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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines patriarchal conditioning and the
construction of the feminine myth 1n some '"cross-worlds"
fantasies--a subgenre of children's fantasy in which children
from the twentieth century are pulled into an alternate world,
which usually resembles ancient Britain or Ireland. In these
novels, there 1s a recurring i1mage of a goddess-figure, who
appears either as an elusive, ethereal presence or, more
often, as a destructive and terrifying force. This goddess-
figure tends to correspond most closely with the White Goddess
described by Robert Graves. In many cross-worlds fantasies,
this very patriarchal construction of the Goddess 1is
superimposed upon the female protagonist, marginalizing and
dehumanizing her

This thesis explores the effect of such patriarchal and
mythological conditioning on the presentation of the feminine
1n cross-worlds fantasies through close readings of four
novels Chapter One considers the definition and fragmentation
of the feminine 1n Alan Garner's The Owl Service Chapter Two
examines the image of the Terrible Goddess and the Devouring
Mother 1n The Marrow of the World by Ruth Nichols, and Fire and
Hemlock by Diana Wynne Jones Chapter Three considers Margaret

Mahy's The Changeover as a feminist reconfiguration of the
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feminine myth

Progressing through these novels, from the 1intensely
patriarchal 1image of the White Goddess in The oOwl Service, to
the celebration of feminine strength and sensibilities 1n The
Changeover, we can see a gradual shift i1n the attitude toward,
and the presentation of, the feminine, a shift which would
seem to reflect the changing consciousness of our culture. 1In
The Owl Service—-the earliest novel and the only one of the four
written by a man--we find a very oppressive image of the White
Goddess supernatﬁral, subhuman, mindless, voiceless and
destructive. The Marrow of the World presents us with a goddess-
figure who 1s similarly destructive and frightening, but one
who 1s also self-conscious and intelligent Nevertheless, she
remains essentially a stock character, subhuman, with little
personality or depth Although Fire and Hemlock 1s less
patriarchal than the previous two novels, the goddess-figure
1s still presented as a singularly negative presence Cold,
calculating, beautiful, and fatally seductive, she 1s the
Devouring Mother aspect of the White Goddess. Mahy's The
Changeover, written 1in a distinctly feminist vein, does not
feature the White Goddess as a separate character or villain,
but as the latent dark side of every person, male and female
The supernatural feminine, as 1t appears 1in this book,
corresponds more closely to the benevolent Mother Goddess and
Creatress described by "New Age" thinkers Unlike the female

protagonists of the other novels, Laura does not lose her
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autonomy, or her sense of self, to the White Goddess Mahy's
novel demonstrates that, although the myth of the White
Goddess 1s not without 1maginative or literary value, it 1s
important to become conscious of our own mythological
conditioning We can then transcend myth, reinterpreting,

reimagining, and even rewriting 1t so that 1t becomes more

meaningful and satisfying to everyone, regardless of sex.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the things that the study of literature
should do 1s to help the student become aware of
his own mythological conditioning, especially on
the more passive and critically unexamined levels.
He 1s, of course, unlikely to do this as long as
the teachers are unconscious victims of the same
conditioning.

Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture

In Alan Garner's The Owl Service, three children become
caught up 1n the playing out of ancient Welsh legend--and find
themselves the target of a goddess's fury In Ruth Nichols'
The Marrow of the World, Philip and his adopted cousin Linda are
pulled 1nto another world in which Linda discovers her
disturbing relationship with the witch, Ygerna. Polly, the
protagonist of Diana Wynne Jones' Fire and Hemlock, must match
wits and magic with Laurel, an ancient goddess who continues
to manipulate people and events i1in the modern world. Polly
must rescue her friend Thomas Lynn from the diabolical Laurel,
who perpetuates her own life, and that of her consort, by

taking the lives of young men Laura, of Margaret Mahy's The
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Changeover, leaves everyday normalcy behind when she enters the
realm of the supernatural and becomes a witch i1n order to save
her baby brother from an evil and consuming spirit.

Each of these novels 1s an example of a popular sub-genre
of children's fantasy fiction. This '"cross-worlds'" fantasy,
as I shall call 1t, blends the twentieth century world of the
protagonist with another supernatural world, which tends to be
based on the myths and 1legends of ancient Britain and
Ireland.’ In almost all of these fantasies, a goddess-figure
appears, either as an elusive, ethereal presence or, more
often, as a terrifying, destructive force What can we learn
from the depictions of these goddesses, and indeed from the
fact that they are present at all, about our social
consciousness and engrained biases that shape our perceptions
of the feminine? Why do goddess-figures (and very specific
goddess-figures at that) appear so persistently 1n cross-
worlds fantasy?

Another pattern 1s also very common 1n those novels
involving a female protagonist, or secondary character, the
heroine almost always becomes associated and aligned with the
goddess-figure to the point of merging with the Supernatural
Feminine, and becoming another facet of the goddess. This

intriguing phenomenon raises another barrage of questions.

' Pat O'Shea's The Hounds of the Morrigan, Alan Garner's The

Weirdstone of Brisingamen and The Moon of Gomrath, Nancy Bond's A
String in the Harp and Susan Cooper's The Dark 1s Rising
sequence are just a few more examples of the many popular
novels 1n this genre
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What repercussions does this have on the child reader,
particularly on the female child reader? Are any patriarchal
biases being reinforced? If so, what are they? Does
association with the supernatural and goddess-figures empower
or marginalize the female characters of these novels? How
does the presence of two, apparently contradictory, realities
(the supernatural world versus the "real" world) affect the
psyches of the female characters? How are they portrayed as
dealing with their split realities, and how, 1f at all, does
this reflect the actual situation of girls and women 1n
Western society”? This paper will attempt to address some of
these questions through the analysis of four cross-worlds
fantasies. Alan Garner's The Owl Service, Ruth Nichols' The
Marrow of the World, Diana Wynne Jones' Fire and Hemlock and
Margaret Mahy's The Changeover.

Although this paper does not purport to be an exhaustive
study on the effect of patriarchal discourse and myth on
children's fantasy from pre-feminist days to today, the
movement from the very patriarchal mind-set of The Owl Service
to the very feminist orientation of The Changeover does seem to
reflect changing cultural 1deals, and Western society's
gradual development of a new feminist consciousness. Th1is
paper will look closely at these four novels with the intent
of raising some questions and, hopefully, a new awareness,
about the effect of myth and patriarchal conditioning on the

presentation of the feminine 1n children's cross-worlds



fantasy

In Defense of Children's Literature
and Feminist Criticism

I have often wondered why literary theorists
haven't yet realized that the best demonstration of
all they say when they talk about phenomenology or
structuralism or deconstruction or any other
critical approach can be most easily demonstrated
in children's literature The converse of which 1is
to wonder why those of us who attend to children's
literature are, or have been, so slow 1n drawing
the two together ourselves.

Aidan Chambers, Booktalk

Perhaps one of the reasons why children's literature and
literary theory have been slow 1in coming together 1s because
both are regarded with something akin to suspicion by the
conventional academic world. Children's literature--casually
referred to as "kid-lit" by students--1s typically viewed as
the easy elective, a "sub-literature" incapable of
withstanding any serious academic analysis (Slemon and Wallace
7). Craitical theory, on the other hand, 1s often accused of
fostering intellectual snobbery, of being overly academic and
pedantic to the point of alienating the reader entirely from
the text They do 1indeed, at first glance, appear to be an
odd couple

Recent study and intellectual exploration, however, has
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revealed children's literature to be anything but simple.
Instead, 1t provides us with a window through which we can
catch a singqularly 1insightful glimpse of ourselves, our
culture, the child as concept and construct, and even the
workings of our unconscious, from a new and unique
perspective. Critical theory provides us with a tool to open
that window, and allows us to enter the text more fully

Although the word "criticism" carries with 1t some rather
negative connotations, 1t 1n fact 1involves the positive
exercise of commenting on a text, and discovering new ways of
reading and understanding 1t (Hunt 4). With regards to
children's literature, 1t has been suggested that literary
theory allows people to "unpack an overly formalized approach
to the study of books for children" (Slemon and Wallace 8).
Critical theory 1s about reading practices. how they work, how
they differ, and how they affect the reader's relationship
with the text.

