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ABSTRACT

Quite a few feminist critics tend to resurrect the mother figure and to
base their discussion on the assumption that gender is a universal category
which can be described from an analytical, rather than cultural and textual,
perspective. Here I use two poems to demonstrate that the mother, who
is often the other, may be seen as a figure constantly reinvented and rein-
forced by discourses of mastery and control, be they factological, ideological,
or mythological. My argument is that the mother-other figure always exists
in a relation of conflict not only with other discourses but with the multiple
and contradictory practices of everyday life, and that the relation of conflict
constitutes the historical condition of human life, which is the condition of
continuous change, a fact many feminists sometimes ignore.
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In functioning as an instrument of cultural reconstruction, the rhetoric
of feminist criticism often becomes a rhetoric of exaggerated alienation which
actually imitates the sexual politics and intellectual despotism it attempts to
deconstruct. In order to argue against Lacanian notion of the symbolic
order, most feminist critics tend to resurrect the mother figure and to base
their discussion on the assumption that gender is a universal category which
can be described from an analytical, rather than cultural and textual,
perspective. Margaret Homans, for instance, has recently suggested that the
construction of culture and of language is made possible through eliminating
the mother (1-11). According to Homans, one can locate “in virtually all
of the founding texts of [Western] culture” a version of the myth of the
death or absence of the mother (2). In Greek mythology, Gaia comes after
Chaos as the second mother goddess, who gives birth to many children,
among them Kronos. Though her words are heeded by Kronos and honored
by Zeus, Gaia in fact never appears as a major character in the narratives
that are dominated by her sons, grandsons, or great grandsons. This is only a
prime example of how the mother figure is erased and forgotten in the West,
so that the paternal gods (and men) can enjoy their autonomy and mono-
polize the field of action (cf. Froula 337; Jacobus). Another, and a more
violent one, is the story of Clytemnestra, who is killed by her son Orestes in
revenge for the murder of Agamemnon, so that “the patriarchal order may be
instituted” (Irigaray 17).

To some feminist critics, who aim at global issues, a version of this
myth can also be located in texts of other non-European cultures, in the case
of Julia Kristeva, Confucian texts. In ancient China, Kristeva discovers, the
mother is suppressed due to the influence of Confucius { fLF 551-497 B.C.).
As the uncontested head of the family, the father embodies, Kristeva argues,
at once the functions of symbolic authority and the qualities of woman:
he is “the father and the mother” (Adbout Chinese Women 73-74). ““In the
imagination of the culture,” Kristeva goes on to say, “‘the symbolic father
dispossesses the mother of her maternity, and thus, of her role in the social
balance.” By appropriating the role of the mother, the father “tends to put
an end to the alternation of the two sexes that characterized the first matri-
linear and bilateral family model” (74). But Confucius certainly is not the
first one to advocate the doctrine of treating women as something inferior
(Analects chap. XVII). Fifteen centuries before him, Yu the Great ( K&
72198 B.C.) had already found his wife’s constant complaint about his
absence intolerable and had to turn the mother of his son-his sole heir—
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into stone:

The world is made habitable by Yu the Great who organizes the
lands and the waters by causing the Yellow River to flow when he
opens Longmen Pass (The Dragon’s Gate); but first he turns his
wife to stone. One may say that patrilineal descent is really
instituted by this legendary dancer, since from his time onward
the Chinese monarchy becomes a hereditary dynasty, passed
down from father to son. But for the sake of the dynasty—and
beginning with Yu—there are no more mixed collective dances:
Yu’s creation dance is essentially a masculine dance for a mas-
culine community. Yu dances, however, by leaping on one leg
and dragging the other, as did the girls in the peasant festivals.
Thus, in some way, he appropriates the feminine function for
himself, and transforms it into a symbolic political authority.
The myth itself is not fooled by this theft: before becoming
creator of the universe, Yu kills his wife, who has caught him
dancing. The sacrifice of the other (sex, economy, territory)
confers power (symbolic, political) on the self. (About Chinese
Women 51)

I quoted the paragraph in its entirety because it is at once suggestive
and symptomatic of what a feminist critic can do to the text when she sets
out to prove the universal theme of the death of the mother. She is forced
by her own binary logic of sexual difference to become a novelist, to make
fictions out of the texts, to reinvent the whole narrative (cf. Heitbrun 291).
In the original, Yu is urged by his wife to speed up his work, so that he may
return to their home for the evening. To quicken the pace, Yu metamor-
phoses himself into a bear, but unfortunately his wife T'u-shan ( ftl )
perceives him in that ugly and bestial shape. Thinking that she is married to
a bear, T'ushan flees in fear and shame, pursued by Yu, who has by now
discovered the mistake and attempted to offer some explanation. Yet, his
words are in vain; T’u-shan has changed herself into a rock, which upon
demand opens and produces a baby (Wang 66; Yuan 222-23). Apparently,
Kristeva’s account of Yu killing his wife, who ‘‘has caught him dancing”,
is a retelling of a fictive story invented by Marcel Granet, who informs us
that Yu “danced to reduce the floods of waters to their rightful bounds”
(189). Without questioning its validity, Kristeva readily accepts it to make
the circular movement of her theory about the “semiotic chora,” the pre-
Oedipal feminine and maternal energy, possible. However, the circle seems to
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move from a constructed model (the semiotic vs. the symbolic) to an assumed
reality (oppovsi’cion between the sexes), and from that assumption to an
interpretation of observed facts (sacrifice and symbolic political authority)
(cf. de Certeau 58).

In Revolution in Poetic Language, Kristeva looks upon language acqui-
sition as “an acute and dramatic confrontation between positing-separating-
identifying and the motility of the semiotic chora’ (47). To learn a language,
which is always symbolic or paternal, is to be severed from the mother’s
body, in other words. However, since the Chinese language relies on tonal
system, to learn Chinese is to summon the other, the maternal force, to
reexperience the “psycho-corporeal imprint of the mother that shapes tonal
expression and transmits it without obliterating it, as the underlying but
active stratum of communication” (Abour Chinese Women 55). Here,
Kristeva can no longer hold unto her own distinction between the semiotic
and the symbolic, because Chinese is both. She observes that “Not only
has Chinese writing maintained the memory of matrilinear pre-history (col-
lective and individual) in its architectonic of image, gesture, and sound; it
has been able as well to integrate it into a logical-symbolic code capable of
ensuring the most direct, ‘reasonable’, legislating—even the most bureaucra-
tic—communication” (57). Apparently, the logic based on simple sexual
difference is self-deconstructing. Even in the process of describing how the
male discourse, which is represented by Confucianism, suppresses the females,
Kristeva gives one the impression that the male discourse is always already
shaped, if not produced, by the feminine culture. Confucius and Mencius
are, Kristeva points out, “their mothers’ sons.” “Confucius father is un-
known, but his mother plays an important role as his protector and his
inspiration. Mencius mother is even more famous for having procured for
her son the favourable conditions he needed for his education” (78). In and
after the act of love, as quite a few Chinese texts proclaim, the yang and yin
are harmonized, with the difference, the otherness being “brought back into
balance” (63). If this is true, the formation of a single individual inevitably
involves a pluralizing of the gender, dismantling his/her sexual identity, and
ceaselessly transgressing the boundaries. Kristeva will not have this, however.
Rather, she chooses to emphasize sexual difference in order to affirm the
maternal energy. The result is that she cannot but waver between a rigid
dialectics of the semiotic vs. the symbolic and an open dialogism of the sexes.
On the one hand, she would regard the male discourse as unified and homo-
geneous, which is characterized as “Confucian, ritualist, oppressive, dogmatic”
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(99). On the other, the male discourse is revealed to be heterogeneous,
imbued with “internal complexities,” and open to ruptures.

