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Introduction




  WHEN I WAS A SMALL CHILD I read fairy tales. I carried straining plastic bags of them home from the library every Saturday:

  Grimm, Perrault, Hans Christian Andersen, Arabian Nights, Br’er Rabbit, Celtic myths, Polish folktales, Italian ones, Japanese, Greek . . . Soon I started spotting repetitions. It

  thrilled me to detect the same basic shape (for instance, the motif of the selkie, or wife from the sea) under many different, exotic costumes. When I announced my discovery to my father, he

  broke it to me gently that others had got there first: a Russian called Vladimir Propp, and before him a Finn called Antti Aarne, who published his system of classifying folk motifs back in 1910.

  Ah well. This disappointment taught me, even more than the fairy tales had, that there is nothing new under the sun.




  I remained a greedy reader, and when I found myself falling for a girl, at fourteen, I began seeking out stories of desire between women. The first such title I spent my hoarded pocket money on

  was a truly grim Dutch novel first published in 1975, Harry Mulisch’s Twee Vrouwen (in English, Two Women). Sylvia leaves Laura for Laura’s ex-husband, Alfred—but,

  it turns out, only to get pregnant. The two women are blissfully reunited for a single evening of planning the nursery decor before Alfred turns up and shoots Sylvia dead,

  leaving Laura to jump out a window. Shaken but not dissuaded, I read on, for the next twenty years and counting. You would be forgiven for thinking that my book list must have been rather short.

  But the paradox is that writers in English and other Western languages have been speaking about this so-called unspeakable subject for the best part of a millennium.




  What I am offering now in Inseparable is a sort of map. It charts a territory of literature that, like all undiscovered countries, has been there all along. This territory is made up of a

  bewildering variety of landscapes, but I will be following half a dozen distinct paths through it. Despite a suggestion in the New York Times in 1941 that the subject of desire between women

  should be classified as “a minor subsidiary of tragedy,” in fact it turns up across the whole range of genres. Reading my way from medieval romance to Restoration comedy to the modern

  novel, mostly in English (but often in French, and sometimes in translations from Latin, Italian, Spanish, or German), I uncover the most perennially popular plot motifs of attraction between

  women. Here they are, in a nutshell.




  

    

      

        TRAVESTIES: Cross-dressing (whether by a woman or a man) causes the “accident” of same-sex desire.




        INSEPARABLES: Two passionate friends defy the forces trying to part them.




        RIVALS: A man and a woman compete for a woman’s heart.




        MONSTERS: A wicked woman tries to seduce and destroy an innocent one.




        DETECTION: The discovery of a crime turns out to be the discovery of same-sex desire.




        OUT: A woman’s life is changed by the realization that she loves her own sex.


      


    


  




  At this point you may wonder, are the women in these plays, poems, and fictions lesbians? Not necessarily, is how I would begin to answer. But perhaps we are better off

  postponing that question until we have asked more interesting ones. In the first five of my six chapters, I will be looking at relations between women, rather than the more historically recent

  issue of self-conscious sexual orientation. Although I occasionally say lesbian as shorthand, the twenty-first-century use of that word as a handy identity label does not begin to do justice

  to the variety of women’s bonds in literature from the 1100s to the 2000s. The past is a wild party; check your preconceptions at the door.
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    Anne-Louis Girodet de Roussy-Trioson (better known as Girodet-Trioson), “Songe de Sapho” [Sappho’s Dream], engraved by Henri-Guillaume

    Châtillon, in Sappho, Bion, Moschus. Receuil de compositions dessinées par Girodet [1827] (1829).




    This is the third of the French Romantic painter’s designs in the “antique vase” style to accompany his translations from Sappho. They were published

    three years after Girodet’s death by his student, friend, and executor, Marie-Philippe Coupin de la Couperie, who claimed that this image showed Sappho in the arms of the goddess Venus,

    dreaming of her ideal husband.


  




  It is customary to lament the fact that desire between women, before the twentieth century, was one long silence. After all, everyone has heard the story about Queen Victoria,

  whose ministers wanted to make lesbian sex illegal in 1885 but could not bring themselves to explain to her that it was even possible . . . Except that it turns out that never happened. (Dating

  from 1977, the Victoria story is a popular urban myth that allows us to feel more knowledgeable and daring than our nineteenth-century ancestors.) On the contrary, literary

  researchers over the past few decades have unearthed a very long history of what Terry Castle calls “the lesbian idea”; her eleven-hundred-page anthology The Literature of

  Lesbianism (2003)—by far the best available—can only sample the riches.




  In writing Inseparable, I have had to be very selective. A hint or a glimpse does not constitute a plot motif: I include only texts in which the attraction between women is undeniably

  there. It must also be more than a moment; it must have consequences for the story. The emotion can range from playful flirtation to serious heartbreak, from the exaltedly platonic to the

  sadistically lewd, but in every case it has to make things happen.




  Take, for instance, “The Man of Law’s Tale,” the fifth of the Canterbury Tales (1400) by courtier and diplomat Geoffrey Chaucer. It tells how Custance, daughter of a

  Christian Roman emperor and bride of the sultan of Syria, is cast adrift in a boat through her mother-in-law’s machinations. Shipwrecked on the Northumberland coast, Custance immediately

  arouses the protective passion of Dame Hermengyld, the constable’s wife: “Hermengyld loved hire as hir lyf.” Over months of prayers and tears, Custance wins Hermengyld from

  paganism to Christianity, and Hermengyld manages to cure a blind man in the name of Jesus—which prompts her husband to convert too. But a knight whom Custance has rejected is jealous of the

  women’s closeness; he sneaks into the room where they are sleeping together and slits Hermengyld’s throat, leaving the bloody knife beside Custance to frame her for murder. The people

  are not fooled by this circumstantial evidence, since they have witnessed the women’s relationship with their own eyes: “For they han seyn hir evere so vertuous, / And lovyng Hermengyld

  right as hir lyf.” (For they have seen Custance be virtuous all the time, and love Hermengyld as her life.) The people’s suspicion is confirmed by divine intervention: as the knight

  tells his lies in court, his eyeballs suddenly drop out of his head. This is an excellent example, perhaps the earliest in English, of how a mutual passion between two women can be not just an

  ornamental extra, but what moves the story along.




  Because of the time frame I have chosen, most of the texts discussed in Inseparable are by British or French men. For the purposes of this book, I do not much care who

  wrote them, nor why. What interests me is the stories themselves, and the ways they connect. Though love between women can be found in some medieval romances, it was in the sixteenth century that

  it really moved into the spotlight, and from that point on it has taken up more and more space, growing from a mere theme into a literary tradition of its own.




  But as traditions go, it is a peculiar one. One reason is that—if I may state the obvious—lesbian storylines begin with two or more women, rather than a man and a woman. This

  means that gender roles are up for grabs. Those who write about love between the sexes, from the book of Genesis on, have relied on a certain consensus about the differences between husband and

  wife, say, or lover and mistress, or rake and ingénue. Even if they bend those hallowed cultural rules, they are playing a familiar game. And those who write about love between

  men—although the subject is fraught with danger—have the classical past to draw on, and especially the Platonic ideal of the older male lover/mentor and the beautiful young

  beloved/protégé. Those who write about love between women have no such agreed starting point.




  Here, for instance, is the moment in Mary McCarthy’s The Group (1963) when Lakey’s old college friends fret over the fact that she has come home with a female lover.