Unfortunately, there are still those who rigorously
resist the application of craitical theory to children's
literature, either because they feel 1t 1s simply a waste of
time, or because they fear that the "innocence" of children's
literature will somehow become tainted Feminist theory 1s an
approach that seems to be particularly unwelcome to those who
resist critical analysis of children's literature. To take a
slightly less-than-literary example, no one wants to hear that

Walt Disney's "The Little Mermaid" 1s a gargantuan,
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anti-feminist faux pas. The movie remains enormously popular
and the attitude 1s the children love 1t and 1isn't that all
that really matters? Those who dare to criticize are
dismissed with a roll of the eyes and an incredulous shake of
the head*® "O God--she's on another feminist kick!'"

Others are openly hostile towards any attempt to i1inject
a feminist perspective into children's literature, as 1s Kevin
McCabe in his article, '"Neopaganism, feminism, and children's
literature". McCabe expresses "alarm at the spread
of...matriarchal feminism in contemporary children's
literature" and 1s '"disturbed" by these "rather dubious
theories" (40). He goes on to link feminism with neopaganism,
homosexuality, the occult and even Satanism, his tone ominous
and moralistic, as 1f feminism in children's literature must
1nevitably beckon innocent youngsters down these apparently
equally dark and destructive avenues (43-4).

Such a view 1s both narrow and unfortunate, for it
greatly restricts one's exploration of a text. Feminist
theory expands upon a text, making 1t fuller and richer by
opening up new avenues for interpretation and criticism.
Elaine Showalter in her article, "Feminist criticism 1in the
wilderness," defines feminist theory simply as a '"mode of
interpretation'" (245) She goes on to quote theorist Annette
Kolodny who writes:

All the feminist 1s asserting, then, 1s her own

equivalent right to 1liberate new (and perhaps

different) significances from these same texts; and
at the same time, her right to choose which
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features of a text she takes as relevant, because
she 1s, after all, asking new and different
questions of 1t (246)
Feminist theory and children's literature are, i1n fact, even
more compatible than one might 1initially expect, for both
concern the perspective of an "Other " Woman 1s defined by
our society as "other than man", the child stands as "other"
to the adult. We could even extend this 1dea further to say
that children's literature 1s seen as "other" 1in relation to
the traditional 1literary canon, while feminist theory 1is
"other" in the field of conventional literary criticism.
This notion of the "Other" also plays a particularly
important role in fantasy fiction for children, where there 1is
almost always a conflict between the real world and an "other"
world. The question of identity and self becomes tantamount
as the child must decide to which world she or he belongs.
Cross-worlds fantasies become a highly appropriate medium for
exploring the concept of "otherness" and its effect on the
human psyche* the two worlds become a metaphor for the
protagonist's divided self as she 1s pulled between the

conflicting self-images and expectations imposed upon her by

patriarchal society.

Myth and Fantasy: reflections of the "current moral order"

In the cross-worlds fantasies we shall be discussing,

myth plays a central role Consequently, 1t 1s worthwhile to
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consider briefly some of the implications and functions of
myth 1n literature Joseph Campbell believed that one of the
functions of myth was "the sociological function of educating
the person 1into his society" (Sullivan 126). Stephen
Donaldson extends this thought to 1include modern fantasy
novels which he feels '"clarify for the reader the 1ideals on
which society believes 1tself to be based" (126). He goes on
to note that, i1n this way, fantasies '"support the current
moral order" (Donaldson quoted in Sullivan 126). If this 1s
so, then perhaps 1t 1s not surprising that most of these
cross-world fantasies for children, upon scrutiny, reveal
themselves to be written i1n a distinctly patriarchal vein.
Re-shaped and moulded through centuries of retellings and
transcriptions, the myths we draw on for our fantasies have
been 1inscribed, and 1n some cases reinscribed, with the
precepts and biases of Western culture, and the values and
societal maxims they 1llustrate are patriarchal.

Further to this, literary critic Maggie Humm feels that
the written word 1s always political to the extent that it
cannot help Dbut reflect our perceptions of society,
particularly where 1ssues of gender are concerned:

Literature and criticism are 1deological, she

argues, '"since writing manipulates gender for

symbolic purposes" and style 1s an articulation of

1deology. (quoted 1in Guerin 184)

In her essay, "Why are Americans Afraid of Dragons?" Ursula Le

Guin writes, "The use of i1maginative fiction 1s to deepen your

understanding of your world, and your fellow men, and your own
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feelings, and your destiny" (Le Guin 43). Towards the end of
her essay, Le Guin makes the shrewd observation that '"fantasy
1s true, of course. It i1isn't factual, but 1t 1s true Children
know that." (44) In short, fantasy acts as a mirror,
providing us with a reflection, albeit an embellished one, of
our own culture and values The sentiments expressed by
Campbell, Donaldson, Humm and Le Guin suggest that fantasy
holds a particular sway over 1ts readers, and that both
fantasy, and our response to 1it, have much to say about our

perceived roles and identities.

The Goddess and the Feminine Myth
As mentioned earlier, one pattern which emerges with
regard to female characterization 1s the appearance of a
goddess-figure and the female protagonist's subsequent
1dentification with her. The 1dea of a Great Mother Goddess
has gained a certain popularity in recent years. The modern
movement of Goddess-worship coincided roughly with the rise of
feminism, and 1t seems plausible that it 1s, 1n part, a
reaction against main-stream, male-dominated religion
(Larrington 411) Speculating about the appeal
Arthurian/Celtic fantasy has for women, Nickianne Moody, a

critic of fantasy and science fiction, writes:

With  the growth of feminist thought,

particularly 1n the United States, has come the
rejection of patriarchal 1iconography and this has
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included aspects of Christianity This i1n turn has
led to the rediscovery of earlier pagan systems of
worship or awareness, characterised as New Age.
The Irish concept of the other world was a land of
women. .The principle deity that concerned itself
with society was the mother goddess 1in her three
aspects There 1s historical evidence to suggest
that 1n the brief period between Roman and
Christian rule 1i1n Britain a matrilineal society
existed, 1f not a matriarchal one (193)

Adherents of today's "New Age" schools of thought tend
to view the Goddess as a nurturing, all-embracing being, '"the
wise Creatress of the Universe and all life and civilization"
(Stone xxv) There 1s a focus on our interdependence and
interconnectedness with the earth, and with each other (Goddess
Remembered, videocassette) In this way, the i1dea of a Great
Goddess 1s extremely appealing to many as an emblem of the
resurgence and celebration of feminine power, and a new
feminine spirituality

However, this 1s not the predominant 1i1mage of the
Goddess/Primordial Feminine that inhabits the sociological and

imaginative mythology of Western society. As Northrop Frye

writes:

The i1magination, as 1t reflects on this world, sees
1t as a world of violence and cunning. .The typical
agent of cunning 1s a woman, whose main instrument
of will 1s her bed ..Ares and Eros are functionaries
of Venus, whose alternative form 1s Diana of the
triple will, the white goddess who always kills, and
whose rebirth 1s only for herself (183)

Over many centuries, patriarchal myth and superstition
cultivated a view of the Divine Feminine very different from

the benevolent Creatress of the Universe Some writers, like
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Merlin Stone and Mary Condren, claim that there occurred a
"patriarchal re-imaging of the Goddess as a wanton depraved
figure" (Stone, back cover). They suggest that, long ago, as
patriarchy struggled to assert 1ts dominance, 1t undermined
the existing matrilineal society by discrediting 1ts reigning
deity, the Goddess, and characterizing her as a villain, the
goddess of death and destruction (Condren 43). In place of
the benevolent Earth Mother, there appeared another version of
the Primordial Feminine: silent, terrible, lustful,
unpredictable, deceitful and fatally beautiful. This image of
the Goddess appears throughout the traditional literary canon
and was reinforced in such works as Frazer's The Golden Bough®
and, later, Robert Graves' tremendously influential (though
intensely patriarchal) work, The White Goddess.

In her book The Serpent and the Goddess, Mary Condren
documents the erosion of the Great Mother in Celtic myth and
legend as 1invading patriarchal warrior cultures began to
displace the matriarchal agricultural societies of ancient
Ireland. She cites for example the instigation of the
festival of Samhain by the new warrior culture:

Significantly, one of the features of the gathering

would be the burning of the torc-tened (fire-boar) or

torc-caille (forest-boar). The boar was one of the

most sacred symbols of the Goddess, and a recent

explanation of why the fire was lit at Samhain 1s

"to burn the witches" (29)

Condren also makes the point that patriarchy frequently

° Published 1n twelve volumes between the years 1890 and
1915
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demoted and depopularized the Goddess by turning her into a
conniving and destructive war—-goddess even though more ancient
tales can be found describing her as non-violent, and
extremely just (31) The theories of scholars like Stone and
Condren are useful i1in that they suggest some hypotheses as to
how some of the current myths and attitudes toward the
Primordial Feminine/Goddess developed. Condren, for example,
postulates on the shift from a nature- and body-oriented
feminine consciousness to the logic-dominated male
consciousness.