Writing of the need to resurrect the mother, Kristeva has to invent
the pre-Oedipal phase so as to reconstruct the culture. But the question is
that Kristeva never explains in any other terms the operation of the struggle
between maternal and paternal forces in relation to interest, value, and power
that are culturally and historically specific. Maternality often works more
like an abstract and transcendental category than a concrete biological or
cultural construct; it is described as “‘archaic,” “repressed instinctual,”
“feminine,” “‘polyphonic,” “rhythmic,” etc. (Desire in Language 124-47).
However, as Kristeva’s theory of the “thetic” phase is built on Lacan’s notion
of the phallus as a signifier, Maternality is tied to the mother’s body and is
the opposite of paternality (Revolution in Poetic Language 46-51). As a
result, not only is the mother figure Kristeva conjures up a distillate (rather
than a real historical being), it also functions as the other in her fictional
account of exaggerated alienation of both sexes, which is largely indebted to
Freud and Lacan.

The fact is that the “normal’” structures of gender and reproduction are
not secure or even ontologically grounded bases for identity; they are, as
Stephen Greenblatt reminds us, “built up out of sexual confusion, friction,
and transformation” (45; also, see Laqueur; Montrose). Even the discourse
of males is not all ““male” discourse; much of it is, as Carolyn G. Heilbrun
points out, “human discourse that society has denied to women,” and if one
might add, toe men as well Any attempt at reifying the simple sexual
difference on the basis of the phallus will inevitably reveal its limitations. As
two editors of an anthology on gender and reading have recently indicated,
every feminist theorist must confront the challenge of “devising a rhetoric
that avoids the repressive exclusions that could ensue from theoretical
constructs, a rhetoric of equivocal generalizations, if you will, that incor-
porates gestures pointing to the provisional and heuristic status of the cate-
gories in which her work is phrased” (Flynn and Schweichart xiv). The social
bond is indeed, as Jean-Francois Lyotard suggests, made up of language, but
it is not woven with a single thread (40); it is ““a monster formed by the inter-
viewing of various networks of heteromorphous classes of utterances” (65).
To examine the role of the mother and the other, we must regard it as a
cultural and textual construct which cannot be defined outside of the
historical and discursive formation, which always associate with interest,
value, and power of a certain group, subjectivity, and period. Instead of
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viewing the mother as a primordial body of energy from an ahistorical
perspective, we ought to see her as a social and cultural hieroglyph, an object
in the world, a figure of representation, a site of appropriation and contesta-
tion. To do this we will have to abandon Lacanian myth about sexual dif-
ference and to adopt Emile Benveniste’s theory of linguistic subjectivity
(223-230), for Benveniste’s subject has capacity to occupy mutliple and even
contradictory sites. His descriptive model, as Kaja Silverman points out,
“enables us to understand the subject in more culturally and historically
specific ways than that provided by Lacan—i.e., in terms of a range of dis-
cursive positions available at a given time, which reflect all sorts of economic,
political, sexual, artistic, and other determinants, instead of in terms of a
monolithic symbolic order” (199; also, Hutcheon).

According to Benveniste, man constitutes himself as a subjectivity “in
and through language” (224). For him, language alone “‘establishes the
concept of ‘ego’ in reality, in its reality which is that of the being,” ie,
“‘Ego’is he who says ‘ego’.” The subjectivity defines itself by constantly
reconstructing itself within discourse, and to speak is not only to situate
oneself in language, but to voice one’s power, to “appropriate” to oneself an
entire language by designating oneself as 7 (226): it is not merely a matter
of “having a voice.”” Jonathan Goldberg has recently demonstrated the inade-
quacy of acertain kind of feminist criticism which seems to be more
concerned with the question whether the female character has a voice in the
text, than with the issue as to how women voice their power (*“Shakes-
pearean Inscriptions™). In his new book, Voice Terminal Echo, Goldberg
argues one step further that voicing is in fact “engraving,” “authoring,”
“appropriating,” and “self-representation” (1-13). Voicing involves “placing”
oneself within the textual field, “displacing and replacing” what comes before
and after (2). To have a voice is, therefore, to voice one’s power, to master
and control the discursive situation, or to attempt to do so. Though
Beneveniste is frequently criticized as advocating “‘a formal theory of
language,” or as giving “priority to an idea of the transcendental ego”
{(Coward and Ellis 134), in fact he is capable of thinking of language as a field
of intersubjective communication, of power struggle, of self-fashioning.
However, as Benveniste is only talking about ‘“language in general,” not
specifically about power relations, a tropics of discourse such as propounded
by Hayden White may help to highlight the human interests, values, and
powers involved in the discursive situation.

Dissatisfied with Roman Jakobson’s model of discursive field, White has
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recently tried to add to it some political and cultural dimensions (Fig.
1). Evidently, in this modified version, the power relations between the
addresser and addressee, together with the issue of communicative compet-
ence, are described in more concrete terms, whereas reference and meta-
language that the speaker and receiver fully or partially share are accounted
for in relation to personal and social interests, experience (“semiotic history,”
to use Teresa de Lauretis’ phrase, 145), and values. From here, White reached
a tropics of discourse which partly incorporates Roland Barthes’ semiology
(Fig. 2). Discourses are said to be of mastery and control in their very nature;
they can be divided into at least three major categories: factological,
ideological, mythological. By ‘‘factological,” White designates the dis-
courses that give the air of being close to “fact” at the most primitive level
This kind of discourse is thought to be largely based on observable data or
differences, such as biological features, psychological drives, or actual events.
As a signifier, “‘sex” points to biological drives, with its signified being
“species reproduction,” whereas “‘sexuality” indicates “proper or improper
sexual behaviour,” which is always associated with human, cultural, socially
productive interests and values: it is “‘ideological.” “Love,” on the other
hand, suggests ““perfect union” and is ““mythological,” for it is built on sexual
difference and yet at the same time transcends that contradiction: it remains
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timeless, paradoxical, and nostalgic. In Lyotard’s words, it is made up of
“grand narratives,” which have their own transcendental authority,
untouched by temporality: “as meter takes precedence over accent in the
production of sound (spoken or not), time ceases to be a support for
memory to become an immemorial beating that, in the absence of a notice-
able separation between periods, prevents their being numbered and consigns
them to oblivion” (22). People not only listen to the “mythological” dis-
courses, they recount themselves through them. They are fables for people
to indulge in.