  

    

      

        On the one hand, there were Lakey-and-Maria, as you might say Polly-and-Jim, a contented married pair; on the other, there was an exquisite captive of a fierce robber

        woman, locked up in a Castle Perilous, and woe to the knight who came to release her from the enchantment. But it was possible to see it the other way around. Supposing it were Lakey, the

        inscrutable, intelligent Lakey, who had made poor Maria, who was not very bright, her slave? The fact that it was possible to reverse the relation like an hourglass was what the girls found

        so troubling.


      


    


  




  If this easily flipped “hourglass” was still a puzzle in the 1960s, how much more so in the 1100s. Perhaps this is one reason the theme has aroused the interest of

  so many writers, who, like Lakey’s friends, find the notion of desire between women a lasting source of wonder and fantasy, as well as anxiety.




  Another oddity of this literary tradition is that it includes as much denial or coyness as assertion. I picture this literature as an archipelago: thousands of stories, but

  scattered like islands in little pools of silence. Interestingly, you might expect that the earlier texts would be veiled, and the later ones explicit—but I have found that erotic situations

  between women are sometimes presented frankly in medieval or Renaissance romance, whereas well into the twentieth century many novelists evoke passion with the discreet vocabulary of

  friendship.




  Passion between women has never had a settled status in Western culture, or even a definition with fixed parameters. Right through the hymns of praise to noble love between ladies crash

  discordant rants against lust between wicked females. In every generation, it seems, writers have asked themselves whether desire between women is unprecedented or omnipresent, holy or evil,

  heartwarming or ridiculous. No matter how often it is written about, it remains somehow unofficial, lurking below the radar: an unsolvable puzzle, a perpetual novelty. Unlike say, flowers, or food,

  or the weather, this subject could be extremely tricky for writers. Queen Victoria—myths aside—probably knew more or less what could go on between women, but that does not mean that the

  subject was a safe one in her time, or before, or after. In 1921, twenty years after her death, the House of Lords did defeat an attempt to add lesbianism to the law against male homosexuality; the

  peers feared to “advertise” this vice by naming it. Quite a few of the books and plays I discuss in Inseparable were censored, suppressed, or prosecuted in their day. And even if

  there were no legal consequences for writers who tackled this subject, there was always the risk of mystifying or outraging part of their audience.




  So what did they do, these men (and eventually women) of the scribbling tribe, who were troubled or intrigued by the idea of passion between women, but unsure how to shape it into a story, and

  wary of how people might take it? They looked over their shoulders. They relied heavily on their reading (either of their contemporaries or of ancient sources), whether by copying without scruple,

  self-consciously echoing a name or a speech from a previous work, borrowing aspects of several different storylines to make something new, confirming or countering or defying previous literary

  models.




  Being a novelist and playwright by trade, I say this by experience as much as observation: writers like old plots because they work, and for all our claims of originality, we

  do a lot of recycling. If all writing is intertextual, writing about desire between women—because of its controversial status—has been particularly so.




  So Inseparable could also be called a family tree, because it lays out certain motifs that have been repeated over the centuries, hybridizing and mutating in every generation. Or you

  could think of it as a field guide to the flora and fauna of lesbian-themed literature. It calls attention to what is there, but generally goes unnoticed, and reveals how the rare is related to the

  common-or-garden variety.




  Which begs the question, if literature has been full of the theme of women in love for so many centuries, then why has it so often gone unnoticed? Why is desire between women still generally

  presumed to be a late-twentieth-century theme?




  Some of the texts I look at here have been forgotten because they did not reach many readers in the first place, or because, although popular in their day, they have long since dropped out of

  circulation. But given that this tradition includes such canonical authors as Chaucer, Shakespeare, Sidney, Richardson, Rousseau, Johnson, Diderot, Dickens, Balzac, Charlotte Brontë, Wilkie

  Collins, Maupassant, Hardy, James, and Lawrence—given that, as Terry Castle puts it, “virtually every author of note since the Renaissance has written something, somewhere, touching on

  the subject of love between women”—how can we have collectively forgotten it, let it slip out of the history of ideas, or not registered it in the first place?




  Writers must bear some of the responsibility. Very often they break a same-sex story up and scatter the pieces across a longer narrative, or limit the story to the subplot where it will attract

  less attention. Judith Roof argues, of Sigmund Freud’s “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905), that




  

    

      

        Freud envisions both story and sexuality as a single strong stream gushing gleefully into the wide sea of human generation. This oceanic finale exalts both healthy

        heterosexuality and the satisfying story. Any impediments to an unobstructed flow force the current away from its appointed end into tiny, doomed side-streams, their deviance spawning a

        degenerate or perverted story.


      


    


  




  There is a certain logic, then, to the fact that many of the most interesting stories of desire between women lurk in the “side-streams” of

  novels and plays, not the main orgasmic “flow” of the narrative. Also, novelists and playwrights often seem to have suffered from a failure of nerve—beginning a story of passion

  between women and then veiling or disavowing it, breaking it off, or hastily bringing on a man to erase the significance of what is happening between the women. Thomas Hardy in Desperate

  Remedies (1871) offers what may be a sly commentary on his novel’s evasive presentation of an older woman’s attempt to seduce her maid:




  

    

      

        It was perceived by the servants of the House that some secret bond of connection existed between Miss Aldclyffe and her companion. But they were woman and woman, not

        woman and man, the facts were ethereal and refined, and so they could not be worked up into a taking story.


      


    


  




  Writers—and not just pre-twentieth-century ones—have sometimes resisted any attempt by a critic to “work up” the lesbian implications of their text into a “taking

  story” (meaning one that takes the fancy or seizes the imagination). Shirley Jackson, enraged by Jeannette Foster’s lesbian reading of her horror story Hangsaman (1951), wrote to

  her biographer to insist, “Damnit, it is about what I say it is about.” (She does have my sympathy: when I publish my fiction, I sometimes wish I had a veto over interpretations of my

  work, but as a reader, I am glad that is not the case.) However, writers’ descriptions of the themes of their work should not always be taken at face value. For instance, it was during a

  legal battle that would ultimately shut down their play, at a huge financial loss, that Dorothy and Howard Baker released the following statement to the press in 1944:




  

    

      

        The booking troubles that Trio has run into have started the misleading and damaging rumour that Trio is a drama about Lesbianism. This report falls short of

        the truth. We, the authors, would have had no interest in dramatizing anything so special, so chaotic, so finally uninteresting as Lesbianism, and the attachment between the two women in our

        play is a very small part of a much larger pattern of psychological domination.


      


    


  




  That this explanation is intended to cover the Bakers’ backs, legally, is obvious. But it is peculiarly phrased too: how can the dreaded subject be

  simultaneously too “special” and too “uninteresting” to tackle? How can lesbian relationships be simultaneously “chaotic” and controlling, and besides, why is

  the “chaotic” bad to write about and “psychological domination” good? To say that the perilously attractive “attachment” between Pauline and Janet (which I will

  discuss in chapter 3) is only a “small part” of “a much larger pattern” could in fact suggest that this lesbian relationship is peculiarly interesting because it exemplifies

  an entire society’s neurosis. The Bakers’ statement seems worded in a way that deliberately calls attention to its contradictions, and may be tongue-in-cheek, since a reader of

  Trio will conclude that there has rarely been a play so clearly about lesbianism.