Macha's transition from Mother Goddess to war

goddess reflects the new concerns of patriarchal

consciousness. We saw how the Triple Goddess often

appears 1in the abstract form of a Triple Spiral

The triple male gods, 1n contrast, are usually

depicted as three-faced heads The head, rather

than the body was now the location of

creativity.. The cult of the warrior and the hero

would replace that of female creativity, with

widescale repercussions for the future of humanity.

(35-6)

Keeping 1n mind Stone's and Condren's views that patriarchy
played a significant role 1in reshaping and redefining the
character of the Goddess, I submit the following proposition-
that within the context of fantasy literature, the White
Goddess, described by Graves as beautiful yet also as "that
ancient power of fright and lust--the female spider or
queen-bee whose embrace 1s death" (24), 1s a patriarchal
construction. When this particular construction of the Goddess

appears 1n children's fantasy, superimposed upon the heroines

of the novels, 1t becomes oppressive, obscuring the female
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characters' humanity and reducing them to two-dimensional
stereotypes of the supernatural feminine This occurs, for
example, 1n Alan Garner's The Owl Service Interestingly, in the
three novels by women authors--The Marrow of the World, Fire and
Hemlock, and the Changeover—--the goddess-figures tend to be more
complicated and diverse. Within the goddess-figures created by
Jones and Mahy 1n particular, i1t 1s possible to discern
tensions between the negative power of the White Goddess and
the positive power of the New Age Goddess. However, the
White Goddess, coupled with another, <closely related
patriarchal construction--the feminine myth--still tends to
dominate the structure and symbology of popular fantasy, and

of children's cross-worlds fantasy in particular

In her book, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvolr shows how
patriarchy has created an elaborate mythology around woman. In
her chapter entitled "Myth and Reality," de Beauvolir argues
that woman 1s frequently viewed as an 1i1nexplicable essence
shrouded 1n myth and mystery. She writes:

Of all these myths, none 1s more firmly anchored 1in
masculine hearts than that of the feminine
"mystery." It has numerous advantages. And first of
all, 1t permits an easy explanation of all that
appears 1inexplicable, the man who "does not
understand" a woman 1s happy to substitute an
objective resistance for a subjective deficiency of
mind, 1nstead of admitting his 1gnorance, he
perceives the presence of a '"mystery" outside of
himself, an alibi, 1i1ndeed, that flatters laziness
and vanity at once. (262-3)

This 1s a commonly held attitude. How often on prime-time
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television, for example, do we hear male characters exclaim,
"Women' I'll never understand them!'" It 1s the belief (not
to mention a favourite joke) of popular culture that there 1is
an element of the inexplicable about all women. As 1n the
plots of our cross-world fantasies, in which the unknowable,
i1nexplicable White Goddess 1s superimposed on the female
characters, women 1n everyday society are also obscured by the
unwanted mantle of the feminine myth

One of the challenges of feminist criticism has been to
recognize such patriarchally-planted myths in our
subconscious, to understand how they affect our perceptions of
the world, and to make a conscious effort to separate myth
from reality. This 1s not an easy task for, as critic Pam
Morris points out, the majority of us have absorbed the
1deology of patriarchy and have assumed 1ts way of seeing, to
the point where "woman's subordination 1s naturalized, [and]
made to seem just the way things are" (5). Children's
literature, with 1ts tendency towards caution and
conventionalism, as well as 1ts need for acceptance and
approval, from parents as well as in the critical arena, too
frequently remains within the familiar confines of patriarchy,
wrapping itself in the colourful but potentially strangling

scarves of myth and the feminine mystery
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CHAPTER I

A Self of One's Own: Definition and Fragmentation in
The Owl Service

Kept on the fringe of the world, woman cannot be
objectively defined through this world, and her
mystery contains nothing but emptiness.

Simone de Beauvolir,
The Second Sex

Few books 1llustrate de Beauvoir's point so clearly as
Alan Garner's The Owl Service. Borrowing from The Mabinogi,
Garner builds the framework of the novel around the ancient
Welsh tale of Blodeuwedd: a woman who 1s created out of
flowers by a wizard for his son, and later turned into an owl
as punishment for betraying that marriage. It 1s a story of
woman defined and redefined, against her will, by the male
forces around her In Garner's modern reenactment of thais
mythic tragedy, the female characters are similarly denied an
essential self, and mysteriously change forms, redefined by
their male counterparts until they are resolved, ultimately,

into emptiness

The process begins with all of the female characters in
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The Owl Service being defined as mysteries. the mythic, powerful
and terrifying presence of Blodeuwedd, the obsessed and
possessed Alison, the cranky and inexplicably terrified Nancy
with her shadowy past, and the invisible but influential
Margaret. During the course of the novel, these women become
overlaid with the supernatural--unlike the males (with the
possible exception of Huw) who simply find themselves
neighbours, and challengers, of an invasive, unwanted feminine
power. Femininity becomes synonymous with supernatural;
Blodeuwedd, Alison, Nancy and Margaret are pushed to '"the
fringe of the world," and left to teeter between being human
and being Woman. The Owl Service 1ncorporates a curious blend
of feminine power and female helplessness For Garner,
however, woman ultimately degenerates 1into a fragmented,
voiceless self, a diffused, unthinking, and formless--1if
supernatural--power.

Interestingly, as this paper will later show, this vision
of the feminine 1n The Owl Service 1s very similar to Jacques
Lacan's understanding of the "human subject" as described by
editors Rose and Mitchell:

[Lacan's human subject] 1s not an entity with an

1dentity, but a being created in the fissure of a

radical split. The 1identity that seems to be that

of the subject 1s 1n fact a mirage arising when the

subject forms an 1image of 1tself by 1identifying

with others' perception of 1t ..Lacan's human

subject 1s not a 'divided self' ..that 1in a

different society could be made whole, but a self

which 1s only actually and necessarily created
within a split--a being that can only conceptualise

1tself when 1t 1s mirrored back to 1itself from the
position of another's desire The unconscious where
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unconscious where the subject 1s not itself, where
the 'I' of a dream can be someone else and the

object and subject shift and change places, bears
perpetual witness to this praimordial splitting

(3)
Without the 1imposition of definition and 1identity from an
external source, the self simply disintegrates. For Garner,
however, 1t 1s specifically the feminine self which requires
a definition from man in order to achieve an identity, and a
container for its powers Blodeuwedd 1s "a being created 1in
the fissure of a radical split." Her self has been splintered
between flowers, wife, lover, and owls, leaving a vacuum that
creates a maelstrom of uncontrolled, irrational power. A
similar fate threatens Alison, whose 1dentity 1s also
dependent on those around her Like Lacan's subject, she has
no concept of herself apart from the images mirrored back to
her from Gwyn, Roger and Margaret. And, because these
perceptions are each different, Alison's self also begins to
split, making her all the more vulnerable to the annihilating
power of Blodeuwedd Before exploring this i1dea of the split
feminine 1n greater depth however, 1t 1s first necessary to
look at Garner's construction of Blodeuwedd as the Goddess and
Primordial Feminine, and to see how this construction grows to

encompass all of the female characters in the novel.