In avery different manner, “ideological” discourses are organized around
forms of discipline, disciplines that act upon groups of humans, who in return
legitimate them and become subjects that help to reinforce and distribute
the disciplines (Foucault “The Subject and Power”). What is involved at this
level not only includes ““know-how,” but “how to live,” “how to listen,”
“how to disseminate,” etc. It is, as Lyotard says, a question of competence
that goes beyond the simple determination and application of the criterion
of truth, extending to the determination and application of efficiency, of
justice and/or happiness, of the beauty of a sound or color. It involves “what
makes someone capable of forming ‘good” denotative utterances, but also
‘good’ prescriptive and ‘good’ evaluative utterances” {18). That is to say,
“ideological” discourses are generated, regulated, and transformed by human
interests, be they technical-cognitive, practical-ethical, or emancipatory-
critical (Habermas 308). Thus, these discourses function to consolidate the
value system, to constitute the power to demand their objects to become
subjects for dispersal. Of course, these discourses are not static; they are
subject to change or challenge. Sometimes, some will last in the form of the
“residual,” while another is ‘“dominant”” And if new conditions arise,
“emergent” ideological discourses may become noticeable (Williams 121-27).
Just as the three types of ideological discourses may overlap and replace each
other, the “factological,” “ideological,” and “mythological” discourses of
mastery and control may coexist and engage in a dynamic interplay. In his
Capital, vol. 1, Karl Marx reproduces the “philanthropist” C. Ganilh’s
remarks about production by machinery being “an eternal necessity ordained
by nature” which will enable more ““decent people” to live and develop their
well-known “perfectible perfectibility.” Apparently, Ganilh’s rhetoric moves
from the “factological” level (‘‘ordained by nature”) to the “ideological”
(“decent”) to the “mythological” (“perfectibility””). This is made even more
obvious in Marx’s lengthy quote: “Under this leadership, the human species
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rises to the highest creations of genuis, penetrates the mysterious depths of
religion and establishes the salutary principles of morality . . . the law for the
protection of liberty . . . and power, of obedience and justice, of obligation
and humanity”” (575 n. 48). Not only are human beings raised to the level of
gods (the “mythological’”), but the “‘salutary principles of morality” and so
forth (the “‘ideological”) are said to be already on the way. All this is based
on, it seems, a plain simple fact: the mode of production. Thus, all the
three levels of discourses are in force to persuade the audience to accept the
“truth” and that joyfully, to be mastered and controlled and be good
obedient labourers or “kind” and “‘considerate” employers of the factories.

In the pages ahead, I would like to focus on two poems, “South-east the
Peacock Flies” ( LA ) by an anonymous poet at the end of the
Han Dynasty (ca. 220 A.D.) and “Christabel” written by Samuel Taylor
Coleridge from 1797 to 1801. I choose these poems for the ways in which
they illuminate problems I have characterized as figural and discursive in the
representation of the (m)other, who is at once at the center controlling over
the people around her and at the same time being pushed to the margin,
displaced and subverted. In these texts, which in many ways are incompatible,
there is an intricate interweaving of the (m)other-daughter-(son) relationship,
which is revealed to be one of domination and symbolic resistance, which is
further complicated by the factors of gender and writing, of the inscriptions
of characters within the texts. In accounting for the figures and discourses of
mastery and control, [ shall ask whether the insights and assumptions de-
ployed by some feminist critics can be of any help at all. Basically, my argu-
ment will be in favour of the “human” discourse that is not simply
“male” or ““female.”” On this, I am in agreement with Carolyn G.
Heilbrun that feminist theory must be able to “comprehend that which
men and women share as well as that which is, or is accounted, intrinsically
feminine” (295), for as we shall see in these two texts not only is the
daughter dominated, the man of the house is also incapable of freeing himself
from the figures and discourses of mastery and control.

“Southeast the Peacock Flies” is probably the longest narrative poem in
Chinese literature. Its original title reads “A Poem in the Ancient Style
Composed for the Wife of Chiao Chung-ch’ing” (&R HEMHEE).
Although unmistakably a heroine’s text, the poem does not reveal her real
name until half way through when she reaches her mother’s home: so long as
she stays in her mother-in-law’s, her identity remains insignificant. She is
designated as the wife of Chiao Chung-ch’ing both in the title and the preface
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to the poem, whereas her husband is specified as the magistrate of Luchiang
perfecture. From the very beginning, she is shown to be subordinate to her
husband. But the anonymity only makes her more intriguing, for she is at the
center all the time, first positing herself as an ill-treated daughter-in-law, then
giving her words of honor, resisting the pressure her brother and mother put
on her, drowning herself, and causing her husband to die for the sake of love.
What is interesting about our heroine is that she is bound to words—by the
marriage contract, and by her own vow not to remarry. In her first utterance,
the [ does not even appear: she is fully suppressed and reduced to a “non-
person,” for she recites her own fate as if it were the other’s, and in doing
that she uses her mother’s words, which are echoed later in the poem, about
weaving, making clothes, playing lute, reciting poetry, understanding the rules
of decorum, and above all a wife’s duty: suffer and be still, never to do any-
thing to contradict the marriage vow. Only after returning to her own home,
and particularly when her husband learns of the news about her remarrying
and comes to blame her, does she employ the first-person pronoun to make
her own position known. As the narrative progresses, she is gradually capable
of affirming her subjectivity and of gaining her symbolic power to resist,
even at the expense of her own life.

Though an “ideological” discourse with the view to lament over the
death of a loving couple and to undermine the traditional value system, the
poem is based on an actual event. The Preface provides us with some infor-
mation about the occasion that motivated the poem:

At the close of the Han Dynasty, during the years 196-220 A.D.,
the wife of Chiao Chung-ch’ing, the magistrate of Luchiang pre-
fecture, whose maiden name was Liu, was dismissed by her
husband Chung-ch’ing’s mother. She swore to herself that she
would never remarry, but her family compelled her to. As a
result, she committed suicide by drowning herself. When Chung-
cking learned of this, he hanged himself from a tree in the
garden. A contemporary poet felt deep sympathy for them and
composed the following poem.

