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Introduction 

“She makes a very beautiful corpse.” 
—Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) 

 

         In the nineteenth century, British culture used art to fantasize about the deaths of 

beautiful women. The fetishization and display of real deceased bodies, in the shape of 

relics such as death-bed portraits or hair-lockets to preserve an aspect of a passed-away 

celebrity or loved one, was a prominent part of Victorian England’s preoccupation with 

death. But dead women particularly became, in the words of Ron Brown, a “male cultural 

obsession” (159). In Over Her Dead Body: Death, Femininity, and the Aesthetic (1992), 

Elisabeth Bronfen explores how women were “muses” whose deaths were a “catalyst for 

their aesthetic representation” (xiv). A pattern emerged of the dead female form being 

used “in service of the aesthetic process” and appearing as “an object of art” (Bronfen 5). 

Indeed, aestheticized dead women became so increasingly common by the middle of the 

nineteenth century that their depiction became “cliché” (Bronfen 3). Using the medium of 

the dead or inert female form, male artists could articulate their own desires or fears. But 

this aestheticization of female death, Bronfen’s argument implies, was problematic as it 

furthered and showcased the marginalization and objectification of real women at the 

time. 

Interestingly, female ghosts during the long nineteenth century also came to 

resemble art objects. As opposed to Walter Scott’s old and grotesque female ghost in 

“The Tapestried Chamber” (1829)—which Michael Cox and R.A. Gilbert in the 

introduction to The Oxford Book of Ghost Stories credit as one of the earliest stand-alone 
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ghost stories1—literary female ghosts became young and aesthetically pleasing starting in 

the middle of the nineteenth century. However, the format of the ghost story shifts the 

established narratives, for, as I argue, dead women being ghostly in these stories allows 

for both the evocation and ultimate complication of (often male-dominated) artistic 

treatments of female death from their respective time periods. This thesis intends to 

uncover how the aestheticization of dead women in various art movements related to the 

construction of female ghosts in English ghost literature from 1860 to 1911, and how 

these ghost stories, then, revealed and questioned their culture’s patriarchal perceptions 

of women.  

The figure of the ghost was not unique to the nineteenth century, but this period 

was the time where the ghost story crystallized into a solid and familiar format. Cox and 

Gilbert describe how ghosts did not entirely have a place in fiction until the advent of the 

Gothic novel in the eighteenth century, and even then “the ghost generally played a 

secondary role” (xii). The first decades of the nineteenth century were when true ghost 

stories, as we know them today, began to develop. Cox and Gilbert specifically credit 

Walter Scott with authoring some of these early ghost stories, with “The Tapestried 

Chamber” being one of the first short ghost stories written in England. By the middle of 

the century, the ghost story was firmly developed and established as a genre with both 

readers and writers. 

 
1 It should be noted that though I make references to poetry and novels, the ghost stories I focus on are all 
short stories. Considered as the optimal format for horror in that one can read a short story in one sitting 
and thus get the full experience, the short story also developed across the nineteenth century in tandem with 
ghost stories; the forms are historically linked as well as suited to each other. In addition, short stories are 
suited more closely than longer fiction to analyzing art in conjunction. Furthermore, the short story is 
usually overlooked when talking about the feminist potential of ghosts; Vanessa D. Dickerson in Victorian 
Ghosts in the Noontide (1996), for example, focuses on novels such as Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre.  
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A theme that emerged in ghost literature was a relationship between the female 

ghost and works of art. One of the first examples was Sheridan Le Fanu’s “Strange Event 

in the Life of Schalken the Painter” (1839). The story begins with an unnamed narrator, 

who, captivated by an old painting of a seventh-century woman named Rose, recounts the 

tale of Schalken. As an artist’s apprentice, Schalken is enamored with Rose, and is 

heartbroken when she marries a strange but wealthy man. She returns later in the story as 

a ghostly figure to lure him from the safety of his room, though she succeeds only in 

frightening him. Having escaped harm, Schalken paints Rose from memory, the portrait 

that later fascinates the narrator, and this work gains Schalken great success in the art 

world, making him figuratively “immortal” (Le Fanu 98). Le Fanu’s story thus proposes 

that feminine death in the form of the female ghost presents an aesthetic opportunity for 

the male artist, an opportunity which the male artist in “Strange Event in the Life of 

Schalken the Painter” capitalizes on while the debilitated female ghost, by contrast, fades 

from the narrative and is never heard from again. 

By mid-century, there continued to be ghost stories about how dead women were 

interpreted and made into art, but importantly there also came to be a strand of ghost 

story that criticized precisely this tendency by empowering the female ghost and 

punishing the male artist with death. One example of this latter type of ghost story is 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s “The Cold Embrace” (1860), the focus of my first chapter. 

The story follows Gertrude and her betrothed, an unnamed artist. After she is abandoned 

by him, Gertrude commits suicide, her body later washing up on the edge of the river 

where the artist encounters her corpse. He chooses to sketch her body, aestheticizing her 

dead form. To show the cultural importance of Braddon’s often overlooked short story, I 



 

 

7 

consider nineteenth-century representations of Shakespeare’s Ophelia as well as other 

portrayals of suicidal drowned women, which together represented a major part of the 

male artistic fantasy of a passive woman that occupied the middle of the century. But 

“The Cold Embrace” proves not just a reflection of this artistic trend, but a chilling 

critique of it. As a ghost, Gertrude gains a power and autonomy denied her in life, which 

she uses to mentally torment the artist and eventually kill him. In this manner, Braddon 

challenges the idealization of female suicide and the artist’s aestheticization of dead 

women. 

At the turn of the century, the bloodthirsty femme fatale—often depicted as 

something like an “undead” vampire—came to animate the artistic imagination of the 

Aesthetes and Decadents. Vernon Lee’s “Amour Dure” (1887), the focus of my second 

chapter, evokes this figure as she was constructed late in the century by the Aesthetic 

movement. The epistolary narrative features a Renaissance femme fatale ghost by the 

name of Medea da Carpi who captivates the attention of the lonely scholar, Spiridion 

Trepka. Lee references the Aesthetic femme fatale in Medea’s dangerous seductiveness. 

However, Medea, taking form as a female ghost, deviates from the typical stereotypes of 

this figure: she is not vampiric, and, even more, she pushes back against Aesthetic 

principles, which, as Lee explored in her non-fiction works, seem to marginalize real 

women. In the character of Medea, then, Lee uses the female ghost to question the 

vampiric femme fatale qualities assigned to real women (such as feminists and lesbians), 

as well as to develop her own alternate aesthetic theories. 