Feminine power 1s both symbolized by, and incarnate 1in
the figure of Blodeuwedd Her 1inchoate and terrifying

presence acts as the fulcrum of the children's actions and
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emotions, tipping them from camaraderie to conflict, from
excitement to terror From the beginning, Blodeuwedd 1s much
more than an unhappy ghost of a long-ago legend she 1s the
Goddess from "old time " Slighted, she 1s a terrible,
unadulterated avenging fury and, unless placated, will destroy
all Garner gleaned much from Robert Graves' The White Goddess,
which he has called "That most 1infuriating gold mine of
imagery. which I understood with great clarity on the fifth
reading" (Garner '"Coming to Terms" 29) For example, the
imagery surrounding Blodeuwedd's physical description 1s rich
and detailed, and coincides closely with descriptions of the
Goddess provided 1in Graves At the beginning of Chapter Six,
the portrait of Blodeuwedd 1s revealed behind the pebble-dash
wall:

She was tall. Her long hair fell to her waist,

framing 1in gold her pale and lovely face. Her eyes

were blue. She wore a loose gown of white cambric,

embroidered with living green stems of broom and

meadowsweet, and a wreath of green oak leaves 1n

her hair (33)
She 1s, as Alison 1s prompt to exclaim, beautiful, her
1dentifying features being long blond hair and a pale face.
The description 1s unmistakeably reminiscent of Graves' White
Goddess, who 1s

a lovely, slender woman with a hooked nose, deathly

pale face, lips red as rowan-berries, startling
blue eyes and long fair hair (24)

Graves also quotes this description of the Goddess found 1in

Apuleius's Golden Ass.
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First, she had a great abundance of hair, flowing
and curling, dispersed and scattered about her
divine neck, on the crown of her head she bare many
garlands i1nterlaced with flowers and round about
the whole length of the border of that goodly robe
was a crown or garland wreathing unbroken, made
with all flowers and fruits (72)

Graves then goes on to list the many animal forms she was
wont to take, 1including, of course, the owl Beauty,
juxtaposed with a power that 1s potentially destructive and
deadly, becomes an identifying feature of the White Goddess,
and 1s found also 1n the characters of Ygerna and Laurel, the
goddess-figures 1n The Marrow of the World and Fire and Hemlock
respectively.’ The physical description of the
Goddess/Blodeuwedd becomes especially significant when we
realize that 1t also matches the description of Alison.

Further comparison of Graves' construction of the White
Goddess with Blodeuwedd makes 1t clear that they are
essentially the same. Graves considers that all of the many
and varied goddesses described i1n myth are simply different
aspects of one great, primordial, all-encompassing Goddess.
Blodeuwedd 1s described as '"the Flower-Goddess" (Graves 92);
she 1s also i1dentified as the Love-and-Death Goddess (403)
The connection between this aspect of the Goddess and the

events 1n The Owl Service 1S obvious Ever since Huw's "old

time" love has turned to death through jealousy and hate: it

> In Nancy Bond's A String in the Harp, Peter 1s also presented

with this juxtaposition of beauty and danger when he
encounters the goddess Caridwen: '"She was the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen, beautiful i1in a way that frightened
him even as he was drawn to her" (45)
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happened to Gronw, 1t happened to Cousin Bertram, and 1it
threatens to happen to Alison The catalyst 1s Blodeuwedd--
appropriately the Goddess of Love-and-Death Further, Graves
notes that this aspect of the Goddess 1s typically associated
with goats (403). In Chapter Two of The owl Service, Roger lies
down 1in the grass and pulls meadowsweet over his face
(meadowsweet being the flower from which Blodeuwedd was made),
but starts to his feet when he hears the ghost-spear pierce
the rock beside him:

There was no one 1n sight: his heart raced, and he

was cold in the heat of the sun He looked at his

hands. The meadowsweet had cut him, lining his palm

with red beads The flowers stank of goat (12)
Blodeuwedd as the Goddess of Love-and-Death has left her mark:
pain and the pungent smell of goat Garner depicts the
Goddess 1n her destructive, dangerous aspect, thus the
meadowsweet cuts Roger (though 1t 1s as a result of his own
action--here, as throughout the novel, Garner plays on the
analogy between Roger and Gronw) and the odour of the flowers
1s offensive.

Yet another point links the mythic 1image of the White
Goddess, and Blodeuwedd of The owl Service® 1n addition to
identifying her as Muse and the "Mother of All Living," Graves
defines the White Goddess as '"the ancient power of fright and
lust" (24). It 1s this phrase which describes most closely
the figure of Blodeuwedd 1in Garner's novel Fear 1s the

dominating mood of this book, and 1t grows, pressing the

characters down i1n a kind of claustrophobic panic Lust 1s
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what triggered the ancient murder, and 1t 1s 1lust that
perpetuates and repeats the mythic tragedy in modern times.
Blodeuwedd 1s not a person, she does not have a self; she 1is
"an ancient power," she 1s unchannelled, uncontrolled,
irrational emotion, and she 1s deadly. Understanding the
nature of Blodeuwedd 1n The Owl Service, and her relationship to
the White Goddess 1s vital to a feminist critique of the
novel, for Blodeuwedd gradually assimilates the other female

characters. Within The owl Service, Blodeuwedd 1s the Feminine.

In keeping with the stereotype that women are a channel
or, 1in this case, a "live wire" to the supernatural, Alison
1s the first to become intuitively aware of Blodeuwedd's
presence as she traces the owl from the plate

"I saw 1t as soon as 1I'd washed the plate,"
said Alison "It was obvious "

"It was?" said Roger "I'd never have thought
it. I like him "

"Her," said Alison.

"You can tell? OK Her I like her " He tapped
the owl's head with the pencil, making the body
rock on 1ts perch. "Hello there!"

"Don't do that," said Alison.

HWhat? "

"Don't touch her."

"Are you all right®"

"Give me the pencil. I must make some more,"

said Alison. (15-16)

Alison's assertion of the owl's gender 1s chilling 1in 1its
clipped, unexplained certainty, as 1s her ominous warning to
Roger. "Don't touch her " An alliance has been created
between the Goddess-Blodeuwedd and Alison, 1identifying our

young, twentieth-century heroine with the supernatural and
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with the ancient, patriarchal archetype of the primordial
feminine. What 1s i1mportant to note, however, 1s that thais
alliance, this compulsion of Alison's to both identify and

 This becomes

defend "her," 1s neither rational nor conscious
the pattern of female action throughout the book. 1In addition
to this, the more the Goddess 1mage becomes superimposed upon
Alison, the more her humanity and self fade, threatening to
vanish like the pattern from the plates.

Since Garner (and myth) places considerable importance on
the physical beauty of the Goddess, 1t 1s significant that
Alison 1s the only other character who receives any sort of
physical description 1n The Owl Service She 1s the
stereotypical beauty of western culture: blond, blue-eyed, and
pale. This, of course, 1s deliberate, making the assimilation
of Alison into Blodeuwedd both easier and obvious. Because
she 1s so strongly identified with Blodeuwedd, Alison becomes
distanced more quickly from the normal, natural twentieth-
century world than do Gwyn and Roger. Indeed, Gwyn and Roger
are never entirely out of touch with the natural, "real"
world, nor do they ever lose their humanity Alison does
both

Apart from her compulsion to trace the plates, the first

example of Alison as a supernatural force occurs in Chapter

‘A parallel may be drawn between Alison's situation and
Susan's 1n Garner's The Moon of Gomrath—--Susan's behaviour in
chapter nine 1s equally compulsive when she builds the fire
that wakes the old magic.
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Four, when her frustration with Nancy sends a plate flying
through the air of the next room When Gwyn defends Alison
from the enraged Nancy by taking the blame himself, Alison
returns an oddly passive and 1nnocuous response:

"Thanks, Gwyn," said Alison. Gwyn looked at
her "I couldn't help 1t," she said (26)

Alison accepts as a matter of fact that she suddenly possesses
the peculiar skill of a poltergeist, as does Gwyn. There 1s
no surprise, Jjust an unquestioning acceptance of this new
quirk i1in her nature. The implication seems to be that it 1is
natural for a woman to be supernatural "I couldn't help 1t"
says Alison. Here again we have what becomes a recurring and
dominating theme: the feminine unleashed, a dangerous power
beyond the control of rational thought. Further to this,
however, 1s the mindlessness associated with the feminine

why could she not help 1t? Why do Gwyn and Roger let this
bizarre incident pass without question? What 1s significant
here 1s not only that Alison does not understand the forces at
work within her, but that she makes absolutely no attempt to
understand them This 1s 1n contrast to the reactions of the
male protagonists Gwyn puzzles over the story in The Mabinogi
and over the history of the valley, trying to connect the two,
Roger uses his knowledge of photography to try to identify a
mysterious figqure 1in one of his pictures In other
cross-world fantasies as well, such as 1n Philippa Pearce's
Tom's Midnight Garden and William Mayne's Earthfasts, the main

male characters turn to scientific experimentation and
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deduction to try to explain supernatural happenings. That
such a process does not seem to occur to Alison reinforces her
connection with the mindless mysteriousness of the White
Goddess.