  Not that readers always notice what writers choose to leave implicit, or even what they present calmly, without emphasis. When I was a child, for instance, I read a classic 1906 story by O.

  Henry called “The Last Leaf.” It stuck in my mind as a charming tale of a gravely ill young woman who, convinced she will die when the last leaf falls from the ivy outside her window,

  is tricked into living by a neighbor who paints a leaf on the wall. Coming across “The Last Leaf” again decades later, I was startled to find that it is a story about a female couple:

  Sue and the butchly nicknamed Johnsy are starving-artist roommates in New York who dream of painting the Bay of Naples together. When Johnsy is on the verge of death by pneumonia, their slangy

  dialogue takes on a tenderer tone: “ ‘Dear, dear!’ said Sue, leaning her worn face down to the pillow; ‘think of me, if you won’t think of yourself. What would I

  do?’ ” The obtuse doctor remarks to Sue that her friend will recover only if she has someone to live for, and asks if there is a man in Johnsy’s life; Sue reacts with scorn.

  Something else I had forgotten about this rather magical story is that the neighbor—an old drunken Jewish painter who stays out one wet night, painting the leaf—is the one who dies of

  pneumonia: he sacrifices himself so the pair of women he is so fond of can survive. Is it stretching a point to wonder whether the unreal (painted) leaf which substitutes so successfully for the

  real one may be O. Henry’s symbol for a same-sex partnership which gives just as much meaning to life as the “real” (heterosexual) kind? Short of calling Sue and Johnsy lovers, he

  could hardly have spelled it out more clearly. But because he takes their choice of each other for granted, and because the story’s spotlight falls on Johnsy’s

  illness, I did not notice the relationship until I read it again, as a lover of women, on the lookout for such stories.




  Like the servants in Hardy’s Desperate Remedies, literary historians—even today—often fail to read a narrative of desire between women as a “taking story.”

  The problem may be simple phallocentrism, that is, the notion that nothing really counts unless it involves a penis or the owner of a penis. Even literary historians who are not phallocentric may

  define sex in the traditionally clear-cut way, as a matter of genital contact—with the consequence that they interpret all the erotic confusion in Renaissance plays as mere fun, and all the

  throbbing embraces between the heroines of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novels as mere sisterliness.




  Sometimes critics do notice the theme, but prefer not to comment at length. Their vocabulary often reveals their squeamishness, but generally they hide their distaste behind a show of

  scruple—fearing, they explain, that to explore desire between women in a beloved classic by, say, Dickens or James, would narrow that work’s meaning rather than add to it. Jean-Pierre

  Jacques, in his 1981 study Les Malheurs de Sapho, draws a useful distinction between critics who prudishly avoid mentioning a work’s lesbian theme, and those who raise smokescreens

  around that theme by insisting that the work is really, primarily, about something else.




  Often such critics protest that it would be anachronistic for us to find lesbian themes in a text whose writers and first readers would have seen none. But this is a false assumption; as Denise

  Walen asks after studying more than seventy English plays written between 1570 and 1660 that include eroticism between women, “Why would playwrights construct so many homoerotic scenarios in

  dramatic form if they had no expectation that their audience would understand them?” If even the nonliterate in the pit were getting the point of these scenes, then there must have been a

  “tacit, if not fully articulated, public cultural discourse” about desire between women. Walen’s argument is supported by the plethora of references to lesbian possibilities in

  other Renaissance genres such as medical and travel writing and pornography.




  Most commonly, nowadays, literary historians use the “not the same thing at all” argument to divide (and therefore conquer) this literary tradition. They sort by costume, for

  instance, keeping texts in which some of the women wear breeches (see chapter 1) at arm’s length from texts in which they all wear skirts.




  A critic may acknowledge the theme in the rare fictions which refer to genital sex, such as Denis Diderot’s La Religieuse (1797; discussed in chapter 4)—but refuse to grant

  that such stories might benefit from being read alongside more romantic stories of devotion between women such as Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1747–48; see chapter 3) or

  Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse (1761; see chapter 2).




  Others misuse the theory of romantic friendship (a high-status social institution from the Renaissance to the nineteenth century), as Bonnie Zimmerman puts it, “with an audible sigh of

  relief, to explain away love between women” as customary and therefore needing no comment.




  What I hope to show is not that it is “all the same thing,” but that, in studying the full spectrum of passionate relationships between women in literature, it is a pointless

  exercise to erect a fence down the middle, dividing the lesbians from the just-really-good-friends.




  Remember Chaucer’s Dame Hermengyld, so pious and so passionate, with a husband as well as a woman she sleeps with and treasures “as hyr lyf”: how can we be sure which parts of

  her story count as erotic? Or listen to one woman speak of herself to another, in a Latin lyric from a century or two before Chaucer, as a “hungry little bird” who “loves you, as

  you yourself know, / With her soul and body.” Like all the great stories of male-female love, this poem assumes that passion can be a matter of “soul and body” at the same

  time.




  The literary tradition of passion between women, then, has many contrasting strands, but they are—to use a word which has often been applied to pairs of women, from the sixteenth century

  on—inseparable. So my chapters focus on different storylines, not different kinds of relationships; we will encounter the lustful and the affectionate, the selfish and the saintly, the

  shallow and the deep all the way through this book.




  Just as I am not interested in dividing this literature of love into “friendship” vs. “lesbianism,” so I do not sort it according to its “positive” or

  “negative” attitude. When I began my career around 1990, those of us in the fledgling discipline of lesbian literary history felt understandably embattled, and we tended to approach the

  past by way of identity politics, assigning points for “sympathy” or “authenticity” (especially if the author herself just might have been a woman who loved women), taking them away for “stereotyping” or “voyeurism” (especially if—you guessed it—the author was a straight man). These days, it seems

  high time to let readers of all stripes hear about and enjoy the whole range of literature about desire between women, whether romantic or smutty, thrilling or funny, and with bloody-fanged fiends

  included too.




  Nor do I think it particularly helpful to sort these stories according to whether love between two women is granted a happy ending. Endings are overrated; they are often the point when the

  writer bows to convention, and there is a lot more to a story than who gets the girl, or who dies. When I write fiction or drama, I know that my liking for a character is shown by my giving her a

  lot of page time and vivid scenes, however I may dispose of her by the end.




  Finally, reader beware: no conclusions about real life should be drawn from all this storytelling. (I recently saw an essay by a literal-minded undergraduate that claimed, “In the

  nineteenth century, most lesbians were vampires.”) The social history of relationships between women is a distinct and fascinating subject that I cannot tackle here. Fiction, poetry, and

  drama are not reliable guides even to attitudes the people of that era held toward same-sex desire; after all, cross-dressers were adored on the stage of the Globe and stoned in the stocks outside.

  A society’s literature is its dream: immensely suggestive, yes, but not a simple reflection of its daily reality.




  Of course there are times when a book or play can only be illuminated by a consideration of when and under what circumstances it was written. But having read scores of studies that attempt to

  fix the historical moment when something changed in the way women’s love was experienced and interpreted, whether in life or literature or both—I remain dubious. There seem to be just

  two points of consensus.




  The first is that it was in the sixteenth century that British authors began to write about such love with increasing interest. Contributing factors may have included the translation of

  classical texts, the rise in theaters and publishing, and a growth in female literacy.