At the end of the fin-de-siècle period, art was increasingly being pressed into a 

consumerist economy, one which entailed the mass reproduction and commodification of 
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artworks. Female death, still a popular subject of art, became itself something 

commodified. “Rose Rose” (1911) by Barry Pain, the focus of my third and final chapter, 

follows the brief episode of an artist named Sefton being haunted by his recently 

deceased model named Rose. As a ghost, Rose returns to the studio and performs her 

modelling duties in posing as Aphrodite even better for Sefton than when she was alive, 

becoming, I will argue, like a statue or tableau vivant—literally and figuratively 

objectified. Pain’s portrayal of the female ghost parodies the Pygmalion myth and hints at 

early twentieth-century cultural representations of dead women as consumer products. 

But, though Sefton’s painting is popular at the Royal Academy, Pain also punishes Sefton 

with death and hints that Rose is the cause. Unlike Le Fanu’s Rose, then, Pain’s “Rose 

Rose” directly critiques an art world that objectifies and participates in the 

commodification of women. 

Uniting these three ghost stories is not only the way in which each incorporates a 

work of art (as at least one piece of art capturing the woman’s likeness appears and is 

emphasized); even more, they all seem particularly interested in the male gaze, 

registering the privilege associated with looking as opposed to being looked upon. Before 

the term “male gaze” was even coined, John Berger theorized in Ways of Seeing (1972) 

about how the position of the looker was one of power, and thus culturally-coded as 

male. In Techniques of the Observer: Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century 

(1998), Jonathan Crary builds upon Berger and highlights the historical transformation of 

vision and observation that occurred in Europe in the 1800s; he argues that with 

modernity, in which vision became the primary sense, a particular structure of 

observation arose where the privilege of sight rested with white European men and was a 



 

 

9 

sign of their power (57). Those with that power of the gaze got to know, objectify, 

disempower, and symbolically dissect social Others, therefore representing and furthering 

their inferior positions. Psychoanalysis also locates masculinity in the gaze, for Freud 

believed a man’s anxiety about his eyes or sight was actually displaced fear relating to 

being castrated. Thus, in terms of gender, it was men who looked and women who were 

looked at—a relationship that each ghost story I study replicates in its depiction of the 

(male) artist-(female) muse relationship. But with the deaths of the main male characters 

in all three stories, the power of the male gaze is relinquished, and the men are 

symbolically punished for prioritizing aesthetics over women. If dead women affirmed 

men as the masculine subject and as the holder of the gaze, as Bronfen claims, I propose 

female ghosts emerged to threaten this male power. 

In short, this honors thesis looks to unite two strands of criticism that, despite 

their overlaps, have rarely been considered together. Critics such as Bronfen and Dijkstra, 

studying nineteenth-century art movements, have noted the centrality of representations 

of female death which they tie to the patriarchal tradition of trying to control women and 

their bodies. And critics of ghost stories, such as Vanessa D. Dickerson, argue that British 

women used the ghost story to respond to social concerns and anxieties in the Victorian 

era. More recent scholarship on the relationship between women and ghosts, such as 

Hilary Grimes’s The Late Victorian Gothic (2011) or Melissa Edmundson Makala’s 

Women's Ghost Literature in Nineteenth-Century Britain (2013), have further probed the 

feminist dimensions of the ghost story.  

However, the fetishization of dead women in art and the potential feminism of the 

nineteenth-century ghost story have never been considered in conjunction with one 
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another. By focusing on three key ghost stories that center on the artist-muse relationship, 

this study is an interdisciplinary approach to illuminate why female ghosts in literature 

become so particularly aestheticized2 from 1860 to 1911. By locating these three ghosts 

within an artistic tradition, I unearth how each story plays into—and ultimately resists—

problematic cultural constructs about women.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 It should be noted that the meaning of this word changes depending on whether or not it is capitalized, 
and so “Aestheticized” will, throughout my thesis, refer to Aestheticism and the Aesthetic movement while 
“aestheticized” (as it appears here) will be used in the general sense. 
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Chapter One:  
“The Cold Embrace” and Female Suicide by Drowning 

 
“Under tower and balcony,  
By garden-wall and gallery,  

A gleaming shape she floated by,  
Dead-pale between the houses high,  

    Silent into Camelot. …   
 

    All the knights at Camelot:  
But Lancelot mused a little space;  
He said, "She has a lovely face;  
God in his mercy lend her grace,  

    The Lady of Shalott.” 
 

— From Tennyson’s “The Lady of Shalott” (1842) 
 

 
 Women’s suicide became a nineteenth-century daydream. Representations of 

beautiful dead women who had taken their own lives littered Victorian England, 

embodying the attributes of piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity valued by the 

cult of true womanhood. Thus these depictions of passive femininity were greatly 

appealing to a male-coded audience. Interestingly, the widespread belief that suicide was 

an inherently female crime was in direct opposition to the actual facts, and yet Victorians 

still tended to portray women as taking their own lives more often than men.  

 This way of thinking represented a definite shift in the ideology surrounding 

suicide compared to the previous generations. In “Suicide: Representations of the 

Feminine in the Nineteenth Century,” Margaret Higonnet explores how ideas surrounding 

suicide changed beginning in the nineteenth century. She demonstrates that there was a 

flip from “the heroic vision of suicide” to a more medical one, and finds that suicide went 

from being perceived as masculine to feminine during this period due to its newfound and 

ominous association with illness (Higonnet 105). Psychiatrists Karolina Krysinska and 

Karl Andriessen, who research suicide trends, echo this sentiment. The “heroic theme” of 
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self-killing, as they call it, was popular during the Renaissance and presented suicide as a 

rational solution to a dilemma or as a virtuous, noble sacrifice. Thus in antiquity and 

through the Renaissance, mainly male suicides were represented in art and literature. This 

changed starting in the nineteenth century as suicide became something irrational and 

stigmatized following the changing conceptualization of mental illness. To uphold the 

stereotype of men as rational and sane in contrast to women as irrational and hysterical—

“man with the head and woman with the heart,” as Alfred Lord Tennyson characterized it 

in The Princess (1847)—the gender of suicide was therefore inverted, becoming 

feminized.  

 This belief in the prevalence of female self-killing was purely a social 

construction that opposed hard facts. There aren’t a lot of reliable, unbiased numbers to 

examine from the period, but Krysinska and Andriessen explain that from a statistical 

point of view suicide was more common among men than among women. Yet images 

and scenes of female suicides permeated the artistic culture of the time, whereas 

depictions of male suicides were scarce. Similarly, Higonnet says that although suicide 

was nowhere a “predominately female problem,” the “mythic vision of suicide as 

feminine” was born in the nineteenth century (104). This myth, this fantasy, became, as 

she claims, a “cultural obsession” (103).  

 In Victorian England, the obsession with female suicide culminated in the form of 

the drowned woman. Drowning became an archetypal suicide method for women. 