Alison's most frightening withdrawal from humanity 1into
the visage of the Goddess occurs at the end of Chapter Seven
and the beginning of Eight. Having made plans that Alison
should hide the plates from Nancy, Gwyn and Roger return to
the house to find Alison reading in the yard:

"Hi, Ali." said Roger. '"Did you manage to
stash the plates OK?"
Alison's eyes were hidden behind the black
discs of her sunglasses.
"What plates?" she said. (41)
And so concludes Chapter Seven The reader 1s jerked from
casual normalcy into the by-now-unpredictable and menacing
presence of the feminine. The '"black discs" of Alison's
sunglasses create a particularly unsettling image.
Disturbingly reminiscent of an owl's eyes, they negate her
humanity by masking any expression or emotion 1in her eyes,
indeed the blank darkness of the lenses would seem to reflect
the replacement of Alison's 1ndividuality by the dark,
unformulated force of the Goddess °

In the ensuing confrontation--Alison coldly insisting she

knows nothing about any such plates, and the boys urging her

> Susan 1n The Moon of Gomrath also becomes at one point

inhuman and amorphous--in chapter five her hand feels like a
hoof and then "a formless shadow" seems to rise from the
place where she had been
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to quit playing games--Gwyn loses his temper and kicks the
book from Alison's hand It 1s at this point that the

Goddess-Blodeuwedd 1s nakedly displayed 1in the figure of

Alison.
No one moved There was silence. Then, "You
shouldn't have done that," Alison said.

"You shouldn't have done that " Her knuckles
were white on the edge of the deck chair Her neck
thrust forward '"You shouldn't have done that."

Gwyn could see himself reflected 1i1n her
sunglasses, and at the corner of the lens something
fluttered like a wounded bird. He turned his head
It was the book. It came for him through the air.
Its pages rattled, and disintegrated, but still
came for him, like a tail after the red binding.
Gwyn dropped the flour bags and protected his face
as the book swarmed at him

"No!" he shouted (42)

Alison 1s completely dehumanized Garner, always a master of
atmosphere, creates a feeling of spine-chilling menace with

Alison's clenched and venomous refrain® "You shouldn't have

done that " It 1s an 1innocuous phrase, similar to Alison's
earlier remark, "I couldn't help 1t." Again, there 1s no hint
of why Gwyn shouldn't do that. Instead, female hysteria

climaxes 1n an eruption of uncontrolled, destructive power.
She 1s the Goddess.

Fragmentation 1s an 1mage that recurs again and again
throughout the novel shattered plates, crumbling walls, torn
books, broken families. In addition to portraying the
feminine as irrational, supernatural, and other-than-human,
The Owl Service depicts the feminine as fragmented. Again and
again the female characters are redefined until there 1s a

schizophrenic splitting of the self that ultimately silences
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and annihilates Blodeuwedd was flowers until Gwydion
confiscated her essential nature, redefining her as wife for
a man she had never met When she rejected this definition of
herself to become the lover of Gronw, her identity was again
wrenched away from her as punishment, and she was reshaped
into not an owl, but owls--plural. Huw tells Gwyn*® "But they
made her owls and she went hunting" (74). It 1s a curious
phrase and an even more curious 1mage. one being, splintered
and separated from herself. The image 1s reinforced by all
the owls Alison 1s compelled to trace, and by the sound of not
one, but a great many owls rustling and fluttering in the
attic, the hen hut, the shed.

Alison drifts between her own 1dentity and the
innumerable, furious fragments of Blodeuwedd. Garner creates
a striking image of this in Chapter Fifteen when Alison sees
a vision of Blodeuwedd 1in the water, yet mistakes 1t for her
own reflection

she saw herself mirrored among the haloes that the

sun made on the water The brightness destroyed the

image of the house so that all she saw was her

face.
I'm up here and down there, thought Alison.

Which 1s me? (83)

The answer, of course, 1s both The significance of the
image, however, becomes especially poignant when Gwyn comes
along and, by dipping his hand 1in the water, destroys the

1mage which breaks apart and ripples across the tank--in

fragments.

In the next chapter when Gwyn explains to Alison that the
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laws of physics prevent the possibility that she had seen her
own reflection from the window, and that it must have been
Blodeuwedd (a comic blend of scientific and superstitious
thinking'), Alison replies. "but I could tell 1t was me--my
colour of hair, and face, and--well 1t just was" (96)
Although Gwyn scoffs at this a second time, there remains the
knowledge that most people instinctively recognize their own
reflection. Alison did indeed see herself 1in the face of
Blodeuwedd; "I'm up here and down there, thought Alison,"
experiencing a Garnerian splitting of self.

Alison 1s further torn between the differing definitions
and expectations imposed on her by Gwyn and her own mother,
the mysterious Margaret. The fact that Margaret has remained
an 1nvisible, silent but very influential force aligns her
very closely with Blodeuwedd. Like the Goddess, she has no
dialogue and never makes a personal appearance. Nevertheless,
the other characters' constant deferrals and submissiveness to
her suggest a powerful, even frightening personage (not unlike
Laurel 1in Fire and Hemlock) Her invisibility, coupled with her
knowledge of virtually all the children's actions, creates a
feeling of omniscience, and Alison's efforts not to displease
Margaret border on panic-

"Gwyn, please don't fool about Oh, you know

we musn't see each other "

"Why not? You 1in quarantine for smallpox, are
you?"

"You know Mummy says I musn't talk to you."

Gwyn gazed at the crags, and slowly followed

them to the next hillside, and down to the valley,
to the mountain on the other side of the valley,
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and straight up to the sky
"I can't see her," he said
"Gwyn," said Alison, "I'm going home."
"Right," said Gwyn, "I'll come with you."
"No!'"
"Why not?"
"Don't' Please'! What do you want?" (90)
Yet Margaret does see them despite Gwyn's <clownish,
exaggerated search for her. The implication 1s that Margaret
1s 1ndeed omniscient, and she too begins to merge with the
image of the Goddess
After several chapters of avoiding Gwyn i1n an effort to
stay her mother's wrath, Alison 1s cornered by him.
"Tomorrow, Alison. Please. Can't you see? You
must."
"Stop 1t," said Alison "Stop 1it, stop it!
Stop tearing me between you. You and Mummy' You go
on ti1ll I don't know who I am, what I'm doing. Of
course I can see! Now. But then she starts, and
what she says 1s right, then " (118)
Alison's distress and confusion as she searches for an
identity typify what most adolescents, male and female,
experience as they hang in limbo between their childish and
adult selves. It makes sense that cultural conditioning and
influences would have an added power over the vulnerable
adolescent psyche, a power that 1s paralleled in this case by
the White Goddess (who 1is, significantly, a patriarchal,
cultural construction) Margaret, like Blodeuwedd, or perhaps
as Blodeuwedd, threatens to pull apart Alison's identity and
assimilate her Alison knows her identity 1s not her own but

1s not strong enough to define herself, as 1s 1llustrated by

her response to Gwyn's questioning
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"What are you wanting to do when you leave
school, Alison?"
"Mummy wants me to go abroad for a year."
"But what do you want to do?"
"I've not thought I expect I'll go abroad "
"Then what? Sit at home and arrange flowers
for Mummy?"
"Probably " (91)
Gwyn's dig about arranging flowers for Mummy reminds us that,
of course, Blodeuwedd 1s also the Goddess of Flowers, drawing
another subtle parallel between Margaret and the Goddess
Both are invisible yet powerful, feared by Alison, and vying
for control of her 1identity Alison, as formless and
fragmented as Blodeuwedd, has no real thought as to who she 1s
or what she will do, 1instead, she accepts definition from
outside herself. Alison-the-twentieth-century-child does not
have the strength of Alison-Blodeuwedd-Goddess. She responds
with meek, listless passivity. Anger, power and strength are
only hers during those temporary periods when she becomes a
channel for the supernatural. To be human and female 1s to be
powerless, to be powerful and female 1s to be inhuman
"I only want you to be yourself," said Gwyn
"And what's that?" said Alison. "What you make
me? I'm one person with Mummy, and another waith
you. I can't argue: you twist everything I say
round to what you want Is that fair?" (118)
Alison's query--i1s she what Gwyn makes her--again draws the
parallel between Alison and Blodeuwedd, and Gwyn and Gwydion
Alison 1s made: she must be either patriarchy's definition of
an upper-middle-class society girl, or Gwyn's definition of a

heroine and potential lover . or collapse into the abyss of

formless, furious power that 1s Blodeuwedd Her other
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complaint to Gwyn, '"you twist everything I say round to what
you want," 1n addition to reiterating the mindlessness of the
feminine through the 1mage of a girl apparently unable to
either think, speak or argue for herself, leads us to another
important theme i1n Garner's owl Service: the muting, silencing
and eventual exiling of the feminine.