Obviously, the poet attempts to convey a social protest as well as cultural
critique, which he sees as already inscribed in the event itself. In doing so,
the post not merely makes use of the “factological” report about the event
and represents the “dominant” “ideological” figures and discourses of the
time to reveal their dogmatic nature, he also appropriates some “mythologi-
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cal” motifs to project unto the random incident a quality of timelessness,
together with a utopian impulse for justice and happiness, which cannot
exist in this world.

In the opening couplet, we are told that “Southeast the peacock flies /
And every five leagues it falters.” Just like the concluding stanza about the
trees on the graves entwining and a pair of mandarin ducks calling to each
other, these lines try to seek meaning in another world. The peacock in
flight seems to echo the lovers departure from the world, and to suggest
their effort to transcend what is not possible to overcome — the oppression
and pressure the mother (and the brother) bring to bear on them.
The faltering, on the other hand, points to the difficulty of getting accepted
in the world, besides symbolizing the love this couple have for each other,
despite obstacles and distance. Perhaps the poet happens fo see the peacock
flying, when he sits down to write, and decides to use the image as a rhetori-
cal device to evoke the mood or to set the tone (hsing B ), as most tradition-
al interpretations would have it (Chung-kuo wen-hsueh-shih ch’ang-k’ao
chih-liao 11 542). But he certainly makes use of the archetypal image of a
peackcock flying and faltering to connect myth and reality, the “mythologi-
cal’” and the “factological.”

After Chao and Liu commit suicide, the two families arrange for a joint
burial, to bury them by the side of Mount Hua (Flower Mountain). The poet
writes,

To east and west were planted pine and cypress,
Left and right set catalpa trees.

Branch joined with branch to form a canopy,
Leaf met leaf as if in dialogue.

In their midst were a pair of flying birds,
Mandarin ducks, drake and hen,

Lifting their heads they call to each other,
Night after night till the hour of dawn.
Travelers would halt to listen,

Widows could no longer sleep in peace.

And this I say to you of later ages:

Take heed and never forget this tale!

Again, the “mythological” imagery of perfect union in the other world is
employed to find a solution for the couple, as well as to contest and protest
against the dominant ideology, which asks individuals to subject themselves
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to obligatory habitus, to abandon their own freedom and emotion. Peacock
and mandarin ducks are well-known motifs in Chinese folk literature; they are
often used to expose the hypocrisy, impersonality, and limitations of the
social order sanctioned by the political authority. Here, with the branches
interweaving and through the symbolic transformation {(into mandarin
ducks), the limits between the body and the world are erased, leading to a
fusion of the one with the other and with surrounding objects. As the poem
moves from the hall to the field in the open, the dominant ideology, which
goes unchallenged in the hall {or within the domestic space), is revealed
to be rigid and absurd. At the end of the poem, our anonymous author calls
upon the reader to remember this event, to take in the narrative as “factolo-
gical” discourse, and furthermore to modify the dominant ideology, to
deepen the thinking about the possible flaws or limitations of any kind of
ideology and social action. As a result, the poem is another “ideological”
discourse, or rather, an “ideological counter-discourse, attempting to proble-
matize or even to criticize what is taken for granted. By appropriating the
available “factological” and “mythological” discourses, this piece of litera-
ture, “ideological” counter-discourse, unmasks the arbitrary character of the
dominant ideology, putting into question the obligatory or established ways
of doing and seeing, thereby challenging the hegemonic discourse to recognize
its other, to re-examine itself in the light of plural forms of values and beliefs.

Framed by these “mythological” images and discourses, the narrative
itself displays a multifarious interweaving of all three levels of discourses of
mastery and control. As the poem opens, we have Liu Lan-chih’s “factologi-
cal” account about her own life and the oppression she has to live with:

‘At thirteen I could weave white silk,

At fourteen I learned to make clothes;

At fifteen I played the lute with 23 strings,

At sixteen recited Songs and History.

At seventeen I became your wife,

And yet my heart was filled with constant pain and sorrow.

Liu Lan-chih feels miserable because her husband, a government clerk, is
fully “devoted to office, and won’t leave work behind just to come back to
his spouse” ( SFEIIE AR ): Lan-chih has to fight on her own, unsupported
by anyone, not even her husband Chung-ch’ing. (It is interesting to note that
Anne Birrell [53]and Burton Watson [82]both misunderstood this line to be
referring to Lan-chil’s effort to keep chaste). Lan-chih tells her husband that
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she starts her work at the Joom at cockcrow, “night after night never resting.”
Extremely productive as she is (“‘five measures of cloth in three day”), her
mother-in-law still reproaches her, grumbling and nagging at her, for being too
slow. No longer able to bear this any further, Lan-chih asks her husband to
send her home, for she has come to a realization that her mother-in-law (the
“Great One” KA ) is too picky for her and that there is no other way but
leaving:

It's not that I was too slow at weaving,

But it's hard to be a wife in your home.
The work is more than I can cope with,
What use in my staying any longer?

So please speak to your mother,

To let me be sent home in no time.

As an “unempowered” speaker, Lan-chih is deliberate in avoiding any direct
reference to the linguistic subject . By addressing her mother-in-law as the
“Great One,” which is normally reserved for the father, and later on as both
“father and mother” ( /A% ), Lan-chih is very careful in her rhetoric (after
all, she didn’t read the Books of Songs and History in vain!). Besides showing
her respect for her mother-in-law, Lan-chih seems to be able to turn her
thetoric of submission and selflessness into that of subversive irony, a gesture
Patricia Spacks discovers to be often inherent in women’s writings, as they
“transform their experience of social oppression to make their apparent
compliance the mark of their protest””(71). Lan-chih manages to convince her
husband that his mother is indeed the “Great One,” the other in the hall, who
not merely appropriates the father’s ( /&) symbolic authority, but keeps the
rights of a mother ( # ) to check on her daughter-in-law’s needlework. The
“Great One” is acting like Hermia's father Egeus, who prefers one to the
other rather arbitrarily: she admires a girl in the neighbourhood for her
beauty which Lan-chih actually embodies and probably in far superior
fashion, for Lan-chih is, as the poet informs us, “in loveliness unequalled in
all the world.”

However, in this case, there is no Theseus to stop Egeus. When Chiao
Chung-ch’ing ascends the hall to speak with his mother, begging her to let
Lan-chih stay, his request is met with a “NO” in thunder. The mother thumps
her bed in a fierce rage and says,

You, little rascal, don’t you respect your own mother?
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How dare you speak up for your wife!
1 have lost all feeling for her,
On no account will I let you disobey me!