  The second is that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a new idea spread from medicine into popular culture: the woman-desiring woman as a clearly defined type. (As Peter Cryle

  comments perceptively of Guy de Maupassant’s 1881 story “La Femme de Paul” [in English, “Paul’s Mistress”], in which a riverside crowd

  derisively greets a boatload of female couples with a roar of “V’là Lesbos” [“There’s Lesbos”], no crowd before Maupassant’s day would have

  been able to shout out that or any equivalent phrase with the same “hearty confidence.”) Factors in the spread of this idea may have included women’s admission to universities and

  entry into the workforce in numbers, especially in World War One. The debate was lively—sexologists saw this type of woman as a case of congenital gender inversion; psychoanalysts blamed

  arrested development—but it seems clear that by the 1930s, in Europe and the United States, a broad sense of erotic possibilities between women had given way to the more stereotyped notion of

  “the lesbian.”




  Apart from those two clear changes, “differing depictions of desire were always more or less acceptable,” Denise Walen concludes from her study of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century

  drama—and I would go further and say that inconsistency has always been the norm. Once we give up what Eve Sedgwick has dubbed “the historical search for a Great Paradigm Shift,”

  what stands out is an unexpected continuity over the last millennium. Authors, imaginative but also self-conscious about the tradition in which they write, have kept on ringing the changes on the

  half dozen plots of passion between women which appeal to readers most.




  Over the dozen-odd years I have been working on Inseparable, I have read many good books. Three memories stand out. Spending an entire fortnight stretched out on my moldy grad-school

  futon, living—almost in real time—through the longest novel in the English language, Richardson’s Clarissa. Finding in the British Library Rare Books Room, at the end of a

  long, sore-eyed day, an utterly obscure and brilliant short story by Cynthia Asquith, “The Lovely Voice.” Scaring myself stiff as I read Sarah Waters’s ghostly Affinity

  cover to cover on the red-eye from Toronto to London.




  I have had moments of boredom, too, huddled over a microfilm reader in the dark, cranking at speed through yet another dreary three-volume novel to see if what the female characters felt for

  each other had even a flicker of interest to it. And I’ve felt revulsion, particularly when suffering through the Marquis de Sade’s Juliette. But among the bad books I have found

  some great bad ones—outrageous in their insinuations and eye-popping in their plot twists—and one of the real pleasures of this project has been juxtaposing

  the best of schlock with Shakespeare or Brontë such that each illuminates the other, and together they add up to more than the sum of their parts: a literary tradition the best part of a

  thousand years long.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Travesties




  WESTERN LITERATURE IS FULL of characters who disguise their sex, going “en travesti” (a pseudo-French

  phrase), or playing a travesty role (as it is called in opera), and effortlessly fooling everyone they meet. As Marjorie Garber puts it, “transvestite theatre is the norm, not the

  aberration.” Since all the roles on European stages were played by males until the sixteenth century (England holding out until the mid-seventeenth), it is hardly a coincidence that so many

  playwrights put the spotlight on cross-dressing in their plots too: a boy playing a woman disguised as a man, or playing a man disguised as a woman, must have given the audience a wonderfully

  complex frisson. But interestingly, the same goes for nontheatrical genres: medieval and Renaissance romance (in both verse and prose) and fiction of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries

  constantly resort to gender disguise for the sake of suspense, entertainment, poignancy, and a surprisingly polymorphous eroticism.




  Winfried Schleiner finds that such storylines celebrate “an ideal in which the erotic charge does not derive, as it were, from the genders being apart or diametrically opposed but from

  their similarity.” Disguise plots have allowed writers to explore, as if between quotation marks or parentheses, all sorts of possibilities. By far the most popular has

  been the idea of accidental desire between women.




  There are two main scenarios. For the heroines of plays and romances, the motives for male disguise are many and varied, as are the consequences. But one thing is sure: girls in breeches turn

  women’s heads. This is often known as the female bridegroom motif, because many authors ratchet up the tension by using an imminent wedding as a ticking time bomb for the cross-dresser, who

  may experience just as much erotic confusion as she causes in others.




  Less commonly, but fairly often in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a male character puts on skirts, winning access to women-only space and, under cover of friendship, wooing a

  woman—who may fear she is falling for one of her own sex. Since the hero generally chooses the persona of a female knight or Amazon, I call this the male amazon motif. (A helpful mnemonic is

  to think of the female bridegroom and male amazon motifs, in 1980s film terms, as the Yentl and the Tootsie.)




  The traditional scholarly line is that neither of these scenarios is really about same-sex attraction. The woman who falls for a woman-in-breeches is mistaken, this argument goes, and so not

  really wanting her but the “man” the breeches make her seem to be. On the other hand, the woman who falls for a man-in-skirts is mistaken, and so not really wanting

  “her,” just liking “her” very much, or perhaps (without knowing it) desiring the real man behind the skirts. To deny the lesbian implications of these two scenarios, this

  paradoxical argument has to define desire as conscious but illusory in the first, unconscious but authentic in the second.




  Another problem is that such interpretations rely on reading the cross-dresser as just one thing or another—a male or a female, whether defined by clothes or physiology. Marjorie Garber

  has argued influentially that we should look not through but at the cross-dresser, whom she calls a third term—a figure who can break the binary code of gender. As I see it, to

  keep insisting that a cross-dressed character is really male or female is to reduce that character’s interest and power, and similarly to ask what these works are really about

  is rather beside the point. They celebrate desires fleeting or ambiguous, but no less powerful for that; they are fantasies, games, speculations, outrageous travesties of the real and the

  natural.




  So why was desire between women the most common result of these storylines? Because in Western literature there is a long tradition of considering such a form of

  illicit attraction as ultimately harmless—therefore funny, or poignant, or aesthetically pleasing. What Joseph Harris concludes from his study of seventeenth-century cross-dressing romances

  is just as true of theater:




  

    

      

        Women in seventeenth-century literature are often allowed a degree of lenience in desiring both real men disguised as women, and other women disguised as men. The fact

        that this is very rarely the case for men suggests that there was a great deal of anxiety about the possibility that male desire could be inadvertently misdirected.


      


    


  




  Passionate attraction between women was often described in terms of amor impossibilis, impossible love: this did not mean a love that could never happen emotionally, but

  one that could not be satisfied sexually—whether because there could be no penis-ejaculating-in-vagina, or just no orgasm, is far less clear, but the second event was generally held to depend

  on the first. In both drama and prose, Western writers repeatedly used images of “fruitless” (meaning nonprocreative, and therefore pointless) desire between women.




  The “lenience” Harris mentions has its limits; the understanding is that the woman’s erotic interest in someone she either believes to be female or who secretly is female is a

  mistake, which will be magically corrected by the eventual dropping of the disguise. Often the middle of these stories is more interesting than the ending; as Harris suggests, “Something in

  cross-dressing frequently seems to resist the general narrative flow,” producing episodes of sexual confusion which are secondary or entirely irrelevant to the main plot and undermine its

  tidy conclusions. The safety net enables the riskiest tricks.




  THE FEMALE BRIDEGROOM




  In Aelfric’s Lives of Saints (a sermon-cycle of the 990s), the cross-dressed Saint Eugenia heals a woman who, when the saint rejects her advances, ungratefully

  accuses “him” of rape. For the last thousand years, then, it seems a heroine cannot disguise herself without attracting at least one girl, and often bevies of them. The motif shows up

  frequently in romances (from the 1200s) and plays (from the 1500s) in Latin, French, Italian, and Spanish. The anonymous Sienese comedy Gl’Ingannati (1537) adds a delicious twist which

  would have a lasting influence: a girl disguised as a page is in love with her master, but he sends her to court his beloved for him, and she accidentally wins the lady’s

  love herself. The female bridegroom entered English romance by the 1580s, and by the 1590s was a stock character on the English stage (in the quick-change costume of hat and long black cloak) who

  would not leave it for another two centuries.