Blodeuwedd has no voice, and the only sounds she can make
are muffled and indistinct: the scratching of claws deep in
the attic, a rustling in the back of the stables, and in the
hen hut: " a fluttering in the darkness, like wings, but dry
and hard as a rattlesnake" (67). She 1s a presence and a
power, but a power that remains barely contained, and unable
to articulate 1itself.

Gwyn's mother, Nancy, the previous generation's vessel
for, and 1incarnation of Blodeuwedd, 1s also 1locked 1into
definitions that constrict any expression of self. Defined by
her class status, her race, her lack of education, and the
1mage Gwyn ruthlessly cultivates of her as a "miserable cow"
(111), neither we as readers, nor the other characters in the
novel, are permitted to take anything Nancy says seriously or
with any kind of sympathy. Although her own story 1s only
hinted at, 1t 1s obviously a tragic one, yet Nancy 1s so
ensconced 1n bitterness and fear that her grammatically

incorrect and awkward speeches come out as little more than
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garbled, 1ll-tempered griping’
"Nobody seen what I done with that key

Nobody. You 1s 1t? Soft soaping me, and then

running to them with your tales?"

"No, Mam' What key?"
"After all I done for you. Running to them

with your tales. Think you're one of them now,

don't you? Know 1t all, don't you? Right my lad.

Right. You know where you're starting next month.

That's you finished, boy'" (110)

Nancy frequently becomes virtually inarticulate with rage, as
when she becomes the target of Alison's plate-throwing
poltergeist:

"Oh'" she shouted. "Oh'!'! Throwing plates now

are you? That's 1t! That's it!' That's 1t, Miss!'

That's 1t'" (26)

Nancy, like Margaret, 1s a reification of the Terrible Mother
aspect of the Goddess, her voicelessness parallels that of
Blodeuwedd, as does her power to inflict terrible pain, as
Gwyn's tears after Nancy has "finished" him suggest.

Nancy's personal confrontation with Blodeuwedd towards
the end of the novel takes place in a clenched, terrified and
furious silence Finally unable to deny the presence of the
myth any longer, she enters the stables where all of Alison's
paper owls have congregated before the stuffed bird:

The doorway was blocked by a figure draped 1in

oilskins. Roger jumped back It was Nancy. She

stood there, a groundsheet slung over her, holding

a poker 1in her hand, and her eyes were as grey as

the dust

"What do you want?" said Roger.
She did not answer.

® For an interesting analysis of speech and language in The

Owl Service, see Michael Lockwood's article, "A sense of the
spoken Language 1n The Owl Service "
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"Haven't you any jobs®?" said Roger

Nancy ran forward and swung the poker at the
case. The glass exploded, and the eagle owl flew up
as a cloud of sawdust and feathers, and Nancy
lashed about her at the paper models which winged
in the air around the leaping woman and the dead
bird that filled the room and stuck to her wet
clothing and even to her skin and to her

hair . .She said nothing The sounds 1n the room
were her breathing, the whip of the poker, her feet
on wood and glass (140)

This 1s perhaps one of the strongest, most poignant
scenes 1n the book Nancy silently, desperately, futilely
striking at feathers and sawdust 1n an effort to break the
relentless cycle and her own connection with 1t. However, by
acknowledging the power's presence, she only reawakens the
link between 1t and herself From this point on, as Nancy
seeks to escape the coming maelstrom, her speech becomes even
more cursory and monosyllabic, often limited to single word
answers and commands to Gwyn. When she can find no
transportation out of the valley, she sets out on foot in the
storm to walk the pass, leaving Gwyn shouting after her:

llMaml "

She turned but did not stop. She walked
backwards up the road, shouting, and the rain
washed the air clean of her words and dissolved her
haunted face, broke the dark line of her into webs
that left no stain, and Gwyn watched for awhile the
unmarked place where she had been, then climbed
over the gate (147)

It 1s a chilling i1mage of annihilation. Her mouth 1s working,
yet the words can no longer be heard. Nancy, portrayed by
Garner as an annoying shrew of grating and discordant speech,

1s reclaimed by the supernatural and exiled from humanity.

The last time we see her, she 1s driven into the mountains,
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into the storm, into the night and out of the world. She 1s
silenced, dissolved 1nto emptiness

Nancy's fate is shared by both Blodeuwedd and Alison
For Garner, 1t 1s part of the pattern, the 1inevitable
resolution to uncontrolled feminine power. His Goddess 1is
voiceless, and the threat she poses 1s like that of an animal,
wild with fear and fury to the point where 1t lashes out
blindly; an animal that must either be subdued and harnessed,
or else destroyed. The 1local people brace themselves
resignedly for her coming much as they would for an impending
storm* "'We must bear i1t,' said Mrs Richards 'There's no
escaping, is there? Aberystwyth 1sn't far enough.'" (41).

Huw's attitude towards Blodeuwedd 1s also one of mixed
sympathy and fear--again, such as one would feel for an animal
wild with pain and distress. As Huw observes, Blodeuwedd's
distress "is making her cruel, as the rose 1s growing thorns"
(55), and later-: "She i1s terrible i1n her loneliness and pain"
(137]) .

Alison recedes into Blodeuwedd until she too 1s voiceless
and unconscious as the novel approaches 1ts climax and 1its
conclusion. Roger's murmured attentions to Alison, as he
tries to defuse the wrath of Blodeuwedd, are exactly the sort
one would give to a frightened animal-:

"She's not owls She's flowers. Flowers. Flowers,

Ali1." He stroked her forehead . ."Flowers, Ali.
Quietly now. Flowers. Flowers. Flowers. Gentle
Flowers.. .Flowers Flowers. That's the way." The

marks paled on her skin, and the tightness went
from her face as she breathed to the measure of his
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hand on her brow (155)
He soothes her with his voice, and strokes her until the fear
and power dissipate. At the end of the novel, Alison, tamed
into a new definition of herself, 1s left looking at her new
master...in silence

Garner's vision of the feminine 1n The Owl Service 1s clear
and consistent. Without male logic and order to impose
structure and definition, woman degenerates into unconscious,
unthinking, voiceless emotion and primordial power. The only
way to control this essentially terrifying and destructive
force 1s to contain 1t within a man-made definition Huw says,
"She 1s coming, and will use what she finds, and you have only
hate i1n you" (155). For Garner, the only form the feminine
can have 1s that which she takes from man. Thus, she can have
no responsibility for her actions, and no conscious will of
her own. Ultimately, the only way to control her i1s to define
her 1nto silence and to leave her staring, speechless, from

her place on the fringe of the world
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CHAPTER II

The Terrible Goddess and the Devouring Mother in
The Marrow of the World and Fire and Hemlock

According to Joseph Campbell, 1n many (1f not most)
ancient mythologies and religions, the Prime Power and Source
of Life was a Great Mother-Goddess who was one with the world-
- her body was the universe (165). Such strong affiliations
with creation, nature and birth link the Goddess just as
closely with mortality and death '"The Earth Mother engulfs
the bones of her children...Death 1s a woman" (de Beauvolr 1n
Dinnerstein 124). As patriarchal cultures began to infiltrate
these ancient societies, 1t 1s perhaps not surprising that
they were intimidated by this powerful image of the feminine
(Condren 37). As history and myth were reshaped and recorded
from the masculine perspective (by an invading patriarchal
warrior class, and later by Christian scribes and monks) these
insecurities manifested themselves 1n the presentation of the
feminine as destructive and dangerous (Condren xx, 35).

To the Celts, the Goddess incorporated not only the soft
beauty of the Maiden and the voluptuous comfort of the Matron,
but also the hideous Crone, the face of Death. A
"corpse-devouring crow" was the favourite form of the
Morrigan, the Irish goddess of war, while the White Goddess of

Welsh mythology was known to take the form of a great sow who
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eats her farrow--an i1mage Garner alludes to 1n The Owl Service
(128-129) Patrick Keane writes, "Whatever her manifestation
--crow-headed, allied with spider, snake, hyena, or sow--the
Devouring Female 1s a subdivision of the Terrible Mother, the
destructive aspect of the Magna Mater. As Leanhaun Shee or
White Goddess, she 1s the muse of the poets she inspires and
inevitably destroys." (x1i1). Not surprisingly, then, 1mages
of the malevolent female have long been a fixture in stories
for children--the wicked witch, the cruel step-mother, the
evlil queen--and 1t 1s both important and fascinating to study
how the Terrible Mother aspect of the Goddess, as described by
Graves, Keane, Neumann and others, continues to appear in
relatively recent children's literature.

