ruan sees no point in the pomp surrogndiparticularly as the king is already deadkel

the amulets of their ancestors, he sees thisitvadis nothing more than a burden. Because thegyou
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king Constantine “intended to be baptized,” theloid) is decidedly “the last King to be buried
[there]” (55), and this burial heralds the deathraflition. This is not particularly worrisome Ruan,
who compares himself to Gawain, wondering if he tasb been a rebel” on a search to bring
happiness while “the yoke of priest and ruler hbiegvily on [their] shoulders” (57). Yearning far a
adventure similar to Gawain's, Ruan seeks to estép&yoke” of tradition and follow in his hero's
footsteps. Marveling at Gawain's voyage acrossaalsat “ended in mystery,” he wonders whether
“Gawain had sailed across it to his mother, perhigpsnd was the dwelling place of the gods,” (58)
while he is supposed to be paying attention tdotiveal and his uncle performing the rites. His
disinterest in their cultural heritage and religaues becomes not only a signifier of the kingdom
moving away from their past, but also a grim remaimnithat many of the Celtic rites and tradition was
lost over time. What remnants of Celtic doctrismain come “from early Welsh poetry and Breton
folklore” (Bryher 8). Further indication of the alé of tradition is shown when Honorius becomes
gravely ill.

When Honorius summons Ruan to his chamber, instEsduing commands, he advises Ruan
to follow his dream. It seems he finally realizieat the Christian king will dismiss him, and he
implies that after it happens, it “will be time emh then, Ruan, to decide about [his] future” (83).
Honorius confesses that he went abroad to stu@®aurd, making a close friend named Melus and with
whom he lived together for several years. Ruaesititat Honorius' “eyes shone as | had never seen
them shine during his prayers” while the older rdetusses his brief life with Melus, and how “Our
harbor was a sheltered place” (81). Clearly Hetienship with the Gallois Melus was importantt ye
he came when his master beckoned him back. Hetatmat, “| knew when | said goodbye to Melus
afterwards that | should never see him again, nesee another friend” (83). Honorius' acceptarfce o

his responsibility in the priesthood meant the dexithis only friendship, and one with distinct
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homosexual undertones. While lying sick with fewonorius tells Ruan that he felt Melus was
“sitting here beside me with raindrops glistenindnis old cap, [like] the first night that | wa¥$ i{83).

He can still hear his friend's comforting wordsalr® him in the haze of his illness. Ruan is $iedc

by their similarities, but becomes all the morees@lent in his desire to escape the burdens of his
position. His desperation comes from the realwathat, if he does not act soon, he could very wel
end up like his uncle—unhappy and with an unfutfgl career as a keeper of doctrine that no one
wants, with no meaningful relationships. Thesatrehships, between Honorius and Melus and Ruan
with several men, is an encoding for Bryher “of dencommunity” where her male characters “care
for one another in ways that shade imperceptildgnfsocial to sexual” (Hoberman 169). In order to
preserve that potential for homosocial-sexual i@hships, Ruan knows he must leave. If not, Hesris
isolation and an emotional as well as spiritualtled.ike Gawain, Ruan must abandon the familiar,
traditional culture he has been raised in in otdéind spiritual—and sexual—freedom.

Before the trip home from the Scilly Isles robshof motivation or opportunity, Ruan sneaks
aboard a sailing vessel and earns a job workinthewleck. Five years aboard a sailing vessel are
portrayed in an aesthetic use of white space anddhclusion of a chapter. The several pages given
between chapters reinforce the length of time Rsi@way at sea and unavailable to all, includirey th
reader. When the next chapter opens, Ruan accoespae crew to Ireland during the winter season.
While there, he learns of his uncle's death, aattik had been dismissed from court immediately
upon his return from the islands. A somewhat i@hathis uncle's former ward Lydd reassures Ruan
that “by leaving our uncle you saved his life” besa “the King and all his followers were baptized”
(Bryher 98). While Ruan believes he betrayed hidey Lydd informs him that it was better this way.
After his disappearance, the king “could afford&omerciful to an old and dying man whom the

people loved” but if he had stayed, it might haveant “a savage death” because of his ability ty ral
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the people “and fight for his inheritance” (99).hilé¢ accepting this reasoning as logical, Ruan can
only wish for a different parting from his familyzeeling guilt over abandoning his dying uncle, Rua
also longs for the ability to sit “beside [his] rhet again, while she dipped a wooden spoon into the
pot hanging over the hearth, to pick out the binefat that | most liked” (105). This desire todaek
with his mother, even though she has been deagefos, mimics Gawain's desire to return to his own
mother. Logically he knows that, had he stayething would have ended well and like Honorius, he
would have “excluded happiness” (105). Despitadpain impossibility, Ruan misses the bond with
his mother and family, and seeks to recreate h wiher characters throughout the remainder of the
novel.