  

    



    [image: ]




    Walter H. Deverell, “Viola and Olivia,” in Art and Poetry ( formerly The Germ), No. 4 (May 1850).




    In the final issue of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’s magazine, this etching by English painter Walter Deverell (who died at the age of twenty-seven) was published

    alongside a poem of the same name by John Lucas Tupper, an anatomical draftsman. Tupper mulls over the “natural” attraction between the two Shakespeare heroines, calling them

    “lovers” and “married souls . . . / having an inward faith that love, called so / In verity, is of the spirit clear / Of earth and dress and sex.” Deverell used his sister

    as a model for Olivia, but for Viola he “discovered” a part-time milliner named Elizabeth Siddal; she would go on to pose for, study with, and finally marry his friend Dante Gabriel

    Rossetti two years before her own early death.


  




  The earliest and most important source for the motif is the myth of Iphis and Ianthe, told in many classical texts but most memorably by the Roman poet Ovid in his Metamorphoses (composed

  around 8 C.E.). Raised as a boy (to save her from infanticide), Iphis at thirteen is engaged to marry her friend Ianthe. As Ovid tells it, with an audible relish for the

  contradiction, “Iphis loved a girl whom she despaired of ever being able to enjoy, and this very frustration increased her ardor.” He gives her a long soliloquy, the original lesbian

  lament, which we will hear echoed in many later texts: “What is to be the end of this for me, caught as I am in the snare of a strange and unnatural kind of love, which none has known

  before?” She must be a monster, Iphis argues, because “cows do not burn with love for cows,” mares for mares, ewes for ewes, and so forth. (Without the benefit of modern biology,

  she has no idea that same-sex goings-on can be observed right across the animal kingdom.) What Iphis sees as distinguishing lesbian desire from other sick whims—such as bestiality—is

  that it has no hope of consummation, since sex is what happens between males and females. She lectures herself sternly: Ianthe “cannot be yours, nor can you be happy, whatever happens . . .

  Pull yourself together, Iphis, be firm, and shake off this foolish, useless emotion.” But the plot rolls on: she makes no attempt to excuse herself or run away, even though she expects that

  to play Ianthe’s bridegroom will feel like “thirst in the middle of the waters.” On the day before the wedding, her despairing mother takes Iphis to plead at the altar of the

  goddess Io, who was the one who said she should be raised as a boy in the first place. The temple shakes; on the way out, Iphis “walked with a longer stride than usual . . . she who had

  lately been a woman had become a man.” Notice Iphis is still “she,” her girl-self lingering like a ghost. Only when recounting the wedding itself does Ovid shift to a male

  pronoun, to tell us that “the boy Iphis gained his own Ianthe.” You could say that the sex change is a daring way of making the girls’ illicit passion acceptable—or a cheap

  trick to reestablish the status quo. I see it as both at the same time: a handy device to wind up the story, which has the side effect of rewarding same-sex love.




  Ovid’s Metamorphoses enjoyed a great vogue in European literature from the Middle Ages on. The Iphis story was radically reworked in Yde et Olive, an anonymous epic poem

  written in Old French before 1311 as one of the many sequels to Huon de Bordeaux. (When Lord Berners translated the whole Huon cycle into English around 1534 it became extremely

  popular, before falling into obscurity in the seventeenth century.) Ide and Olive (as the poem is known in English) is about a princess who runs away in disguise to escape her father’s

  incestuous advances. The emperor of Rome employs the promising young “squire” Ide as servant to his daughter, the Lady Olive, who has refused countless suitors but is immediately won

  over by Ide’s gentle manner. (This is typical of female bridegroom plots: it is almost always the cross-dresser’s feminine charms that attract other women, rather than any machismo she

  may display.) Interestingly, three other medieval romances inspired by the Iphis story—Heldris de Cornuälle’s Roman de Silence (1200s) and the anonymous Roman de

  Cassidorus (c. 1270) and Tristan de Nanteuil (c. 1375)—refer to their cross-dressed heroines by masculine (or a mixture of masculine and feminine) names and pronouns. But this

  anonymous author gives his the gender-neutral name of Ide, and uses feminine pronouns throughout, which keeps reminding us that she is a woman.




  

    

      

        The Damsell [Olive] often times gladly regarded her, and began in her heart sore to love her, and she (who perceived her [Olive]) prayed our Lord God, that he would so

        deale, that she be not accused neither of man nor woman.


      


    


  




  Notice that Ide’s first reaction is fear of being “accused” of wooing the emperor’s daughter—as an upstart who is breaking the rules of class as

  much as gender. But the emperor is a meritocrat: grateful for Ide’s military services, diplomacy, and wit, he offers his daughter’s hand. “Great dammage it should be to so noble a

  Damsell,” Ide protests, “to be assigned to such a poore man as I am.” Poor, that is, in manhood as well as in money. But nobody is going to “assign” Olive anywhere; in

  fact she begs her father to hurry up the wedding, with such obvious desire that the courtiers burst out laughing. (Joseph Harris shows that in female bridegroom stories, it is

  almost always the woman-in-skirts who is obliged to take the erotic initiative, stepping into the male position—so the cross-dresser’s act of sartorial gender bending sparks off a more

  deeply scandalous masculinization in the other woman.)




  In an intriguing soliloquy, Ide makes up her mind that she would be a “Foole” to reject fate’s terrifying gifts of a princess and an empire: “I will wed her, and doe as

  God will give me grace to do.” Unlike Ovid, this author does not bring on a miraculous sex change before the ceremony, and this allows the story to unroll with appalling suspense. On the

  wedding night, Ide locks the doors for fear of eavesdroppers and lies down with Olive. She makes the traditional claim of impotence, but her tone is yearning and sorrowful: “My right sweete

  Love, God give you good night, for as for me, I can give you no good, because I feele such a disease, the which greeveth me sore, and therewith she kissed her.” Olive is not convinced that

  her “sweete Lover” lacks the relevant thing that will do Olive “good,” since Ide is “the thinge in the world that I most desire, for the bountie and sweetness that I

  knowe in you.” (Notice that instead of calling each other husband and wife, they use the gender-neutral vocabulary of “sweete Love” and “sweete Lover.”) In case her

  bridegroom might think her desperate for consummation, she offers to postpone it for fifteen days. “It sufficeth me to kiss you, & as for the privie love, I am content for this time

  (since it is your pleasure) to forbeare it.” (This suggests that she has guessed that Ide is not sick, but stalling.) So the couple relax, and pass the whole night “clipping [embracing]

  and kissing.” The next morning, when the emperor asks how she is, Olive gives a defiantly upbeat answer: “Sir, (quoth she) even as I desire, for I love Ide my Husband better than I love

  you.” What everyone wants to know is how her “desire” (in a technical sense) has been satisfied; Olive turns the question and tells them about her “love” for her

  bridegroom instead.