Historically, water has a long-standing connection to femininity. Bram Dijkstra discusses 

this artistic link between women and water in Idols of Perversity. Fantasies of Feminine 

Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture, stating that water appears in art as the “source” of a 
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woman’s being “from which, like Venus, she had come and to which, like Ophelia, she 

was destined to return” (Dijkstra 132). Furthermore, much of psychoanalytic criticism 

posits a close relationship between water and women, as bodies of water are assumed to 

be symbolic of the womb. Similarly, birth and water also bring up the idea of moral 

rebirth, of Christian baptisms. Most significantly, as pointed out by several scholars, 

drowning has associations with “passivity” and “lack of will” (Krysinska and 

Andriessen). Portraying female suicides with water imagery thus allowed for several 

things. By constructing femininity as passive, it appealed to the expectation of women 

being submissive. It also suggested a metaphorical cleansing of unchaste or “fallen 

women,” while also presenting a prime opportunity for artists and authors (since 

drowning leaves the body relatively unscathed) to beautify an unmutilated corpse for the 

male gaze.   

 One does not have to look hard to find examples of Victorian female suicides by 

drowning; they were culturally omnipresent and could be found everywhere from 

broadsheets, newspapers, and sensationalist magazines to more high-brow forms of art, 

literature, and theater. In Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield (1850), the young and 

sympathetic Martha contemplates suicide at the edge of a river. W. T. Moncrieff’s 

adapted play The Scamps of London from 1843 also features a heroine drowning herself. 

Real accounts of women committing or attempting suicide in the Thames, such as Mary 

Furley trying to drown herself and her child in 1844, were fixations of the press. Thomas 

Hood’s popular poem “The Bridge of Sighs” (1844), which will be examined later in this 

chapter, was partially inspired by the Furley incident and epitomizes the ways that water, 

death, and femininity converged in Victorian popular culture. 
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 In particular, the obsession with female suicide coalesced around one literary 

figure: Ophelia from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Perhaps the most memorable of all of 

Shakespeare’s heroines, Ophelia is the love interest of Prince Hamlet. Because of 

Hamlet’s actions, she ends up going mad and ultimately drowns in a way that heavily 

suggests she killed herself. In the nineteenth century, she became such a favorite of artists 

(such as the Pre-Raphaelite painters) that scholars such as Alan R. Young have termed 

this artistic obsession the “cult of Ophelia.” Even though her actual death happens off-

stage, her watery suicide was the regular subject of visual portrayals across Europe. 

Eugene Delacroix’s Death of Ophelia (1844), Jean-Baptiste Bertrand’s The Death of 

Ophelia (1872), Alexandre Cabanel’s Ophelia (1883), and John William Waterhouse’s 

Ophelia (1894) all depict her in the midst of her final moments. John Everett Millais’s 

Ophelia (1851-52) [figure 1.1], which is perhaps the most famous of these Ophelia 

paintings, became an icon of Romantic female suicide.   

 It was amid this widespread aesthetic preoccupation with female suicide that 

Mary Elizabeth Braddon composed her ghost story, “The Cold Embrace” (1860). Most 

well-known for Lady Audley’s Secret (1862)—a novel that cemented her as the “Queen 

of Sensation” in Philip V. Allingham’s words3—Braddon published “The Cold 

Embrace” in the magazine The Welcome Guest (which, incidentally, was owned by John 

Maxwell who became her publisher, mentor, and later, husband). The story follows a 

lovesick young woman named Gertrude from her engagement with a selfish artist to her 

watery suicide and beyond as she haunts her former betrothed. 

 
3  Allingham, Philip V. “Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1835-1915), the “Queen of Sensation”—Life and 
Works.” The Victorian Web, http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/braddon/bio.html. 
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Though in the last few decades feminist and literature scholars have worked to 

canonize Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s writing, this short story has generally been 

overlooked. Recently, in a 2009 essay published in Victorian Studies, Jennifer Bann 

briefly examines “The Cold Embrace” in relation to spiritualism. Yet placing the “The 

Cold Embrace” within the spiritualist movement or assuming it to be merely a typical 

nineteenth century ghost story ignores the more likely historical context that informed 

Braddon’s unique story: the widespread artistic obsession with suicide and the inert 

female body. In a manner obviously inspired by this Victorian obsession, the young, 

beautiful Gertrude drowns herself in the middle of the story. But while the way she dies 

and how her body is found mimics the problematic pattern of aestheticizing drowned 

women in the nineteenth century, Braddon’s use of this pattern in conjunction with the 

ghost story makes “The Cold Embrace” function much differently. After being shown as 

a beautiful, passive corpse, Gertrude returns as a ghost with the force and agency she 

lacked in life, separating her from the hopeless and helpless figures of those like Ophelia 

or the fallen woman from Thomas Hood’s poem.  

Ophelia was a central figure in nineteenth-century art circles. Though always 

well-known in England, Ophelia became the most popular Shakespeare heroine during 

the Victorian era. In Ophelia and Victorian Visual Culture, art historian Kimberly 

Rhodes notes the resurgence of Ophelia during this period and the grip she had on the 

artistic imagination. Of course, Hamlet was always widely performed in England, yet the 

growing interest in Ophelia had little to do with the actual play. Rhodes states that 

because “Ophelia frequently instigates actions rather than acts herself in the play [...] her 
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body, rather than her speech is the primary agent of her identity” (2). In other words, 

Ophelia is defined by her silence and inaction, qualities that accorded with the cult of 

true womanhood’s assertion that women should be submissive. As Bram Dijkstra says, 

Ophelia fulfilled “the nineteenth-century male’s fondest fantasies of feminine 

dependency” (42).   

 

Figure 1.1. John Everett Millais, Ophelia, 1851-52, Tate Britain, London, England. 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/millais-ophelia-n01506.   
 
 

As mentioned, Millais’s Ophelia (1851-52) is probably the most recognizable 

painting of Ophelia. Unlike some renditions, it bears resemblance to how Hamlet’s 

mother describes her in Shakespeare’s play. Ophelia is slowly sinking down into the 

brook on her back, “mermaid-like” and tangled in flowers (Shakespeare 4.7.319). Her 
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lips are parted in the painting; maybe in a soft sigh, or maybe, like in the play, she could 

be singing “snatches of old tunes” (Shakespeare 4.7.319). Her eyes have a vague, 

unseeing look about them. She seems, as the original text says, “incapable of her own 

distress,” calling to mind Ophelia’s madness and fitting in with the nineteenth-century 

association of women with mental illness and therefore with suicide (Shakespeare 

4.7.319). Dijkstra describes Ophelia as floating “prettily but uselessly” as Millais unites 

“woman and water [...] forever in a passive voyage to eternity among the reeds  (43). She 

certainly does seem very passive here. Her position, arms spread open and eyes turned 

toward the sky, is one of surrender and allows the male-coded viewer unlimited visual 

access to her inactive body. It was this submissiveness, displayed in the play and 

Millais’s painting, that Rhodes claims appealed to a Victorian audience.  