Unfortunately Ruan's attempts at a relationshighwn unnamed girl do not go as planned. Met
while wandering through a wooded sanctuary, thiedgesn't give her name but tells Ruan she is a
maidservant to the Irish king Moram's daughtersdibed as easily hidden in the forest and catching
him by surprise, she wears a dress “the exact oblthre growing leaves mixed with enough rust and
brown to tone in with the branches” (140). Ruaor ‘dn instant thought that [she] was a wild cat,
sprang from the bough of a tree” (140). She imbeatly blocks his path, before drawing him to “the
edge of the pool with her bare legs dangling invilager” (141). Hyper-aware of her female body,
Ruan excuses her “apparent boldness” and mistakasimnocence (142). As she moves closer to
Ruan, he remarks that “it was natural to find tngtarm was round her waist” but laments that he “ha
no silver” and thus “cannot marry anybody” (1448)espite his declaration of having no money to offer
a father, the girl insists that it's not a probleBhe tells him that perhaps he had never meighe r
girl, teasing as “she threaded a white flower thi®thong of [his] coat,” suggesting that “notalius
want rings” (144). The white flower connotes inance or purity, yet the girl is the one pushing the

stem into an opening in Ruan's coat. This is tndsve sexual reference, that of the phallus emgea
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vaginal opening, and the girl is the one initiatihgRuan realizes later that he was a fool “tetthe
girl for a child . . .I had not been her first loveor would | be her last” (146) and despite thet that
he “meant no more than to tease her with a kis&0y’ they soon find themselves “lying happily
together in each other's arms” (145). The fadttf@unnamed girl is not only sexually experienced
but actively seduces Ruan, is a reversal of ti@utti gender roles. She initiates contact by ptatie
flower in his coat, and remarks that “If | wereaalar like you, | should leave with the fleet anever
come back” (145). The girl expresses the sameealtst Ruan once had: to leave her home village
and explore the world. For her, exploration atsdudes the sexual, so she sleeps with Ruan and,
presumably, other travelers who don't stay longth\Wer direct statements in regard to sexual desir
and active seduction of Ruan, the girl attempt®otaim some sort of agency that is otherwisetlost
her due to biological sex. Her active sexual appet even more surprising when Ruan discovers tha
she's the Irish king's daughter, when common beli#fat “wantonness in a king's family is an euvil
omen” (151). Considering their location withinaceed wood, it's also suggested that it would ‘Uprin
ruin to the harvest” (150). With such stigma atext to female sexuality, particularly attached to a
king's daughter, her attempts to control her Ifer@markable. Set during a time when women are
married off when their fathers receive an adegaateunt of money in exchange, the Irish king's
daughter attempts to negate her “use-value for mén@re she becomes “an exchange among men; in
other words, a commodity” (Irigaray 31). She isedmined not to be a “locus of a more or less
competitive exchange between two men” (31-2). ahdy suggests that women are usually only a prop
for a man to act out his fantasies upon (25). Tt the case with the king's daughter, who
confronts and seduces a sailor, when usually tk#ipos are reversed. Ruan's passive role in the
seduction allows her to take control, using heraurdings to her advantage. As Ruan first notes, s

almost completely blended into the wood with hesgr and it is almost as if she were inextricably
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linked to the forest itself. Never seen outsidéhefforest, the only clue Ruan has to her idewctiyes
by eavesdropping Lydd plot to expose him. Thatisloaly ever referred to as “King Moram's
daughter” suggests the typical position women ogcaphis culture, as property of their fathersiunt
they are passed on to become property of theirdmdsb It could also relate to the symbolic, rather
than literal, importance of their encounter. Nagssland almost at one with the sacred forest, the
king's daughter can be at once physical sex paaim&metaphorical female body. She is literally a
representation of the earth itself. For Ruan,lswmes a “fantasmatic female body” (de Lauretis
265). This body exceeds physical boundaries andrbes an indicator of lesbian “perverse desire”
(265).

Knowing it will mean his death if caught for slésg with the king's daughter, Ruan bribes a
slave, Melvas, to help him escape through the fdoes friend's ship. Hurrying at night to escépe
king's wrath, Ruan and Melvas believe themsehaggpied, until Ruan notices “a shaft of moonlight
fell on a doe that had come to drink at the pdu, Iseard the hounds, her ears quivered and shegspra
into the undergrowth” (Bryher 167). The doe serags guide, for Ruan soon knows “as if it were a
path that | had often travelled . . . we jumpedasra stump onto a narrow, twisting track” (167).
Melvas saw “nothing but thorns” (169) and Ruan knlege/way despite never having been in that part
of the forest. The doe draws their attention dr&y tare able to escape. Despite suggesting ipuas
chance, Ruan ponders that it might be fate. Theathal the moon are both feminine symbols,
traditionally belonging to Artemis, and they sugge$ink between the forest and Ruan's encounter
with a woman who appears to be as much a pareoivtiods as the animals themselves. After his
escape with Melvas, Ruan never considers the g@ihaand she fades into memory as the forest fades
behind him. Despite her brief appearance, the'kidgughter propels the story forward, another act

that requires agency. She pushes Ruan to créat®ta friendships with men, allowing him to form
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deep homosocial bonds and continue on a journdgyrigdor a fabled island.