  But after a fortnight of kissing, it comes to the crunch: “Then she [Olive] drew neere to her and touched her, and she [Ide] (who knew well what her [Olive’s] desire was) turned

  toward her, and wold hide himselfe no longer from her, but all weeping cryed her mercie.” The effect of all these pronouns (eight feminine, one masculine) is a melting of the two

  women’s different feelings into one pool of melancholy eroticism. And Ide’s confession that she is female does not split them apart again. Olive reacts with an extraordinary speech:




  

    

      

        My right sweete Lover, discomfort not your selfe, for you shall not be accused by me neither to no man nor woman living, we are wedded together, and I

        will be good and true to you, since you have kept your selfe so truly, with you I will use my time and passe my destiny since it is thus, for I see that it is the pleasure of our Lord

        God.


      


    


  




  Just as Ide embarked on this adventure in a spirit of knightly obedience to “God” and “destiny,” so Olive proves herself a fit mate by showing the same

  spirit. When she credits Ide with having “kept your selfe so truly,” this could refer to the fact that Ide has been honest with Olive at last—or that, all along, Ide has

  maintained some kind of personal integrity by means of the disguise, a truth within the lie. Or perhaps “truly” here means faithfully, and what Olive is praising Ide for is for being a

  virginal, chaste bridegroom. In any case, it is clear that Olive still considers herself truly “wedded together” with Ide’s “selfe” (another gender-neutral word),

  whatever biological sex that self may happen to be. Their marriage is presented here not as a sham but as a very private mystery.




  But this is not a modern novel; such a subtle and open ending would hardly do for the medieval listeners. Exposed by an eavesdropper, the newlyweds are sentenced to burning alive by the weeping

  emperor. By making their punishment identical, he is acknowledging that his daughter is no victim but a true partner in the marriage. Intriguingly, their crime is called buggery in

  Bourchier’s original translation (c. 1534)—“he wold not suffer such boggery to be used”—but by the third edition in 1601 the word has been euphemized to

  “falsehood.” In any event, as the fire rises, God intervenes to announce that Ide is now transformed into a man, and that the emperor has only eight days to live. (Clearly a punishment

  for having tried to execute the misunderstood couple.) Olive’s father rushes off to make out his will in their favor, and she and Ide-the-man go to bed and conceive an heir who will be a

  great leader.




  Ide and Olive may have more or less the same ending as the myth, but it deviates sharply from Ovid by allowing the bride to discover the truth. It suggests that a same-sex marriage can

  include everything—attraction, complementary roles, loyalty, lovemaking—except the intercourse necessary for reproduction, and that there is nothing evil about it.

  Ide and Olive may have been shocking to some of its audience, because when it was rewritten later in the fourteenth century in dramatic form as Miracle de la fille d’un roy (in

  English, Miracle of a King’s Daughter), the ending was changed to marry the cross-dresser and her bride to each other’s aged fathers.




  So why would this anonymous French author, working in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, have fastened on this theme? Not with a view to social commentary, I would argue; his

  listeners and readers are most unlikely to have interpreted the story as a proof that women did (or should be allowed to) desire each other. Instead, he seems to me to have chosen it, much as Ovid

  did, to make a point about love in general: its wild unpredictability and power. The tone had changed over the more than millennium that separated the two, of course: on top of the Roman

  author’s concept of Eros, the French medieval author added layers of Christian purity, humility, and faith, as well as melancholic, self-abnegating amour courtois (on both sides,

  interestingly—the bride’s as well as the bridegroom’s). But his basic impulse seems to have been the same as Ovid’s: perhaps it took a romance as unprecedented as Olive and

  Ide’s to prove that classical motto so popular in medieval times, amor vincit omnia, or love (even “impossible love”) conquers all.




  Ovid’s Metamorphoses remained popular in the Renaissance; an English translation went through five editions in the late sixteenth century. When French playwright Isaac de Benserade

  dramatized it as Iphis et Iante in 1634 (published in 1637), he made the same key choice as the Ide and Olive author—to postpone the sex change until after the wedding, so the

  bride is forced to realize her predicament as a woman with a female husband. As a further turn of the screw, he added a male character, Ergaste, who both knows Iphis’s secret and is

  hopelessly in love with her. Ergaste can be read as a sort of mouthpiece for the male libertines who were Benserade’s target audience. In several speeches, with a mixture of amused

  condescension, excitement, and jealousy, Ergaste broods over the paradoxical nature of his beloved’s passion for one of her own sex; the way both women are “too innocent to know how to

  commit a crime,” but that they are planning to do exactly that by fraudulently formalizing what he calls their “clownish love” in the sacrament (and legal bond) of matrimony.




  Some have seen this tragicomedy as mere titillation for a male audience, but Benserade’s approach stresses fascinating epistemological questions. His Iphis—not

  thirteen, as in Ovid, but twenty years old—is a strong character who resists her mother’s urging to stifle her forbidden passion for Iante. She swings between suicidal impulses and hope

  that the gods will somehow solve her problem. In many speeches, Iphis simultaneously emphasizes her despair and her desire, her inability to tell Iante what the matter is, and her inability to

  “do the impossible for her” by consummating the marriage. Kissing her beloved’s breast, she groans that this is like “dying of thirst beside a fountain.” The

  frustration seems as much a matter of knowledge as sex: she needs to figure out a way to break through Iante’s innocence as well as her maidenhead.




  In a startlingly frank speech toward the end of the play, Iphis tells her mother how the wedding night went. “Possessing her thrilled me,” she admits:




  

    

      

        I satisfied my love fever with a kiss,




        And my soul was on my lips.




        In the sweet feeling of these excessive delights,




        I was forgetting the thing I aspired to most.




        I embraced her beautiful body, whose pure whiteness




        Excited me to make a place for it in myself.




        I was touching, I was kissing, my heart was content


      


    


  




  Here Iphis wavers between what we might call a phallic sexuality (the claiming of kisses and embraces, the thrill of possession) and a much more uncertain, diffusely ecstatic,

  receptive kind of desire that leads to “forgetting” the “thing” itself, the consummation: where we might expect this bridegroom to focus on the task of deflowering her

  bride, she confounds our expectations by longing to (symbolically or literally?) “make a place for” Iante’s body in herself. Only when her appalled mother asks how Iante reacted

  does the story turn more conventional. Iphis reports that as soon as she revealed the secret by stripping naked, Iante rejected her embraces and went off weeping, “ashamed to see herself the

  wife of a girl.”




  But one oddity of the play’s fifth act is that we have already heard from Iante, who does not seem ashamed at all. In a soliloquy, two scenes earlier, she hints that the wedding

  night brought her pleasure as well as disturbing knowledge. “This marriage is sweet, it has charm enough for me, and if only people didn’t laugh at it, I

  wouldn’t complain . . .” What embarrasses her is the thought of what others might say about her story (or, specifically, how they might present it onstage; here the play becomes a sort

  of commentary on itself). She only belatedly considers the moral aspects, adding that if two girls could marry “without offending heaven and natural law,” her heart would make no

  objection.




  Her wishful thinking here suggests that Iante means to hold on to the shreds of her naïveté as long as she can, because she does not want to lose Iphis. If audiences or readers might

  have been outraged by the brazenness of a woman who consciously defies heaven and nature by having sex with another woman, they may have found it much easier to be indulgent to a wide-eyed heroine

  who made them feel amused and worldly.