Being a dutiful son, who always lives by the Confucian doctrine of filial piety,
and a government clerk, who constantly takes orders without any attempt to
contradict, Chung-ch’ing bows to his mother and retires to the room in
silence, after hearing this. In recounting what has happened in the hall,
Chung-ch’ing, sobbing, tells Lan-chih that he himself is not the one who is
sending her home, it is the mother. He also tries to comfort lan-chih by
stressing his love for her. Fully aware of its difficulty, if not impossibility,
Chungcl’ing nevertheless utters the following ““mythological” discourse,
which he then wishes Lan-chih to take in as a discourse that will regulate her
behaviour, ie., as an “ideological” discourse:

Just go home for a little while,

Now, I must report to my office;

Before long I will return

And then I will surely come and fetch you.
So let this put your mind at rest,

Please do not contradict me.

Up to now, only the mother and Chung-ch’ing have employed the linguistic
instant / ( F{ » & , in the original} to assert their demands and to constitute
or define their relations with the other—Ian-chih. In the conversation be-
tween the mother and son, Lan-chih is reduced to “that woman,” rather than
named. Here, in the lines quoted, Lan-chih is referred to as “vou” ( I 5 & ).
For the first time, she is treated like a person, yet is subordinate to the f who
speaks and delivers a “mythological” discourse to comfort her.

But Lan-chih is smart enough to detect that it is only a “myth” that she
will return and everything will be fine from then on. “No more of this
muddling talk,” she says. Rather, she re-examines by echoing her mother-
inlaw’s words of accusation that she is “willful” in her ways ( BE)H
HEd ) In doing this, she does not use the word “self” ( B ) or even the
pronoun “L” In this sense, she is, as Jacques Derrida says in another
context, “a determined text inscribed in a general text, enclosed in the
representation of its own margin” (xxiii): her self-representation can only
take place in echoing her own marginality, or non-existence, since her cha-
racter is already inscribed in and engraved by her mother-in-law’s text. What
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is left for her to do is to “decode” or to ‘“‘deconstruct” her mother-in-law’s
as well as her husband’s texts. This she does with subtlety. First, she ques-
tions her mother-in-law’s “factological’” report about her self-willfulness by
pointing out the fact that the housework actually leaves her no chance to
develop her self. The fact is that she doesn’t even use [ to talk about herself.
Then, she debunks her husband’s text, which she demonstrates to be quite
lacking in sense: how can you ask your wife to return, after she has tried
every means to stay but failed? Even if she gets the chance to come back, it
can only be worse than the present situation. So, without hesitation she goes
on to arrange her things, so that the husband can give them away as gifts.
Employing the inferior and “unempowered” form of I, “your concubine”
(3£ ), she does ask a small favour of her husband: “Look at my things some-
times, if they should bring comfort to you, / And over the long years, do not
forget me.” In the absence of the person, her things become the primary
signifiers to be given away, or to bring back some traces of the irretrievable
past.

Deep down, Lan-chih knows that her husband loves her, and this enables
her to still hold unto his “mythological” discourse about their reunion, or at
least not to give up that kind of hope completely. After taking leave of her
mother-indaw and her little sister-in-law, Lan-chih constructs, with Chung-
ch’ing’s reassurance, her own “mythological” discourse to attempt to master
the hardly controllable situation, to transcend the already foreseeable
obstacles:

You must be like the solid boulder,

While I like a rush or a reed.

Rushes and reeds can be strong and pliant as silk,
The firm boulder will not move.

But I have a brother, who is like a father to me,
With temper as violent as thunder.

1 doubt he will abide by my wishes—

Just thinking of it makes my heart ache.

The very thought of the oppositions she will have to directly confront puts
Lan-chih into a shudder, because she knows too well that the dream of
reunion cannot come true under such circumstances. Still, she resorts to the
“mythological” and ‘“‘metaphysical” analogy, or in Agnus Fletcher’s termi-
nology “allegory,” to “fix” what is unstable, to bridge the gaps between the
tragic present and the gloomy future.
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Indeed, Lan-chih fears for the worse for good reason. Seeing her coming
back unescorted, her mother cries out, slapping her palms in awe, “We never
expected you to retum on your own!” And there goes the list of her efforts
to discipline and educate Lan-chih, which Lan-chih has known by heart—she
has defined herself in those terms earlier. Ashamed and embarassed, Lan-
chih tries to explain to her mother that she is not to blame for this return.
This is the first time we come to know her maiden name. Very soon, the
news spreads, and matchmakers won’t let Lan-chih live like a widow. With
her mother’s support, Lan-chih manages to reject the proposal of the third
son of the magistrate. However, she is not so lucky when the fifth son of the
governor asks for her hand. Her brother, “deeply troubled by her decision”
(which is very likely an understatement for his wrath), steps in and tells her
in these words:

How thoughtless your way of planning things!
Formerly you were married to only a clerk,

Now you could marry a governor’s son.

The lot would be as different as heaven from earth,
And you could assure yourself a bright future.

If you decide not to marry this fine squire,

How do you intend to get along?

Now, the brother’s threatening remarks are valid in logic and correct in every
sense. Lan-chih has to consent to his demand and to give up her “seif-willful-
ness” (which, if you recall, is the major accusation directed at her). The
brother’s discourse is *““ideological” in nature, for it refers, as Michel Foucault
characterizes all disciplinary discourses, “individual actions to a whole that is
at once a field of comparison, a space of differentiation and the principle of
a rule to be followed” (Discipline and Punish 182). In contrast, Chiao
Chung-ch’ing's mother is not so persuasive and forceful, when she appro-
priates a popular “mythological” figure, Ch’in Lo-fu { ZXZEE ), to convince
her son that that girl is his intended bride. Certainly, no one is such a fool to
believe in her “mythological” discourse about a fictional character (Chung-
kuo wen-hsueh-shih ch’ang-k’ao chih-lizo 517, 544; both Birrell and Watson
regard Ch'in as a real person living nearby), and Chung-ch’ing is too sad and
too devoted to care for any other woman, anyway. (I want to direct your
attention to this, because even at the end Chung-ch’ing’s mother still employs
this sort of “mythological”” discourse to cheer him up. In asense, the mother
is a figure that disseminates myths and becomes the myth herself. Unless
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we try to decode her “mythological” discourses, we won’t be able to free
ourselves from Kristeva’s “mythological” account of the “‘metaphysical
presence’”’—the Mother).

As soon as Chiao Chung-ch’ing hears the news that Lan-chih is going to
marry the fifth son of the governor, he comes to her home (and perhaps for
the first time leaving his work behind) to reproach her. He turns Lan-chih’s
thetoric, her allegorical and “mythological” discourse, against her, and
expresses his death wish in sarcasm:

Congradulations for obtaining such high promotion!
The boulder is square and solid—

It can last for a thousand years.