The runaway slave Melvas has a relatively shatttpavard the end of the novel, but his
actions reflect the level of caring between himaeli Ruan. Grateful for being freed, Melvas offers
Ruan: “Here or in Wales, half of what | have is gguand he “stammered and he meant it” (170).
Instead of having to buy his freedom, Melvas' ptrénad to pay no ransom” and will treat Ruan like
a son, should he decide to live with them (185gs|ite the offer to share everything he has, in a
marriage of sorts, Ruan refuses, knowing that thidlynevitably part. He knows that Melvas will
always be a farmer and he was destined for the Beapite this, he cannot help but feel sadness, fo
the “deep companionship of the last day and nighild/vanish before [they] made port” (170), similar
to the other friends he'd made along the way. Ragely believes that treasures cannot be kept, “be
they love, moments or memories, they fade, thesollie as into the ruins of a sunset until, if thelg
wish to bless us, they take us with them” (170)thwhe unpredictable life of a sailor, Ruan knows
that many of the bonds he creates with others—m&omen—are temporary and will inevitably
become a part of the past. His only desire theém isove forward, and find a mythical island like
Gawain did.

Friedowald the Finn, who “came from the Northul Week's sail beyond the Frisians” (109)
tempts Ruan with a strange map and the promisdasfchuntouched by anyone else. The journey
promises to be perilous, and “It was one thingatk &bout it over ale and a feast and anothertto se
across an unknown ocean with so inadequate a qi&T). Paralleling Gawain's journey, Ruan makes
a decision that ends with a journey out acrossittk@own ocean, hoping to reach an ideal, fertile
island. Echoing the land Gawain sailed to, Ruaks¢his foreign island as if he too would meet an
other, fairy world across the waves. Knowing he eaver go home, Ruan can only seek out this

distant island as “no other course was open” (1&like his former life studying to be a priesyydh
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is excited for the journey, as it “might bring hamgss, it might bring death, it would be quite new”
(184). Seeking a “union” with this new land, as Hiternative means death and destruction, Ruan
anticipates “a path in sunlight to a place whesxdlwere neither enemies nor fear” (191). As he
crosses the sea, Ruan expects a union with thealahdature that is undoubtedly feminine, and one
that will protect him as Gawain's did.

This desire that Ruan has to connect with a metapfor literal) female body is consistent
throughout the novel, showing several represemtstod transgressive lesbian sexuality through eross
writing. The use of homosocial relationships betwenen also become an indicator of lesbianism, one
that broadens the sphere of queer possibility.h\Witth present, Bryher uses a post-war historical
setting to expand upon the possibilities for chamgth emphasis on the notion that traditions cath a
will die. By becoming part of the past, these itiads are eventually forgotten. Other traditiany

emerge, and with them comes a subversive posgifolitqueer spaces.
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Conclusion
With the stigma surrounding the historical noyelrticularly women's historical novels, it is

unsurprising that Bryher's works have not beenteniabout extensively. When mentioned at all in
critical scholarship, it is mostly in connectionter longtime partner, H.D. That Bryher's workséa
all but been lost to the past, however, is a tragg&thile she places a lot of emphasis on Freud's
works, Bryher was simply using the only discourgailable on female sexuality, particularly lesbian
sexuality. Other lesbian modernists were in alginfiosition, but Bryher uses this discourse amd th
medium of historical fiction to open a critical dission of lesbian sexuality. While scholars tosidi/
argue about what constitutes “a lesbian” and cassenting conclusions, Bryher's primary subject
remains the reality of deep emotional bonds thatesast between women. Her expressions of lesbian
sexuality are portrayed in a spectrum of sexuasipddy. From physical representations of women t
only the metaphorical idea or possibility of theéBnyher encodes the lesbian figure in multiple ways
and characters. She uses historical fiction piilgnas a vehicle to portray lesbian sexuality. ndsi
historical fiction, Bryher encodes lesbianism agsbian possibility, primarily because historical
settings allow for portrayals of sexual differemgéhout social repercussions. These settings a&itbw
gueerness and subversive sexuality, as writingsitoty allows portrayals to be more socially
acceptable. Bryher is able to avoid social repssicuns for open discussions of lesbianism by her us
of coding and metaphor. With her subtle and octesly not-so-subtle language, Bryher opens a
discourse on the socially constructed nature otlgerparticularly masculinity, and records an

experience of leshianism and lesbian possibility.
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