Furthermore, Higonnet aligns Ophelia with “the great literary suicides” of the 

nineteenth century, Emma Bovary and Anna Karenina, and then states that all three 

deaths imply “disintegration and social victimization rather than heroic self-sacrifice” 

(106). Ophelia’s resurgence and popularity make even more sense given the ways 

suicide came to be figured as a more feminine “passive self-surrender” instead of the 

heroic, masculine action of prior generations (Higonnet 106). To Higonnet, Ophelia’s 

death is linked to “dissolution of the self” (106). Rhodes says something similar, arguing 

that Ophelia is a “blank page on which the patriarchy can inscribe and project its desires” 

(4). With her identity having been erased, Ophelia could be whatever the viewer wanted 

her to be, making her a perfect candidate to be romanticized by Victorian artists and 

audiences. 
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The unnamed woman in Thomas Hood’s “The Bridge of Sighs” is also stripped 

of self. The poem tells us that, after committing suicide by throwing herself off Waterloo 

Bridge in London, “death has left on her / only the beautiful” (Hood). The reader, 

explicitly gendered male, is instructed to “look at her garments” which are “clinging [to 

her body] like cerements” (Hood). Her physical beauty is emphasized; we're directed to 

her “poor lips” and her “fair auburn tresses” (Hood). While appreciating her body, the 

narrator of the poem tells us to “take her up tenderly” and “lift her with care,” to 

“smooth and compose” her limbs, literally moving her however the reader desires 

(Hood). It is stated that “all that remains of her” is “pure womanly” (Hood). Like 

Ophelia, her identity is erased, and she exists merely as a pretty, blank page for others to 

project whatever they want onto her.   

 “The Bridge of Sighs” was one of many representations inspired by real-life 

cases that reinforced gendered assumptions of suicide. The Mary Furley incident is said 

to be where Hood drew inspiration for his poem. In Victorian Suicide: Mad Crimes and 

Sad Histories, Barbara Gates claims Hood not only knew of Furley but also was 

“moved” by her suicide attempt in 1844 (135). Desperate and impoverished, the young 

mother tried to drown herself and her child, making headlines across London. The public 

was riveted and repulsed. While she failed to kill herself, Furley was convicted of the 

murder of her son and condemned to death, though her execution was never carried out. 

Higonnet’s remark about women’s suicide as “both fetish and taboo” seems fitting to 

mention here—suicide was made into a male fantasy and yet women were punished for 

it (103).   
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 Mary Furley and the fictional woman in Hood’s poem were, like Ophelia, 

associated with mental illness. Gates notes that The London Times characterized Mary 

Furley as being “on the verge of madness” (51). Moreover, the narrator of “The Bridge 

of Sighs” describes the woman who jumped from Waterloo Bridge as suffering from 

“burning insanity” (Hood). As was the case with Ophelia, madness and suicide were 

linked, demonstrating what Higonnet as well as Krysinska and Andriessen say about the 

feminization of suicide due to its medicalization in the nineteenth century.  

 

Figure 1.2. G. F. Watts, Found Drowned, 1850, Watts Gallery, Surrey, England. 
https://www.wattsgallery.org.uk/about-us/collections/highlights-permanent-collection/#item-1294.  

 

 G. F. Watts’s Found Drowned (1850) [figure 1.2] is one visual interpretation of 

Hood’s poem. Unlike Millais’s 1858 etching, which shows the woman from the poem 

before she jumps, Found Drowned depicts the woman dead and halfway in the water 

with her upper body resting lifelessly on the bank under the bridge. Like the position of 

Ophelia in Millais’s painting, Watt’s figure is completely available, arms thrown wide 
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open. Krysinska and Andriessen found that the title of the painting was a reference to the 

daily column in The Times, which published lists of women who were found drowned in 

London.   

 

Figure 1.3. Abraham Solomon, Drowned! Drowned!, about 1860, McCord Museum, Montreal, Canada. 
http://collections.musee-mccord.qc.ca/en/collection/artifacts/M932.8.1.72.   
 

Another mid-century work that drew on Hood’s poem is Drowned! Drowned! by  

Abraham Solomon (1860) [figure 1.3]. The engraving features a crowd of onlookers 

arranged around the propped-up body of a young woman just pulled from the river. The 

lamp brightens her face, making her beauty the focus of the image. Similar to Watts’s 

painting, her expression is peaceful; if it were not for the setting, she could just be 

sleeping. Simply put, she looks nothing like an actual, water-logged corpse. L.J. 

Nicolleti in “Downward Mobility: Victorian Women, Suicide, and London’s ‘Bridge of 

Sighs’” states that “artists interpreting Hood’s poem reveal the cultural unanimity in 

representing female suicide that made the drowned Victorian woman a cliché before 
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mid-century” (Nicoletti). “The Bridge of Sighs” was said by some in the nineteenth 

century to have “tinged suicide with a halo of romance” (Horsley 251). Hood’s poem 

and all the relating pieces of art mentioned above function this way, portraying dead 

women as artistic objects. 

However, unlike Watts’s painting, the viewer is partially represented in the 

painting by the crowd in Solomon’s engraving. As already discussed above, by erasing 

their identity, these romanticized women better appealed to a male gaze which valued 

and desired passive femininity. That gaze in the engraving is embodied by the onlookers. 

Yet even when no onlookers are present in the image, such as in Watts’s or Millais’s 

painting, the gaze still exists; the viewer takes the position of the male gaze insofar as the 

viewer is granted visual access and power over the female body.  

Many of the nineteenth-century tropes relating to female suicide appear in “The 

Cold Embrace.” Gertrude chooses the archetypal method of taking her own life, 

drowning. Moreover, she throws herself off a bridge, in a manner reminiscent of Hood’s 

poem, Watts’s painting, and Solomon’s engraving. And, subsequently, the male gaze is 

poised to appreciate her dead body aesthetically, embodied by the fishermen who find 

her and the artist who asks to sketch her. The reason for her suicide is tied up in a man, 

in love, which was also a common background effected for these women. Furthermore, it 

is possible to read Gertrude as a fallen woman, for perhaps she and the artist 

consummated their relationship during their brief engagement before he left her. 

However, though Gertrude dies as a result of lost love, Braddon encourages us to 

read her suicide as a moment of female agency and not as the tragic result of mental 
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illness. In the beginning of the story, Gertrude’s voice is ignored and dismissed. She is 

deserted by her fiancé and is in the process of being forced by her father to marry a 

wealthy man whom she doesn’t love. We are told that “her father will hear no entreaties; 

her rich suitor will not listen to her prayers” to stop the wedding; they won’t even be 

“put off a day” (Braddon 13). Faced with the prospect of marrying against her wishes, 

Gertrude decides “tonight alone is hers,” which she may “employ as she will” (Braddon 

13). True, her suicide is complicated by the fact that women in the nineteenth century 

were often reliant on husbands and male relatives for subsistence, which meant women 

generally lacked full mastery of their lives and thus only had limited choices. Given this 

context, Margaret Higonnet points out that “women’s voluntary deaths are … difficult to 

read … because women’s autonomy is always in question and their intentions are 

opaque” (Higonnet 103). No doubt if given the opportunity of being able to do what she 

truly wanted, Gertrude would have first chosen not to get married before committing 

suicide. Nevertheless, Braddon complicates the stereotypical theme of “she died for love, 

he died for glory.”4 Descriptions of Gertrude’s thought process leading up to her watery 

death encourage the reader to view her suicide as her deciding to be active instead of 

passive, as a sacrifice and not a surrender or succumbing to female hysteria. In this 

manner, Gertrude’s suicide differs from how other female suicides were represented in 

the time period.   