But the pliant reed—its moment of strength

Lasts no longer than dawn to dust.

You will become more prosperous and exalted,
While I will face death (visit Yellow Springs) alone.

Chung-cl’ings retelling of the tale of the boulder and the reed functions to
remind Lan-chih that he does take that “mythological” discourse very literal-
ly, ie., “factologically.” Now, he refers Lan-chih to the gaps between the
past and the present, between speech and action, between Lan-chih and him-
self, to reach the sunken understructure of ideology implied in her discourse
about one remaining firm, the other pliant and strong. At hearing this, Lan-
chih says:

Just to think these words from youl!

Both of us are forced against our will,

You have suffered, and so have 1.

Down in Yellow Springs we will meet again,
Let us not betray the vow made today!

With the conviction that they will reunite and stay together forever in the
other world, Lan-chih and Chung-ch’ing part, determined to die. In her last
speech addressing Chung-ch’ing, Lan-chih reaffirms her love and loyalty,
thereby confirming the truth value of her previous “mythological” discourse.
Now, the couple are bound by the words they utter, and led by the vow to
their death—one by drowning herself, the other by hanging himself. But
before their suicide, they act in accordance with what the dominant ideology
demands out of them. Chung-ch’ing goes up to the hall to pay his last tribute
to his mother and to inform her of his death wish. Lan-chih lets herself be




254 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XX, No. 3

taken to another household as the bride, in complance with her brother’s
command. At the moment of throwing herself into the pond, Lan-chih says
to the world that her life will end while the body lingers, and indeed it is
the material body of the text that lasts to protest against the familial and
social oppression.

Evidently, in the story, both Chung-ch’ing and Lan-chih suffer from that
familial oppression. The fact that they are bound by words and by
the dominant ideological discourse tells us that gender is not the major issue
here. Rather, it is the discourses that structure and organize their social
existence and reproduction. In their material persistence, as Richard Terdi-
man suggests, discourses are “‘what give differential sustance to membership
in a social group or class [or gender, if one might add] or formation, which
mediate an internal sense of belonging, an outward sense of otherness™ (54).
As made obvious in the instance of Lan-chil’s echoing of her mother’s
and mother-in-law’s words, a single individual is a text, a figure, which is
already inscribed in a larger general text of reproduction, representation, and
mediation. Throughout the poem, the father figure does not appear; he
functions as the absent referent when his symbolic authority is passed on to
his spouse or to his son. Or rather, he points to the fact that gender is not
only a cultural construct, but a site of intersection and appropriation. To
read gender and writing literally is to miss the figurality and textuality in the
inscription of characters—letters and personality. This is also a2 theme which
our next text touches upon.

Coleridge’s poem ““Christabel” exhibits a more complicated inter-weaving
of several themes we have discussed above, particularly those of figurality,
levels of discourse, mastery and control, body (text, inscription) and contact
(decoding, reading), etc. The poem is by no means easy even for the poet
himself. Coleridge first finishes writing the first part in 1797, and then waits
for three years to get ready to continue its second part. Although he
constantly expresses his intention to compose the remaining parts, he leaves
the poem in its fragmentary state in 1816, when it is finally published. In the -
edition of 1834, he even deletes a sentence which appears in the 1816 Preface
yet now seems to him very embarassing: “But as, in my very first con-
ception of the tale, I had the whole present to my mind, with the wholeness,
no less than the liveliness of a vision, I trust that I shall be able to embody in
verse the three parts yet to come, in the course of the present year.” Inan
entry to his Table Talk, dated July 6, 1833, he admits that “The reason of
my not finishing ‘Christabel’ is not that I don’t know how to do it—for I
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have, as [ always had, the whole plan entire from beginning to end in my
mind; but I fear I could not carry on with equal success the execution of the
idea, an extremely subtle and difficult one.” Coleridge’s failure to complete
his own projects, ““Christabel” being only one among many of them, has been
explained in terms of his damaged life experience, mental anxiety, and
unorthodox Christian view: the object of his older brothers’ jealousy, an
“orphan’” by his father's untimely death, alienation from his mother and
from other surrogate mothers, rejection from his wife and children, frustrated
experience with Sara Hutchinson and William and Dorothy Wordworth,
opium habit, guilt feelings, self-contradictory impulses, a sense of his own
inadequacy, of incompleteness, of being an outcast (Fruman 13-25; Schulz
154; McFarland 104-36). All these are most likely to be true, but so far as
“Christabel” is concerned, the poet’s major difficulty seems to lie in the
“execution of the idea,” that is to say, in the mastery over the other, the
alien. However, as throughout the poem the other is represented to be
“unreadable;” while the role of the master is revealed to be unstable,
Coleridge may find an easy solution, such as reported by his biographer James
Gillman (in Fruman 355-56), a violation of the master’s game inscribed in the
poem.

Like many other poems by Coleridge, “Christabel” is well-known for its
elusiveness and ambivalence. We are never told what crime Geraldine com-
mitted, nor from what regions of evil she comes, nor what the point
of Christabel’s sufferings is (Fruman 356). In the past, critics often related
the poem to Coleridge’s relationship with his mother (Schapiro), or with his
surrogate mothers (Durham); to the issue of sexuality (Enscoe; Spatz) and
the poet’s moral reputation (Basler); to dream figures of threatening women—
the devouring mother (Beres 107) and unconscious meanings and dreams
(Cobum); to the conflict between good and “uncertain evil,” the psychic
duality (Fruman 406-07); or even to the power relations between the reader
and the text (Rand). Since Durham’s article and Rand’s essay bear directly
on the theme of mother and other, which is the focus of my paper, a few
words about their works are in order. It seems to me that Durham reads
“Christabel’” as a poem about “love and loss” of the mother (178). From
the beginning of the poem, the pain of loss is evident: Christabel’s lover is
absent, her mother is dead. The pain culminates, Durham tells us, in that
moment when Sir Leoline turns his back on “his own sweet maid” (178).
Of course, the poet laments over the loss and desires to re-experience the
“physical contact between infant and mother,” for Coleridge seems to




256 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XX, No. 3

speculate that “culture begins at the breast, and language is indeed
the mother tongue” (169; not Coleridge’s words, as in many other places,
Durham says what Durham says Coleridge says). So, the poet creates the
scene between Christabel and Geraldine, which reenacts man’s first impulse—
that of dependence on the breast, on the mother (180). Christabel’s sleep
with Geraldine is said to be “vicious and holy,” but from the account
Durham gives one gathers that it is by no means “holy” (178). And indeed,
she later adds that Geraldine is 2 “wicked stepmother” (181) as well as a
“fallen” Mother Nature in league with the Devil (189). In conclusion,
Durham suggests that Geraldine is “everyone’s tragic flaw, as Christabel our
image of innocence (and at last, beyond the scope of our present study, of
redemption)” (189). I find this interpretation highly questionable. If
“Coleridge only manages to create a figure who is “wounded” by embracing
the mother, how can his work be “evidence of his individual effort toward
psychic recovery”? As Durham also knows too well, the poem exists in
fragments; then, how can it be said to have “solved” problems of language,
form, and culture, as she says Coleridge did (180, 190, 193), as if it was
completed? If the “symbolic re-creation of the mother becomes a means of
union with her” (186), then the poet’s narrative about the wound and cor-
ruption and pain seems to head for another direction.