Alan Garner was writing during a period less accepting of
woman as an equally capable and autonomous human individual
then our society tends to be today This does not mean that
1t 1s any less 1important to comment on his work from a
feminist perspective, but 1t does help us to understand the
prevalence of certain image-patterns such as those 1llustrated
in the previous chapter. Even recognizing his patriarchal
biases, however, 1t 1s still rather surprising to find no
comfort at all in Garner's 1mage of the maternal feminine.
The mother-figures in the novel are malevolent and cold,
apparently without a tender, nurturing side. Margaret never
makes an appearance 1n Alison's sick-room; rather, 1t 1is

Roger, Clive, and Gwyn who check on her and bring Alison her
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meals When the sick young girl tells Clive to "Tell Mummy
not to worry" (25), there 1s the sense that such an admonition
1s hardly necessary The scene closes with a vague feeling of
pathos tinged with abandonment.

The archetype of the Terrible Mother 1s deeply rooted in
our Western consciousness and so 1t 1s not at all surprising
that she should surface 1in the fantasies of women authors as
well The Marrow of the World (1972) by Ruth Nichols and Fire and
Hemlock (1985) by Diana Wynne Jones both contain strong, vivid
depictions of the Goddess 1n her deadly and destructive
aspect, and, as 1n Garner, the heroines of both novels become
heirs to her terror and power. There are, however,
significant differences between the three authors' rendering
of the Goddess. Unlike Garner's voiceless, selfless, primitive
power, the Goddess-figures 1n Marrow of the World and Fire and
Hemlock are presented as very real, articulate, self-conscious
personalities. Furthermore, in keeping with the myth of the
triple-faceted Goddess, 1in the worlds of Jones and Nichols the
feminine 1s alternately benevolent and malevolent, while
Garner, on the other hand, focuses almost exclusively on the
malevolent aspect As we shall see, however, Graves'
construction of the White Goddess as a femme fatale remains a

dominant i1mage in both Jones and Nichols

The Marrow of the World

A more conventional and derivative fantasy than either
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The Owl Service Or Fire and Hemlock, Nichols' The Marrow of the World
relies heavily on the stereotypical witch of popular culture
Although the story begins on a lake in Northern Ontario, the
secondary world to which the children are transported 1is
strongly reminiscent of the ancient Britain of the Goddess.
There are a number of hints to alert the reader to this. the
enormous stag the children see at the water's edge, a hunter

named Herne, and two witches--the dead Morgan and her
daughter, Ygerna. The name Morgan, of course, 1s famous
throughout legend and history as the powerful enchantress,
half-sister to King Arthur, a personage some also refer to as
Ygerna (Thompson 48) The Woman's Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets
calls Morgan "a prototypical witch," and the '"Celtic
death-goddess" whose name '"was applied to anything magical,
miraculous, or misleading" (674) Morgan also figures as the
Morrigan of Irish legend, the death-goddess who favoured the
form of the crow or raven (Graves 143)

Morgan-Ygerna, both in myth and in this novel, presents
us with yet another image of the Goddess as destructive and
frightening Linda, the heroine of The Marrow of the World, like
Alison 1n The owl Service and (as we shall see) Polly 1n Fire
and Hemlock, gradually takes on this 1identity of the Celtic
Goddess Indeed, Linda's 1link with the supernatural,
malevolent feminine 1s even more direct than that of Alison or
Polly, for Morgan 1s, in fact, her "natural" mother--an irony,

since Morgan 1s of course, supernatural Here again, the
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mother figure 1s depicted as the converse of everything our
conscious mind assocliates with motherhood What characterizes
both Morgan and Ygerna 1s an 1icy cruelty and the utter lack of
compassion, affection, or familial ties. Linda 1s distressed
by the memory of a woman (Morgan) who kept fireflies in a jar
until they battered themselves to death against the glass.
Linda describes Morgan to Philip as "very beautiful, but cold
somehow, and hard" (68). Later i1n the novel, when Linda's
self 1s being subjugated by that of Morgan-Ygerna, this
coldness becomes manifest when Philip expresses his concern
for Linda's human adoptive parents, worried that they must be
terrified over their disappearance:

But Linda merely shrugged "I expect they'll

be alright."

She spoke with complete unconcern. For an

instant Philip hated her. (67)

Woman as beautiful, yet sinister and cold, 1s a recurring
theme 1n both Fire and Hemlock and The Marrow of the World, as 1s
the 1mage of woman as a deceiving and deadly seductress
Morgan, Herne tells Linda and Philip, "would wander abroad 1in
the form of a young maiden, enticing men into her stronghold
to keep them prisoner" (39) This was the fate of Herne's
father who was kept as Morgan's prisoner and play-thing until
his death. Ygerna 1s also deadly, described frequently 1in
terms of serpent i1magery The extent of her merciless nature
1s revealed at the end of the novel when she coldly and calmly

informs her young sister that she intends to slay her, for she

requires not only the Marrow, but blood to restore her to her
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former power and strength (156)

The way 1n which the malevolent, supernatural Feminine,
in the characters of Morgan and Ygerna, 1s superimposed upon
the heroine, Linda, 1s problematic both for the child reader
and the feminist critic. From the beginning of the novel
Linda 1s objectified and distanced. Except for a few brief
glimpses, we never see the situation from her perspective, but
rather through the eyes of her cousin Philip It 1s
fascinating that Nichols, although herself a woman, chooses to
narrate the novel from the male point of view while
objectifying the main female character--another testament,
perhaps, to the power of patriarchal conditioning? Linda 1is
such an unknown, and Philip regards her with such a mixture of
uncertainty, bewilderment, suspicion and fear, that the
narrator finds 1t necessary to reassure us that in fact Philip
loves her deeply--an assertion that somehow rings a bit hollow
(3 13)-

Linda becomes further objectified and distanced from the
child-reader as 1t becomes less and less clear whether she 1is
villain or protagonist. This ambiguity works well as a
motivator for the plot--the reader 1s compelled to keep
turning pages to find out just "whose side" Linda 1s on
However, this same ambiguity also clouds her humanity, and
limits the depth of her character The uneasiness about

Linda's affiliations reaches a climax at the end of Chapter

Eight when Philip suggests they enlist the help of the
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wizard-king Kyril to destroy Ygerna:
Only now did Philip glance at Lainda.
Gazing up at him was a face transformed:
Linda's child-like features had hardened 1into a
mask of willful cruelty and power Philip swore
softly and stepped back. He had never seen the
witch 1n her so nakedly displayed.
"We will follow the path marked out." Her tone
made this an order he could not disobey; her voice
might have been Ygerna's own. "This 1s not only my
sister's choice but mine. Do vyou understand,
Philip? I choose 1t." (118)
Linda 1s acting consciously and deliberately from within
herself, rather than as one of Ygerna's enchanted servants.
Her cruelty and power are "wilful" and she makes 1t
emphatically clear that the decision to follow Ygerna's
instructions 1s her own The phrase "her voice might have
been Ygerna's own" alerts us once again to the merging of
heroine and Goddess. The contrast between Alison and Linda 1s
also worth noting here, for, unlike Alison, who has no will of

her own and 1s therefore denied any responsibility for her

actions, Linda emphasizes her control of the situation: "I
choose 1t." Linda's character demonstrates a strength
completely absent in Garner's female characters.

Fascinatingly, this very strength of character 1identifaies
Linda even more closely with the Malevolent Feminine. Unlike
Alison, who 1s simply an empty shell for Blodeuwedd to
possess, Linda already shares some of the traits of Ygerna and
Morgan. The supernatural/Terrible Goddess aspect of Linda 1is
not just imposed upon her as 1t 1s on Alison--1it 1s, 1in part,

natural to her
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Nevertheless, superimposition of Goddess upon heroine
does continue to occur, resulting, again, in the dislocation
of Linda's self and identity. 1In Chapter Ten, Linda draws on
her supernatural powers to defend Herne and Philip from the
ghost-girl-

Suddenly Linda straightened, as 1f some alien power

had filled her body. Her face altered, the mask of

Ygerna superimposed upon her own. (145)
After the spectre 1s vanquished, the image of Ygerna remains

a part of Linda:

Then Linda turned, and Philip saw that the
resemblance to Ygerna was now stamped 1indelibly

upon her face He did not know 1f any difference
now remained between her and the witch her sister.
(146)

Just as 1n The Owl Service, the female self and individuality
are nullified by the imposition of the myth and the
supernatural feminine. Linda struggles for 1identity, as
Alison does when she 1s torn between Blodeuwedd, Gwyn and
Margaret. At one point, Herne, 1in consternation and fear,
demands of Linda

"What are you?"