 
4 Though a popular sentiment during the period, this phrasing comes from the title of Thomas Rowland’s 
“She Died for Love and He for Glory” (1810). See: Victor Bailey, “Chapter 8: The Prime of Life,” This 
Rash Act: Suicide Across the Life Cycle in the Victorian City, (Stanford University Press, 1998) 208-209. 
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After her death, Gertrude returns as a ghost, but not as a sad, beautiful figment to 

say goodbye to her lover as happens in one of Braddon’s later short stories, “My Wife’s 

Promise” (1868). I want to briefly describe “My Wife’s Promise” for a moment, as it 

proves a useful contrast to “The Cold Embrace.” First appearing in Belgravia Annual in 

1868, “My Wife’s Promise” tells the story of Isabel, who proves to be as docile as a 

ghost as she was a wife to her explorer husband. She appears to him on the frozen tundra 

during his latest Arctic adventure, described to be just as lovely and wistful as she was in 

life, wishing no harm to her husband even though he directly went against her wishes by 

leaving England. All she wants is to see him one last time before departing to the 

afterlife, and is even helpful in assisting her husband to recover a lost explorer. Gertrude, 

however, is not a “gentle spirit” like Isabel (Braddon 54). Rather, she is a threatening 

presence.  

Suicide is the difference between these two fairly similar stories. Unlike Isabel, 

Gertrude explicitly kills herself. In the beginning of both short stories, the 

characterization of ghosts is set up accordingly, foreshadowing later events. In “My 

Wife’s Promise,” a sorrowful Isabel tells her husband, clinging to his arm: “If I should 

die before you return … If I should be taken from you, dearest, you will know it directly. 

Yes, dear, at the death-hour my spirit will fly to you for the last fond parting look upon 

earth” (Braddon 49). In “The Cold Embrace,” just before he leaves Gertrude, her artist 

fiancé tries to romanticize ghosts: “If you loved me, you would return, and again these 

fair arms would be clasped round my neck as they are now” (Braddon 12). In response, 
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Gertrude insists that “it is only the suicide—the lost wretch on whom the sorrowful 

angels shut the door of paradise—whose unholy spirit haunts the footsteps of the living”  

(Braddon 12). After drowning herself, Gertrude becomes this type of “unholy” ghost 

motivated by revenge and doomed to “haunt the footsteps of the living,” one very 

different from Isabel’s ghost who is motivated by love for her husband.   

In contrast to most Victorian depictions of female suicides—not to mention in 

stark contrast to the mid-century “cult of Ophelia”—Gertrude is an empowered rather 

than a passive ghost. To understand what is at stake in Braddon’s story, we need to 

appreciate the ways that “The Cold Embrace” explicitly references the correlating 

Victorian obsession with fetishizing dead women. This is not to say that Jennifer Bann’s 

reading of the novel is entirely misguided. For instance, Bann is surely correct that 

Gertrude is endowed with more agency after her death. For Bann, Gertrude’s 

postmortem agency reflects a broader shift in the nineteenth century, of ghosts being 

portrayed as more “active figures” compared to the “limited dead” of the eighteenth 

century (664, 663). This change, she argues, is due to the rise of spiritualism. Bann 

explains that the spiritualist movement conceived of death and the afterlife as a sort of 

liberation, “not [a] further limitation but rather [an] empowerment” (668). Therefore 

“freedom from the physical body was linked inextricably to freedom of agency in a 

wider sense” (Bann 668). One of her several examples is Gertrude from “The Cold 

Embrace,” for whom “death transforms passivity to action” (Bann 677). But insofar as 

she subsumes “The Cold Embrace” into the typical nineteenth-century ghost story, Bann 

misses what makes the story strikingly unique; namely that Gertrude dies by suicide and 
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that her fiancé tries to aestheticize her death. These significant details—which Bann 

overlooks in her argument—direct the reader not to celebrate spiritualism, but rather to 

interrogate the male-dominated art culture of Braddon’s time, one which seemed to take 

particular pleasure in depicting and consuming female death.   

Thus Braddon’s Gertrude ends up being very different from, say, Millais’s 

Ophelia. Specifically, Gertrude’s very existence as a ghost pushes back against 

nineteenth-century depictions of female suicide, precisely because her story does not end 

at her death. In fact, Braddon’s story seems to have two distinct parts. In the first part of 

the story, Gertrude lacks agency and the scene of her dead body being pulled from the 

water mirrors cultural representations of female suicide. But in the second part of the 

story, Gertrude returns as an empowered ghost hungry for vengeance. Her ghostly 

abilities—lack of form, mobility, and power to inflict harm—are a jarring contrast to 

how helpless she was at the start.  

Gertrude’s lack of physical form as a ghost is important because it disallows the 

objectification she experiences in the first part of the story. When Gertrude’s fiancé, the 

artist, comes across her corpse, his response closely resembles the artistic obsession with 

female suicides. Like Ophelia and the unnamed woman in Hood’s poem, Gertrude’s 

drowned body is on display, made into a spectacle. Tellingly, when the artist comes 

across the fisherman looking at the body of a woman (not knowing to be that of his 

former betrothed whom he abandoned) he immediately sketches her. In other words, he 

exhibits the same artistic inclination as Millais and others to beautify and control the 

dead female form. When the artist finds out from the fishermen that carried her from the 
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river that Gertrude is attractive, he wants to sketch her again, and proclaims “suicides are 

always handsome,” echoing the cultural link between suicide and feminine beauty 

(Braddon 15).  

But the story starts to critique this aestheticization of female suicide when the 

artist lifts the sailcloth, ready to enjoy the “handsome” dead woman only to discover his 

deserted fiancée and not an anonymous body (Braddon 15). He takes note of her “rigid 

features” and marble arms” which are “crossed on the cold bosom,” descriptions that 

make Gertrude seem cold, hard, and impermeable rather than yielding or welcoming 

(Braddon 15).5 Braddon refuses to beautify Gertrude’s corpse. Instead, her stress on 

Gertrude’s rigidity and coldness foreshadows how her ghost will later clasp the artist 

around the neck and kill him in a danse macabre. Death in “The Cold Embrace” does not 

make a woman a pleasurable object to view as the artist expects. Gertrude becomes 

something uncomfortable, even before her ghost arrives—even miles away from where 

he discovered her body, the artists tell the reader the memory of “the canvas-covered bier 

glares redly at him out of the twilight” (Braddon 16). Braddon’s characterization of 

Gertrude’s suicide therefore departs from, so as to critique, the typical artistic 

representations of the time.  