Perhaps, Durham’s reading is like what she describes as Sir Leoline’s
way of interpretation: ‘“‘univocal and straightforward” (188; in fact, his
language is figural, as I will demonstrate later). She takes the poem to be an
allegory which is about human dilemma and the “wholly fictional immunity
to anxiety” (190-91): the pain of severance from the mother and the desire
to be redeemed through being one with the mother. In comparison, Rand’s
analysis is more cautious of the power of reading and its limitations. His
essay is based on the idea that Geraldine is a dissembling text, and that the
story of Christabel is the story of one of her readers (76), or rather, the story
of a naive (but perhaps exemplary) reader, who fails to see that his/her
reading is cast in the form of figures—figures furnished by the dissembler
Geraldine herself (76-77). If the poem teaches us anything at all, Rand
argues, it is the noncommunicative nature, the tropological feature of the
text, which functions like a palimpsest, that “says nothing, tells no truth or
falsehood, and falls under no one’s control” (81). However, Rand does think
that the “‘seal” the mark controls over everyone, and that the story is “the
story of the mark and how it got there” (81). The insistence on the materia-
lity as well as metaphoricity of the sign seems to be indebted to Jacques
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Derrida, particularly to his “White Mythology” (207-71) and “Signature
Event Context” (307-30). In saying that the seal of the body “outlasts™ all,
Rand puts the seal before Geraldine and quite forgets that the seal is only
a part of her, of her power over Christabel and everyone else in the hall.
In other words, Rand seems to think of the seal as the material presence,
whereas I am proposing that it is a part of the larger figural and discursive
situation, in which all the actors take part: there is a difference between
attributing all the merits to the sign and seeing the sign as a fundamental part
of the figural and discursive activity, in which the sign is produced. Rather
than viewing the sign as primary and infinite (or undecidable), I will argue
that it is constituted and reproduced and appropriated in the language game
of mastery and control.

In the game of mastery and control, the actors are constantly changing
their roles. First, we have Christabel leading the way. Then, she is dominated
by Geraldine, who casts upon her a “mighty spell.” Finally Sir Leonline’s
reading is problematized by his squire Bracy the Bard’s interpretation. It
seems that none can’t claim mastery in the game, wherein one text is juxta-
posed with or superimposed on the other without ever arriving at any resolu-
tion. Even Geraldine herself is inscribed in the economy of representation
and appropriation. Her tale about being kidnapped by five warriors is a fable
which she appropriates from other texts. From the start, she employs the
other’s form (a beauty) to dissemble: there is already an otherness within her
body. Her mastery over Christabel is enabled by both the physical contact
and the verbal magic, but in the process of casting her spell (and even after
that) Christabel’s mother’s spirit is there to prevent her, and at last she is
driven out by Christabel's request of her father “by my mother’s soul”
(1. 616). Apparently, Geraldine contains within herself the signs of her own
submission and loss: she also fails to gain the upper hand, and in attempting
to appropriate and master over the other, she is caught in the palimpsest

activity and has to be appropriated as well.
' The poem is organized around a series of contacts of the body and
decodings of the discourses through either physical closeness (proximity and
resemblance) or configurational appropriation. Kneeling in prayer in a forest
beneath a huge oak tree, Christabel hears a low sound of moaning. At this,
she springs to her feet, listens again, and sees a “damsel bright” (1. 58).
Henceforth begins her process of decoding and contact of the body and the
text of Lady Geraldine—a series of taking in (and being taken in). First,
Christabel asks Geraldine a question as to her true identity, “And who art
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thou?” (1. 70), and takes in the answer: “My sire is of a nobel line | And
my name is Geraldine” (1. 79-80). Then, she takes in Geraldine’s tale of
forcible kidnapping; finally, the person of Geraldine herself into the safety
of her father’s hall. However, there are some absolutely suspicious signs that
Christabel does not take in: Geraldine’s brief seizure of pain at the threshold
(1. 129-34), her refusal to join in prayer to glorify the Virgin Mary (1. 139-
42), the strange “angry moan” of the mastiff (1. 145-51), and the curious
flaring of the brand (1. 156-59). From this point on, until her shocking
discovery of Geraldine’s horrible ““bosom and half her side” (1. 252), Christa-
bel submits herself to Geraldine’s spell. The submission is described in terms
of vision and speech. Earlier, when Christabel hears the moan, the poet tells
us, “It moaned as near, as near can be, / But what it is she cannot tell” (1.
"39-40). And by the time they step into the house, Christabel is said to be
unable to have a comprehensive view: “But when the lady passed, there
came | A tongue of light, a fit of flame; / And Christable saw the lady’s eye,
| And nothing else she saw thereby” (1. 158-61).

After seeing Geraldine’s awful half side and smelling the “lean and old
and foul of hue,” Christabel seems to be possessed by the sign and becomes
speechless: ““A sight to dream of, not to tell!” (1. 253). Christabel’s sleep
with Geraldine furthers this helpless situation, and it is said to be both physi-
cal and figural:

And in her [Geraldine’s] arms the maid she took,
Ah well-a-day!
And with low voice and doleful look
These words did say:
In the touch of this bosom there worketh a spell,
Which is lord of thy utterance, Christabel!
Thou knowest to-night,.and wilt know to-morrow,
This mark of my shame, this seal of my sorrow. (1. 263-70)

Here, the physical contact is related to spell, being mastered, and ironi-
cally an understanding which Christabel seems never to attain. As a result,
Christabel is sealed up by sight and by touch, and although she cannot forget
the mark, she is not able to “declare” it openly or even to articulate it. She is
imprisoned by the vision and the discourse—the figure, the seal, the mark.
Interestingly enough, Geraldine never tells Christabel what the seal of her
sorrow exactly stands for, and since Christabel is only capable of revealing
what was going on before this, i.e., how she met Geraldine and lead her into
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the house (1. 273-78), the secret of the seal remains sealed, folded. Itisa
hermetic text which contains the dreadful past, the unspeakable shame and
sorrow. However, it also proves to be an open text (and this is what Rand is
blind to), as it figures its inscription on Christabel’s mind through the touch:
it becomes a signifier that reiterates though its signified is difficult to identify.
Just as the mother figure who is for a time being driven away but eventually
returns in the mouth of her daughter, so the seal loses its own authority and
autonomy: it is exposed, shared, and “known” as an element within the
larger game of mastery and control.