  Only at this point does Benserade bring on the deus ex machina to turn the two women into an orthodox couple. Interestingly, Iante’s reaction to her bridegroom’s sex change is

  extremely muted. Iphis et Iante is an odd play, both structurally and tonally; Isaac de Benserade makes fun of his heroines even as he sympathizes with them, presenting their situation as

  simultaneously romantic and clownish, and casting Iphis as a combination of eunuch and freak and hero.




  Four centuries apart, the Ide and Olive author and Isaac de Benserade both doubled Iphis’s dilemma by forcing the Iante figure to realize that, without taking any active steps

  across the gender line, she has ended up in a same-sex marriage. English playwright John Lyly doubled it another way in his fantastical comedy Gallathea (performed in 1583, published in

  1592): his two cross-dressed heroines, Gallathea and Phillida, not only fall in love with each other, but also become objects of desire to various of Diana’s nymphs. (To add to the

  strangeness, all these roles were written for small boys in a juvenile theater company.)




  Cupid states the play’s theme of lesbian love as a cosmic joke: “I will make their paines my pastimes, & so confound their loves in their owne sexe, that they shall dote in their

  desires, delight in their affections, and practise onely impossibilities.” Falling in love with another woman is a “paine,” a state of being “confounded” or confused,

  of dotage (meaning excessive affection, but also feeblemindedness). It also brings “delight,” even though all these lovers can “practise” together are “impossibilities.” (In this statement of amor impossibilis, “practise” means “do,” but there may also be a hint that practice makes perfect.)

  At first each of Lyly’s heroines presumes the other is a boy, then they start to suspect otherwise—but remain in a state of romantic uncertainty for much of the play. It is Phillida who

  takes the initiative, telling Gallathea, “Come let us into the Grove, and make much of one another, that cannot tel what to think one of another.” She suggests they copy the dynamic of

  a male-female relationship: “Seeing that we are both boyes, and both lovers, that our affection may have some showe, and seeme as it were love, let me call thee Mistris.” She is

  suggesting that the roles they may adopt are entirely arbitrary. Later, almost sure that her beloved is as female as herself, she soliloquizes: “Poore Phillida, what shouldest thou

  thinke of thy self, that lovest one that I fear mee, is as thy self is.” (Compared with the speech of agonized self-reproach that Ovid gives Iphis, this is a mild reaction.)




  The discovery of the truth only complicates the girls’ passion; it does nothing to reduce it. In a scene which goes further than anything else in Renaissance literature toward an ethical

  assessment of lesbian desire as such, the two stand before the gods for judgment. They get a stern lecture from Diana, goddess of chastity—“You must leave these fond affections; nature

  will have it so, necessitie must.” The word “fond” here means “loving” but also “imbecilic.” Similarly Neptune calls it “an idle choyce, strange, and

  foolish, for one Virgine to doate on another; and to imagine a constant faith, where there can be no cause of affection.” But Venus sees it very differently.




  

    

      

        	

          VENUS


        



        	

          I like well and allowe it, they shall both be possessed of their wishes, for never shall it be said that Nature or Fortune shall over-throwe Love and Fayth. Is your

          loves unspotted, begunne with trueth, continued with constancie, and not to be altered tyll death?


        

      




      

        	

          GALLATHEA   


        



        	

          Die Gallathea if thy love be not so!


        

      




      

        	

          PHILLIDA


        



        	

          Accursed be thou Phillida, if thy love be not so!


        

      


    


  




  Like the wife in the medieval Ide and Olive, Lyly’s Venus grants that a love can be “begunne with truth” even if it involves a sartorial trick; she

  recognizes the sincerity of the girls’ mutual love, its “constancie” in prizing the inner self rather than the gender role. This remarkable scene goes on:




  

    

      

        	

          DIANA


        



        	

          Suppose all this Venus, what then?


        

      




      

        	

          VENUS


        



        	

          Then shall it be seene, that I can turne one of them to be a man, and that I will.


        

      




      

        	

          DIANA


        



        	

          Is it possible?


        

      




      

        	

          VENUS


        



        	

          What is to Love or the Mistrisse of Love unpossible? Was it not Venus that did the like to Iphis and Ianthes? how say ye? are ye agreed? one to be

          a boy presently?


        

      




      

        	

          PHILLIDA


        



        	

          I am content, so I may imbrace Gallathea.


        

      




      

        	

          GALLATHEA   


        



        	

          I wish it, so I may enjoy Phillida.


        

      


    


  




  Until this point, it might seem as if Gallathea’s doubling of the Iphis situation is less interesting than that found in Ide and Olive or Benserade’s Iphis

  et Iante: after all, Gallathea and Phillida are going through exactly the same thing. But this mirroring becomes an asset now, because there is no obvious candidate for the miraculous sex

  change. Both girls are content to leave it up to Venus to decide who will be turned into the husband; all they want is to be married, either way. And Lyly seems to share their indifference: he ends

  the play with everyone walking offstage to the church door where the transformation will take place, a decision that keeps his heroines in a state of blissful suspension in which their only fixed

  identity consists of desire for the other. If the Ide and Olive version of Ovid’s story focuses on the meaning of love, and Benserade’s on the meaning of innocence, then what

  Lyly offers is a playful meditation on selfhood.




  But the most common female bridegroom storyline is not that of a mutually devoted pair such as Olive/Ide or Phillida/Gallathea, but a cross-dressed woman who accidentally attracts other women.

  She may react with embarrassment, amusement, panic, sympathy, guilt, fondness, or a muddy mixture of all these emotions. Sometimes the deceived woman is clearly being punished by means of this

  unfulfillable desire—perhaps for stupidity or her callous treatment of her male suitors, as in the case of Phebe in As You Like It (performed in 1600). Shakespeare allows his

  cross-dressed Rosalind to rebuff Phebe’s hapless desire with merciless satire, but in his Twelfth Night (performed in 1601) he treats a similar situation in a much

  more poignant and romantic spirit. One difference is that the haughty, enamored one in Twelfth Night is a lady rather than a shepherdess; another is that her beloved, Viola (cross-dressed as

  the page “Cesario”), is a much gentler character than Rosalind. Sent by Orsino to court the heiress Olivia on his behalf, Viola displays an anxious tenderness in a famous speech about

  how “he” would court Olivia if “he” were his master:




  

    

      

        Make me a willow cabin at your gate,




        And call upon my soul within the house;




        Write loyal cantons of contemned love,




        And sing them loud even in the dead of night;




        Holla your name to the reverberate hills,




        And make the babbling gossip of the air




        Cry out, “Olivia!” O! you should not rest,




        Between the elements of air and earth,




        But you should pity me.


      


    


  




  This is a declaration full of action, but frozen in the conditional tense. Olivia, overwhelmed, murmurs, “you might do much,” already losing her heart to the

  eloquent page.




  Viola is no cynical role-player; she is expressing a kind of hypothetical desire, an if-only-I-could yearning that is common among female bridegrooms. This note is audible in several subplots of

  Amadis de Gaule, a French chivalrous romance cycle published in twenty-four volumes between roughly 1540 and 1595 (an expansion of an equally famous Spanish source, Amadis de Gaula),

  which has been called the most influential prose work of the sixteenth century. Oronce, a woman disguised as a man, is just as entranced with the lady Lucence as vice versa: “The virtuous

  Oronce found her so beautiful and congenial that she could not avert her eyes from her, taking in all her royal countenance and saying to herself, ‘If I were a knight and my heart was free, I

  would not want to have any lady but her.’ ”




  In Twelfth Night, Shakespeare keeps the emphasis, according to stage custom, on the fruitlessness of attraction between women, but puts it in financial rather than botanical terms:

  realizing that the Lady Olivia is falling for her, Viola laments, “What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe!” This is typical of Renaissance texts that describe a woman who desires a woman as sighing—not just wistful, but frustratedly aroused. Here “thriftless” means spendthrift or unprofitable; it is a pointless outlay of affection

  for Olivia to desire “Cesario,” because her investment will fail to pay off.