Braddon’s refusal to aestheticize female suicide continues over the course of the 

story in her decision to never to give Gertrude’s ghost a body—not physical, 

ectoplasmic, ephemeral, or otherwise. Gertrude’s lack of any materiality contrasts with 

 
5 This description also calls to mind tomb effigies. 
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that of Isabel from “My Wife’s Promise,” who is recognized immediately by her 

appearance, her blue eyes, “sweet face,” and long, flowing hair (Braddon 53). Gertrude 

has no form, and even her embrace, though palpable, is never visible. The artist cannot 

see any physical signs of her, not even a shadow; “though he feels, he cannot see the 

cold arms clasped around his neck” (Braddon 18). Her invisibility, a literalization of the 

feeling that many women figuratively felt in the nineteenth century, gives Gertrude more 

freedom to enact her revenge on the artist while also disallowing anyone from enjoying 

her dead beauty. Her identity arguably being gone without a physical form, Gertrude’s 

ghost thus weaponizes precisely those qualities of femininity that were fetishized in the 

nineteenth century.   

Gertrude is also a unique ghost in her ability to move across vast geographical 

distances. Unlike representations of female suicides, who remained obviously very inert, 

Gertrude has a long range of mobility in Braddon’s story. Her mobility also departs from 

the ways that most middle-class Victorian women were relegated to the domestic sphere 

and made “hostage[s] in the home” due to the cult of true womanhood (Welters 151). 

The distinctiveness of Gertrude’s mobility as a ghost is also underscored by the artist’s 

assumption that ghosts are trapped or fixed to one place. His physical location of being 

“apart from his cousin’s suicide in Brunswick, of having fled miles away before stopping 

to catch his breath,” makes him feel better (Braddon 16). But distance does not actually 

grant him safety. Instead of being confined to a single house or circumscribed ghostly 

location, Gertrude haunts the artist all the way from Brunswick to Cologne to Paris. Her 

ability to move freely as a ghost contrasts with other depictions of female ghosts 
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relegated to haunting a certain house. Her mobility also stands in contrast to the limited 

range of mobility most middle-class women had in the public sphere in the nineteenth 

century. 

Pursuing revenge on her faithless lover is another way Gertrude exercises her 

newfound agency. Before killing him, she makes the artist miserable over the course of 

months until “his money is nearly gone, his health is utterly broken,” and he becomes a 

“shadow of his former self” (Braddon 19). The selfish and carefree artist from the start 

of the story is almost unrecognizable. In Paris, he hopes to regain “his lost gaiety, his lost 

health, [and] once more resume his profession, once more earn fame and money by his 

art,” but, of course, Gertrude does not let him (Braddon 20). The artist is nameless; 

robbed now of his ability to actually produce art, he loses the only marker of his identity 

to become more of a blank page than Gertrude who, though she has no physical body, 

retains her name and personality in death.   

At the Parisian carnival, the artist finds himself dancing with Gertrude’s cold 

arms once more around his neck. He has been running from her for months, over a 

hundred miles, and yet she finds him. Notably, the narrator relates that in this moment 

“he tries to shout, but has no power in his burning throat” (Braddon 21). He is described 

as being powerless against her:  

For the cold arms are round his neck—they whirl him round, they will not be 

found off, or cast away; he can no more escape their icy grasp than he can 

escape from death. He looks behind him—there is nothing but himself in the 
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great empty salle; but he can feel— cold, deathlike, but O, how palpable!—the 

long slender fingers, and the ring which was his mother’s. (Braddon 21)  

Police officers find him dead half an hour later. When the narrator recounts the discovery 

of a “body of a student, who has died from want of food, exhaustion, and the breaking of 

a blood vessel,” it seems to ventriloquize the contents of an autopsy report. The amount 

of mental and physical harm that Gertrude causes the main male character is unusual for 

a female ghost. Gertrude’s revenge is also significant, because, as Bann points out, it 

shows her retaining her individuality in death. Gertrude is not just haunting some 

random person for no reason. Instead, she is fulfilling a personal desire as a woman 

scorned.   

 The clinical ending of “The Cold Embrace” is unconventional for a ghost story. 

As I briefly mentioned above, the language resembles that of an autopsy report, a jarring 

shift from the whirling emotion of the danse macabre scene. The effect of these last few 

lines, then, is to make the previous scene stand out, seem even more frantic and feverish. 

For, unlike Gertrude, the artist is seemingly possessed by madness when he gives in to 

death. Right before he dies, he suddenly “does not shun [Gertrude’s] caress” and wants 

to perform one more dance even if he drops dead (Braddon 21). His emotional shift is 

reminiscent of dancing plagues in the Renaissance, where a strange mania was said to 

push people to literally dance themselves to death.6 The similarity evokes connotations 

 
6 See resources such as: John Waller, A Time to Dance, A Time to Die: The Extraordinary Story of the 
Dancing Plague of 1518, (United Kingdom, Icon Books Limited, 2009). 
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of mental illness in relation to the artist in “The Cold Embrace.” Thus Braddon seems to 

challenge the link between women and irrationality or hysteria. 

 Current scholarship on Mary Elizabeth Braddon is varied. In the early twentieth 

century, Braddon was dismissed as having written non-serious popular fiction and thus 

deemed not worthy of study, or she was forgotten altogether. In the 1970s, second-wave 

feminist critics and those with an interest in nineteenth-century sensation novels revived 

her reputation. Today, opinions on the feminist potential in her work are divided. In the 

British Library’s collection of Braddon’s Gothic short stories, editor Greg Buzwell 

maintains that much of Braddon’s fiction “featured women railing against the strictures 

of Victorian (and distinctly male) opinion by following their own desires regardless of 

the cost,” making Braddon “at the forefront not only of the sensation genre, but also at 

the heart of critiquing Victorian gender and social stereotypes” (8). Some, however, find 

her ambivalent or even antifeminist. The question of whether or not Braddon can or 

should be considered a feminist author is difficult to resolve, and perhaps redundant.  

As “The Cold Embrace” makes clear, Braddon was keenly aware of the trope of 

dead women being aestheticized in popular culture, offering an alternative version to the 

harmful cultural narrative byway of her female ghost, Gertrude. Not only does she seem 

knowledgeable about the topic, but Braddon shows outrage for the ways in which 

women’s pain had been made an object of pleasure and desire in English society. By 

depicting female suicide in such a way that evokes and then subverts nineteenth-century 

expectations, Braddon pushes back against dead female forms being aestheticized as 

well as suicide being gendered female.  
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Chapter Two:  
“Amour Dure” and the Aesthetic Femme Fatale 

 
 The Aesthetic movement thrived during the second half of the nineteenth century. 