In Part Two, we witness two instances of the master’s power being
appropriated and overturned. At hearing Geraldine’s story, Sir Leoline
verifies it in terms of an sarlier story, the story of his own life, and
by connecting one name to another, one face to another (i.e., association and
metonymy) he believes in what he hears from Geraldine—a “mythological”
discourse. Coleridge writes,

But when he heard the lady’s tale,

And when she told her father’s name,

Why waxed Sir Leoline so pale,

Murmuring o’er the name again,

Lord Roland de Vaux of Tryermaine?

Alas! they had been friends in youth; (1. 403-08)

Sir Leoline, a moment’s space,

Stood gazing on the damsel's face:

And the youthful Lord of Tryermaine
Came back upon his heart again. (1. 427-30)

He declares thereupon that he would avenge the lady: “My herald shall
appoint a week, / And let the recreant traitors seek / My tourney court—that
there and then / I may dislodge their reptile souls / From the bodies and
forms of Men!” (1. 439-43). Here, Sir Leoline implies that the five warriors
who kidnap Gerladine are “reptiles,” i.e., serpents, while the latter is a dove.
It is interesting to note that when he embraces Geraldine, he also touches
“upon the dismemberment of the body. His words and his embrace of
Geraldine make Christabel shrink and shudder and draw “in her breath with a
hissing sound” (1. 459), for “Which when she viewed, a vision fell / Upon
the soul of Christabel, / The vision of fear, the touch and pain!” (1. 451-53).
But, her father is blind to all the signs the daughter makes: ‘“Whereat the




260 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XX, No. 3

Knight turned wildly round, / And nothing saw” (1. 460-61).

After hearing Sir Leoline’s remarks about the serpent and the dove,
Bard Bracy tells the horrible dream of a green snake preying on a dove,
but he never directly says anything against (or even, about) Geraldine,
speaking only to his master, in the context provided by his master. However,
Bracy’s version does not correspond to that of Sir Leoline; rather, he turns
it around and hints that the dove-like Geraldine could be the “snake”; hence,
Sir Leoline’s rhetoric, his instrument of understanding, can be so recast as
to turn against itself, be proven to be the vehicle of mystification. Bracy’s
use of his master’s words is uncanny, for he seems to deconstruct what Sir
Leoline tries to construct as the “factologically” verifiable. Ironically
enough, Sir Leoline takes Bracy’s ““mythological” and allegorical discourse
to be a “factological” one, as he did already to the “mythological” tale of
Geraldine about her identity and family, and completely misses what Bracy
is getting at. He says in “courtly accents fine” to Geraldine, “Sweet maid,
Lord Roland’s beauteous dove, / With arms more strong than harp or song, /
Thy sire and I will crush the snake!” (1. 569-71). Just as Geraldine’s shame
and sorrow are written in the seal, the mark, so her character is represented
by the figure of dove, by a metaphor: textuality and figurality before
actuality, making the reality enigmatic and impenetrable. In a sleight of
hand, Geraldine, who mastered Christabel by casting spell and revealing her
seal, is now replaced by the rhetorical figure and becomes an object of repre-
sentation.

Seeing that her presence and warm reception bring Christabel unease,
Geraldine implores that she be sent “‘without delay / Home to her father’s
mansion” (1. 481-82). As if recovering from the trance, Christabel suddenly
assumes the role of master and asks her father to send Geraldine away: “By
my mother's soul do I entreat / That thou this woman send away!” (1. 616-
17). In a strange reversal, now Christabel has her will. However, in this
discursive situation wherein the master’s right is asserted, Christabel is still
being controlled over and has to remain mute: ‘“She said: and more she
could not say: / For what she knew she could not tell, / Q’ermastered by
that mighty spell” (I. 618-20). What happens to Christabel after Geraldine
is sent away? In the account reported by James Gillman, Geraldine is said to
be exposed, first as the false image of the real Geraldine, then as the disguised
and disgusted version of Christabel's betrothed (301-02). But as the real
lover returns and produces the ring which Christabel once gave him in sign of
her betrothment, the supernatural being Geraldine vanishes, leaving the lovers
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in peace. However, since Coleridge does not really materialize this narrative,
the happy ending remains suspect. Perhaps it is too easy a way out
for Coleridge. He prefers to leave everything in uncertainty. We are never
told as to what Geraldine is or where she is from. Is she a lamia? In the
poem Coleridge does refer to her as embodying a “snake’s small eye,” or
having a “serpent’s eye” (1. 583, 585), but he also says that Geraldine rolls
“her large bright eyes divine”” (1. 595). So the identity of Geraldine remains
mysterious, just as her “mythological” discourse about her origin is not
verifiable. How about Christabel? Is she like a naive reader dominated by the
mark, by the text? What does she know about the text? Can she free herself
from that mighty spell? And is there any way to arrive at the “truth”? It
seems neither Christable’s observation (reading of Geraldine’s ““body”) nor
Sir Leoline’s as well as Bard Bracy’s figurative interpetations can ever lead
us to the truth, except piling up more “mythological’” discourses, which are
then taken to be “factological” ones. Confronting the “‘undecidable” other,
who in her turn is also inscribed in the representations, who can be the
master? Even Coleridge himself seems to resign that kind of privilege.

Whether mother, mother-in-law, or stepmother, the other in the hall is
constituted by one’s dicourse about her, as we have seen in these two texts.
The (m)other actually appropriates her power from others, and she is in turn
appropriated. In the highly discursive and frictive situation, the (m)other
figures her/his inscription in the discourses of mastery and control. Her/his
character is inscribed and written in her/his words (letters, characters) she/he
tells the other. Gaia, in this sense, lives in her words to Kronos and to Zeus.
The construction of culture and of language is a matter of interfusion, rather
than destruction, of different gender. To insist that in our cultures, we have
a singular identity, one name, the name of the father, is to miss the point
that one is the child of two parents, who in their act of species reproduction
have incorporated the other, and have become a plurality and embodied a
difference within. To forego the simple notion of opposition, which has
informed Freudian model of the Oedipus complex which Freud draws on an
ancient ‘“‘mythological” discourse and then induces it to be a “factological”
one (cf. LaCapra), we should perhaps see individuals as figures culturally and
socially constituted within various discourses of mastery and control, which
produce and mediate each individual's existence and in turn are appropriated
to secure a place or to voice his or her power over the other.
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