Softly and sadly, Linda answered "I do not know."

(105)

Again, Linda has been set apart as something beyond even
her own understanding--unpredictable and potentially
dangerous, with powers and affiliations beyond what 1s human.
Like the multifaceted Goddess who may transform in an instant
from the soft beauty of the Maiden to the deadly powerful

Morrigan/Crone, Linda can never be "safe" nor completely
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trustworthy. In short, not only do we have the classic
description of a witch in the character of Linda, we have
essentially what has already been defined as the feminine
mystery And, as 1s so often the case, the mysterious,
because 1t 1s other than ourselves, soon becomes 1identified
with evil

The theme of good versus evil 1s so popular in children's
fantasy that 1t 1s almost a standard of the genre It 1is
anticipated by the audience; 1t 1s familiar, uncomplicated,
and 1ts components readily recognizable: the evil villain and
the good hero, with no equivocation as to the essential nature
of the two. In The Marrow of the World, we are presented with a
disturbing rendition of this theme To represent these two
opposing poles, Nichols has chosen the two sexes, pitted them
against one another, and cloaked evil 1i1n the form of the
feminine. The male characters are strong, stoic, noble and
honest, from the brave and faithful Herne, to the wise,
powerful and fatherly figure of the wizard-king, Kyril. Even
the shrewd and ambitious dwarves are ©presented as
unflinchingly honourable. By contrast, all the evil
adversaries are female Further, they are presented as
invalids, physically frail and wasted, as 1n the figure of
Ygerna:

But her movements were feeble and her face haggard.

Her hair, fine as brown silk, cascaded to the

ground about her feet; but there was something 1in

1ts color that reminded him of fading. Her bearing

spoke of mortal sickness; yet Philip did not pity
her From that first moment he felt only dislike
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and fear (53)
Here we have the sense of physical corruption and
disintegration that at the same time masks a latent and
dangerous power, and of a beauty wasted and perverted. At
another point in the novel, the narrator refers to Ygerna's
"beautiful, crazed eyes" (53). This juxtaposition of feminine
beauty and madness, corruption and evil 1s repeated in the
encounter with the spectre near the end of the book:
It had the stature of a young girl, but Philip no
longer thought of she, only of i1t The apparition's
mouth was fixed i1n a frozen smile. Its eyes watched
them slyly from the shadows of 1ts hair
It came towards them, 1ts 1little hands
outstretched, pleading, beckoning Its smile was
ravenous. (143)
And again
a travesty of a child, decked all in garish colour:
the skin too white, the lips too red, the hair too
bright a gold. The creature's hands reached out,
Philip saw that the nails were claws... 1in that
small figqure, 1incongruous with 1ts marigold hair,
1ts claws and frozen smile, he sensed a
concentrated evil as far beyond his experience as
1t was beyond his strength to endure (145)
In addition to having an affinity with Carmody Braque, the
ravenous, parasitic spirit 1in Mahy's The Changeover, the
description of the ghost child recalls almost exactly Garner's
descraiption of Blodeuwedd, even to the claws that make up the
flowers 1n the mural of the Flower-Goddess (Garner 36-7).
Here yet again 1s an 1image of the feminine perverted and
dehumanized--an evil It Once again Nichols 1s unwittingly

falling back on yet another old saw from that now notorious

patriarchal myth specifically, that feminine power 1s all the
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more potent and poisonous for 1ts deceptiveness, and women are
never what they seem

Another point worth examining 1s Philip's attitude
toward, and treatment of Linda. Throughout most of the novel
his attitude 1s one of fear, which manifests 1tself not 1in an
effort to understand, but rather to dominate and subdue. To
this end, Philip resorts to a typically male method: force.
From the beginning of the book, we are aware that there 1s a
wildness about Linda that frightens Philip. In the first
chapter, we are told that, 1n order to prevent Linda from
exploring the strange city under the water, Philip "crushed
his fingers around her wrist" until she was still (4) In
Chapter Two, Philip 1s frightened, partially at waking up 1in
a strange world, but even more at Linda's wild exhilaration
When she playfully pinches him, he strikes her across the
face.

In instant retaliation, he cuffed her hard across

the cheek. Linda was silent, staring at him from

the black shadows of her hair.

"I'm sorry," said Philip roughly. He knew he

had not struck her because of the pinch, but

because her confidence and strange delight had

frightened him. (24)

Philip strikes Linda not for pinching him, but because of her
confidence and delight. Linda, 1instead of being angry,
responds meekly, with an apology and a phrase that recalls
Alison's penitent remark to Gwyn after the plate throwing

incident "'I can't help 1t sometimes, Philip '" The text

then reads, "All at once the wildness left her" (24). The
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message being insinuated here, particularly since Philip 1s
clearly the protagonist, 1s that Linda ought to be less wild,
that wildness and confidence 1n a girl are things to be
feared, subdued and controlled The point 1s not a subtle one
buried in the text--i1t 1s blatant Philip 1s the focalizer
with whom the young reader 1s expected to 1identify. This
lends his actions a certain authority. By contrast, Linda at
this point is still the unknown quotient, and relatively
unsympathetic, and thus the reader 1s 1left with the
implication that Philip's rough actions were justified.

Another disconcerting point about this novel (apart from
the fact that Nichols seems unaware of the significance of the
1mage-patterns she has created) 1s the fact that 1t 1s never
debated that Kyril the wizard-king, 1s i1n the right, and
Ygerna and Morgan are in the wrong. Of course, this is the
standard good-versus-evil theme, and stock villains are to be
expected. However, the question must be addressed because
Nichols herself raises 1t. In Chapter Four we are given a
brief glimpse of the situation from Ygerna's perspective. To
her, the benevolent Kyril 1s a cruel predator who destroyed
her witch-mother Morgan by burning her alive. Ygerna then

relates Linda's own history:

Ygerna nodded. "You were a fortnight old when our
mother received news of Kyril's approaching army.
To save you, she rocked you 1into an enchanted
sleep; and you woke 1n a world beyond Kyril's
reach, for he would have killed you "

Linda shuddered "Killed a child? Would he do
that?"

"Most certainly Witches and witch-children -
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he spares none " (54)

At this point Ygerna becomes something more than a stock
villain We are presented with a very different 1image of
Kyril, one that 1s violent, cruel, merciless. And we have an
1mage of Morgan, not as an evil and dangerous witch, but as a
mother protecting her new-born 1infant and rocking her to
sleep. Yet when we actually meet Kyril, he 1s presented as
the epitome of the wise, noble and merciful king. Kyril waves
aside Linda's questions about Ygerna's story, saying, "Then
she lied, as she lied about so many things" (158). Linda
accepts this without debate. Clearly 1t 1s not an 1ssue even
worth disputing, and Ygerna's allegations against Kyril are
never 1ntended to be taken seriously. Thus Nichols never
feels she has to answer them with anything more than Kyril's
cursory '"Then she lied "

The novel 1s not entirely without positive references to
the Goddess, however. Helve, the dwarf, salutes her in the
caverns of the mountain as the "Mother of all wonders" who
"breathes the breath of 1life" 1into all creatures (134).
Philip also experiences a brief moment of revelation and
reverence for the Primordial Feminine

Then, by degrees so slow the eye could hardly see

them, another planet rose above the ancient plain.

At the sight of 1t, Philip's thought cried out 1in

recognition and worship far older than the body in

YT;E? he dwelt Venus, Isis, Ashtaroth, Inanna'

These flashes of exultation and reverence for the Divine

Feminine/Creatress of the Cosmos are brief, however, and
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quickly recede into the wary suspicion that characterizes the
characters' overall attitude toward the feminine.

Take, for example, Linda's powers They are treated by
the narrator, and by the other characters in the book, as 1if
they were 1n themselves 1intrinsically evil, despite the fact
that Linda uses them more than once to a good purpose. For
example, i1n Chapter Ten, she uses them to protect Philip and
Herne from the ghost-child; in Chapter Seven, she causes a
spring to bubble up through the floor so that Herne can treat
the wounded Philip. Even Ygerna acknowledges to Linda that
her powers are her own and she can do wit