As a philosophy of art, Aestheticism in England was heavily influenced by French writers 

and ideas, and the adopted slogan of l’art pour l’art (art for art’s sake) meant that it 

prioritized beauty over everything else, aiming to counter the supposed ugliness of 

industrialism. Walter Hamilton—the first writer to name the movement—notes in The 

Aesthetic Movement in England (1882) that British Aestheticism had its roots in 

midcentury Pre-Raphaelitism and was closely aligned with the later Decadents.7 

 However, even before the movement had fully come into being, the Aesthetic 

movement had opponents. In 1843, with the groundbreaking publication of the first 

volume of Modern Painters, John Ruskin asserted that goodness ought to precede beauty. 

His belief that art had a “moral function” had much to do with his personal definition of 

art (Modern Painters xlv). Ruskin believed that “painting, or art generally … is nothing 

but a noble and expressive language, invaluable as the vehicle of thought, but by itself 

nothing” (Modern Painters 8). Art, to him, was not for idle pleasure of the thing itself but 

a “vehicle” for something greater, a “language” to convey ideas. In viewing art as a 

medium of communication, Ruskin came to the conclusion that artists had a collective 

social responsibility to their audience; they ought to use art to relay virtuous messages 

capable of teaching good behavior and uplifting mankind. Hence he wished to “attach to 

the artist the responsibility of a preacher” (Modern Painters xlv). The puritanical 

 
7 Though used interchangeably at the end of the century, Decadence is considered now as a branch off on 
the tree of Aestheticism. Though there was much overlap in the two movements’ members, Romantic 
principles, and foundational beliefs in the amorality of art, the Decadents took things a step further to 
particularly revel in corruption and depravity.  
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emphasis on religion in Modern Painters and Ruskin’s other works express Ruskin’s firm 

belief that art and ethics were intended to be linked by God, echoing the common 

Victorian belief about the moral value of art.  

 Though many Victorians shared Ruskin’s philosophy, Ruskin nevertheless saw a 

large set of people in the nineteenth century turning away from a moral appreciation of 

art in favor of celebrating artistic endeavors without reference to any deeper, ethical 

meaning. He found this trend frightening, for as much as art had the power to convey 

messages of good, it also had the ability to harbor messages of evil and thus contribute to 

the decay of a nation (“Lecture II: The Relation of Art to Religion” 45). Since he 

believed the “art of any country is the exponent of its social and political virtues,” 

immoral art signaled an immoral nation (“Lecture I: Inaugural” 39). For Ruskin, 

humanity itself was at stake. Artistic taste therefore could not merely be a matter of 

personal preference. Instead, it was an indicator of piety and honorable behavior. And 

taste, in Ruskin’s eyes, was in rapid decline in England in contradistinction to what he 

claimed was a more noble past. As Walter Hamilton puts it, Ruskin harbored an 

“admiration of the past” and compelled his readers to “acknowledge that in olden times 

people did many noble things better than we do them” (15). Longing for these older times 

when art supposedly had a more moral function, Ruskin can be seen as reacting against 

the growing popularity of the sentiments expressed by the Aesthetes. 

Writing a few decades after Ruskin, Walter Pater laid out the “the creed” of the 

Aesthetic movement, as Simon Poë put it in his 2011 review of the exhibition, “The Cult 

of Beauty: The Aesthetic Movement 1860-1900” (Poë 90). In contrast to Ruskin’s theory 

of a collective moral duty, Pater was a strong advocate for the appreciation of art and 
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literature for its aesthetic and pleasurable qualities alone. “The Paterian pursuit of 

pleasure [was] for its own sake,” J.B. Bullen summarized in The Pre-Raphaelite Body 

(207). In The Renaissance (1873), Pater contended that any “theory or idea of system 

which requires of us the sacrifice of any part of this experience … has no real claim upon 

us” (Pater). For Pater, the important thing was “not the fruit of the experience, but the 

experience itself” (The Renaissance). Personal pleasure was the most important thing, 

and morality was not even a factor to the Aesthetes—as Oscar Wilde wrote in the preface 

to The Picture of Dorian Gray in 1890, “there is no such thing as a moral or an immoral 

book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all” (Wilde 3). In Pater’s opinion, 

the essential questions to ask were not about whether art served God or promoted 

honorable behavior, but how it delighted the senses and produced a lovely experience for 

the viewer: “What is this song or picture, this engaging personality presented in life or in 

a book, to ME? What effect does it really produce on me? Does it give me pleasure?” 

(The Renaissance). Emphasizing the individual’s experience and pleasure, Pater and 

other Aesthetes pushed back against Ruskin’s idea of the social and ethical responsibility 

of art.  

As an admirer and one-time acolyte of Pater, Vernon Lee was initially drawn to 

Aestheticism. Yet, despite the fact that she has been called “a kind of female Walter 

Pater,” Lee had a complicated and contradictory relationship with the movement 

(MacLeod 60). Lee’s Belcaro (1883), a non-fiction collection exploring her aesthetic 

theories toward the beginning of her career, shows early signs of this conflict. “On 

Ruskinism” is an entire section from the collection dedicated to analyzing and critiquing 

Ruskin’s philosophy. After deftly summing up his arguments in Modern Painters, Lee 
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ultimately found his to be a “false” and “impossible system” (“On Ruskinism”). She 

found fault in Ruskin’s conflation of good and God, and proposed instead that ethical 

goodness and artistic beauty belonged to separate ideological spheres; Lee proclaimed 

that “the world of the physically beautiful is isolated from the world of the morally 

excellent,” and therefore Ruskin’s system could never work  (“On Ruskinism”). For 

while Ruskin tried to make art “actively holy,” as Lee put it, “in the great battle between 

good and evil, beauty remained neutral, passive” (“On Ruskinism”). And yet the label of 

“contradictory” that she bestows upon Ruskin in “On Ruskinism” is one she seems to fall 

into herself in other parts of Belcaro and indeed throughout her entire writing career. For 

though she disagreed with Ruskin’s philosophy, she also displayed considerable 

dissatisfaction with pure Aesthetic principles.  

In another section of Belcaro titled “Orpheus and Eurydice,” Lee rejected the idea 

that people can ever truly appreciate art for its own sake, even as she clearly longed for 

aesthetic pleasure divorced from everything else. She claimed that if an artist’s work is 

“excellent, it will subordinate all to itself, it will swallow up every other interest, throw 

into the shade every other utility” and thus art should not be “subservient to something 

outside it” (“Orpheus and Eurydice”). This opinion would seem to put her in the 

Aesthetic camp, but Lee also expressed her desire to enjoy the “joint effect” of artwork. 