  Amor impossibilis was the official version, then: the punch line of the joke. But we should not assume that authors, readers, and audiences all actually believed that it was impossible

  for women to give each other pleasure. In fact, many of Shakespeare’s predecessors, peers, and successors were less cautious on the topic than he was. One example of a play that alludes to

  amor impossibilis in a playful, tongue-in-cheek way is Abraham Cowley’s lastingly popular Love’s Riddle (1638). The cross-dressed Callidora enjoys the kisses of two rival

  women, Hylace and Bellula, and tells them:




  

    

      

        I pitty both of you, for you have sow’d




        Upon unthankful sand, whose dry’d up wombe




        Nature denies to blesse with fruitfulnesse




        . . .




        And I protest I love you both. Yet cannot,




        Yet must not enjoy either.


      


    


  




  “Cannot” or “must not”? Physical impossibility or just cultural taboo? Cowley’s play is a pastoral comedy; in the more worldly seventeeth-century

  genre of city comedy we hear occasional heavy hints (in plays by Brome, Middleton, and Webster) that a female bridegroom and another woman might be able to “enjoy” each other after all.

  But it remains the convention, in plays, poems, and novels about cross-dressing, to keep these thrilling possibilities hovering outside the story.




  Most playwrights and romance writers place great emphasis on the moment of revelation, when the cross-dresser drops the disguise, whether willingly or otherwise, verbally or sartorially. (Or

  even physically: in the fifth act of Jean de Rotrou’s Célimène [1633], the stage direction instructs the actress to bare her breast.) As Joseph Harris points out, the

  revelation is usually a conservative moment, in which the baroque elements of deception and disorder are cleared away to expose a bedrock of reality.




  In the case of female bridegroom plots, typically the other woman recoils in embarrassment, anger, or grief. “If sight and shape be true,” Shakespeare’s

  Phebe laments in As You Like It, looking at Rosalind-in-skirts, “why then, my love adieu!” Since the beloved’s female “shape” is “true,” then the

  desire must have been untrue, so Phebe says “adieu” to it. Or perhaps “my love adieu” means that she is obliged to say goodbye to “Ganymede”/Rosalind, whom she

  still loves but now has no hope of marrying? Cannot or must not, again: this ambiguity is a common one in female bridegroom plays.




  This moment of recoil, or adjustment to the news that the beloved is a fellow female, is generally a quick tying-up of loose ends, a return to the status quo. But there are interesting

  exceptions. In the twentieth volume of the Amadis de Gaule cycle, for instance, the Infanta Licinie is so traumatized by the discovery of the sex of her beloved Chevalier that she cannot

  trust her next suitor in case he too is a woman. In some plays, such as John Ford’s The Lover’s Melancholy (1629), the deceived woman expresses a deep sexual shame.




  And it may go further than this, leading to protracted ambiguities on both sides. In the twenty-first volume of Amadis de Gaule, for instance, when La Belle Sauvage has been revealed as

  female, she softens the blow by telling the enamoured Lucence,




  

    

      

        “Madame, you should know that your beauty and good grace so much pleased me that in my deepest being I became fond of it. And therefore I found it to be true what

        the queen has said, namely that often a lady is so fond of the beauty of another lady that she falls in love with her. I always want to be known to love you.” The gracious lady

        [Lucence] answered smiling, “Although you are a young lady, I will not stop loving you, for I will remain content only to contemplate your beauty. Nonetheless, I ask that you allow me

        always to stay with you.”


      


    


  




  As Winfried Schleiner comments, “Surely this dialogue is a profession of love, but just as surely it is a renunciation, or, from Lucence’s point of view, a

  redefinition.” Both parties insist that, although no heterosexual relationship can exist, the homosocial one can be just as passionate and important.




  Lucence manages to smile, but this conversion of desire into friendship can be a painfully difficult one, as in Robert Greene’s history play James the Fourth (1598). Lady Anderson

  struggles to tame her desire for the “squire” who she has just learned is really the “deceitful beauty” Queen Dorothea.




  

    

      

        	

          LADY ANDERSON (to herself )


        



        	

             


        



        	

          Blush, greeve and die in thine insaciat lust!


        

      




      

        	

          DOROTHEA


        



        	

             


        



        	

          Nay, live and joy that thou hast won a friend




          That loves thee as his life by good desert.


        

      




      

        	

          LADY ANDERSON


        



        	

             


        



        	

          I joy, my Lord, more than my tongue can tell,




          Allthough not as I desir’d, I love you well:




          But Modestie that never blusht before




          Discover my false heart. I say no more.


        

      


    


  




  Lady Anderson’s transition is so sudden that her claim of “joy” rings false; her jerky “tongue” is having difficulty catching up with reality, as

  shown by the fact that she is still addressing Dorothea as “my Lord” (just as Dorothea is still using male pronouns such as “his”). Lady Anderson will force herself to make

  do with a nonerotic form of “love,” but with gritted teeth: was her heart “false” when it tricked her into insatiable “lust” for a woman, or is it being

  “false” in its performance of mere affection now? “Say no more,” indeed. The desire sparked by a pair of breeches smolders on after the breeches are packed away; illusory

  emotions prove to have a lingering half-life.




  Sometimes the flame cannot be extinguished by any means. Ludovico Ariosto’s epic Orlando Furioso (published in Italian in 1516–32 and translated into English beginning in

  1591) was an instant and lasting hit with readers, but it troubled many critics with its admixture of the romantic and the lyric, its jumble of high and low characters, its broken narrative threads

  and parodic undercutting of its own chivalric material. One of its most startling episodes is that of the Princess Fiordispina—a mature, confident woman at the point where the man she has

  fallen for owns up to being an Amazon warrior called Bradamante. This much is borrowed from an early epic, Matteo Maria Boiardo’s Orlando Innamorato (1483–94), but Ariosto pushes

  through the apparent narrative impasse. When the Amazon tries to talk her out of her passion, Ariosto’s Fiordispina resists: her “fansie” may be “uncouth,” she admits,

  but it is “firmely fixt.” She asks Bradamante to change into women’s clothes, to see if that will put out the fire—but no. In Ovid’s story of Iphis and Ianthe, it is the cross-dresser who feels that her desire for another woman makes her a freak, but here it is Fiordispina—the feminine one—who echoes that famous

  speech of Iphis’s (though without acknowledging she has ever heard of Ovid’s story), crying out to Cupid and Nature about her dilemma:




  

    

      

        In passed times I think there hath beene none,




        In time to come it will not be believed,




        That love should make by such a strong infection




        One woman beare another such affection.




        . . .




        I sole am found in earth, aire, sea, or fire,




        In whom so strange a wonder thou hast donne.




        On me thou showst the power of thine ire




        And what a mighty conquest thou hast wonne . . .




        No Dedalus could not remedie my bale,




        Nor art can frame nor sence imagin how:




        This knot dame nature hath so firmly knit




        It cannot be dissolv’d by any wit.
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