She asked the reader whether “associations”—defined here as “transporting on to a work 

of art an interest not originally due to it”—should be forbidden, to which she answers: 

“No, but we should restrain such impressions” in order not to “lose the interest which 

does belong to the work of art” (“Orpheus and Eurydice”). Lee echoed Pater in her effort 

to avoid getting caught up in memories or feelings so as not to lose sight of the actual art 
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object, but she simultaneously recognized that there could be a valid sort of pleasure in 

allowing associations to heighten the experience of viewing so long as one did not get 

completely carried away.  

Both then and now, Lee is criticized, particularly with her novel Miss Brown 

(1884), for showing attraction to facets of Aestheticism and Decadence while also 

suggesting that such attraction ought to be punished. As Kirsten MacLeod points out in 

her reading of Miss Brown, Lee asserts that the Aesthetic artist in the novel is a “cultural 

authority” (62). But Lee also casts him as a villain precisely because he lives by the creed 

that “everything is legitimate for the sake of an artistic effect” (Miss Brown 94). In 

addition, Lee’s act of indulging in long passages of aesthetic imagery in Miss Brown 

seems quite counterintuitive to a critique of the movement, as does the fact she continued 

to associate with London’s literary art for art’s sake crowd after its publication. In sum, 

her roman à clef satire seems simultaneously to celebrate and negatively comment on 

Aestheticism, a dissonance that MacLeod calls “biting the hand that fed her” (60). But 

Lee was justifiably unsatisfied with the Aesthetes and the movement, particularly in the 

well-documented manner that it sidelined women writers, as well as its tendency to 

objectify female muses as art objects (seen in Miss Brown in the Aesthete’s mistreatment 

of the titular character). And yet clearly Lee was still drawn to certain aspects and 

theories of Aestheticism. 

Lee’s career-long struggle between Aestheticism and Ruskinism took part in a 

larger movement among women writers to reconcile the tenets of these artistic 

philosophies—as MacLeod describes, “women writers embodied their arguments against 

the male domination of the literary field in their fiction, often attempting, as Lee had, to 
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bring the ethical and the aesthetic into relation” (84, emphasis mine). Over the course of 

her artistic life, Lee sought—and often found—a balance between two supposedly polar 

opposite philosophies in order to fully enjoy and produce art as a queer Victorian woman.  

Both association (animating an art object with memories, feelings, or perceptions 

not originating with the object but from the self) and Aesthetic values are present in Lee’s 

short ghost story “Amour Dure” from the collection Hauntings. Originally published in 

1887 and then compiled in Hauntings in 1890, the tale follows Spiridion Trepka, a 

history scholar obsessed with the past, from his arrival in Urbania to his death at the hand 

of a femme fatale ghost named Medea da Carpi. Lee scholars have long noted the 

significance of Lee’s fictional ghosts to her aesthetic theories. In “Ghosts, and 

Aestheticism, and ‘Vernon Lee,’” for instance, Angela Leighton points out that the ghost 

story was for Lee “an expression, not of otherworldly supernaturalism but of this-worldly 

aestheticism” (2). And in the case of “Amour Dure,” Lee both expresses support for and 

skepticism of Aesthetic and Ruskinian philosophies of art. Medea, the ghost of the story, 

evokes the late nineteenth-century femme fatale of the Aesthetic imagination and yet 

defies this label because of to her ghostly nature. That is, Lee indulges in the 

objectification and aestheticization of Medea while also putting forth a critique of these 

very acts. In addition, even as she identifies with some Aesthetic desires, she nevertheless 

showcases an ethical mind by killing Spiridion at the end of the story. Thus Angela 

Leighton’s assessment in On Form On Form: Poetry, Aestheticism and the Legacy of a 

Word (2007) that Lee’s ghosts in Hauntings “don’t quite work” because they're too 

involved in aesthetic theory only applies if one insists on looking at them through one 

artistic lens of philosophy (109). If we bear in mind instead the particular status of many 
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women writers in the Aesthetic movement—their attempts to walk a fine line between 

celebrating art for art’s sake while insisting that there also should be an ethical (or, for 

Lee, as “associative”) dimension to art—we begin to see the logic of Lee’s ghosts. In 

“Amour Dure,” as in her non-fiction, Lee tries to bring the ethical and aesthetic into 

balance, liberally invoking Aesthetic ideas and employing Aestheticized imagery while 

also being sensitive to the movement’s faults, especially in its ramifications in regard to 

women. 

As stated above, one of the reasons Vernon Lee clashed with Aestheticism had to 

do with the movement’s disregard for women writers. As many scholars note, a lot of 

artists and intellectuals with homoerotic tendencies were drawn to Aestheticism. Lee was 

initially one such individual, no doubt intrigued by the androgynous and gender-blurring 

aspects of the movement. One of the reasons she and other intellectual lesbians “may 

have been attracted to aesthetic and decadent writing by these men,” says Catherine 

Maxwell, “was that it offered her a pattern or parallel by which to understand or construct 

her own sexual and professional identity” (166). Yet, like all art movements of the 

period, despite the promise of new freedoms, it was a sphere ultimately shaped by and for 

men. Maxwell writes that “such writings [by male Aesthetes] can be exclusive, seeking 

out similarly oriented male readers and implicitly suggesting that the best achievements 

of high art and culture are those produced by men who desire men” (166). MacLeod 

similarly argues that “women writers felt that their interests in art …  were not taken 

seriously in a field dominated by art-for-art’s-sake principles,” regarding it as a discourse 

that excluded and devalued women’s ideas (84). Vernon Lee was more than aware of 

this, adopting a male pseudonym at the age of twenty-one to avoid the prejudices against 
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women writers in the field. “I am sure,” Lee wrote, “no one reads a woman’s writing on 

art, history, or aesthetics with anything but mitigated … contempt” (gtd. in MacLeod 62).  

The blurring of gender was a large and important part of the Aesthetic movement, 

but there also a double standard when it came specifically to appearing androgynous in 

that it served the aims of male Aesthetes but not women. Aestheticism, as Bullen 

described in The Pre-Raphaelite Body, was a reaction against the rigid constructions of 

masculinity—not gender norms in general (192). In Richard Dellamora’s Masculine 

Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism, he explores how Pater’s male-

female androgyny in Pater’s 1864 essay “Diaphaneite” refers “in symbiotic subtext to 

male-male intimacy” (Dellamora 59). While Pater admires the sexless beauty of Greek 

statues, he cautions against women mixing “masculine and feminine gender traits in such 

a way as to become a monster, a phallic woman” (Dellamora 66). A woman’s androgyny, 

then, Dellamora says “becomes deadly” (66). Meaningfully, Pater implies that gender 

inversion is sinister for women in a way that it was not for men; “in contrast to the 

feminized, diaphanous male …  the masculinized woman, becomes a parodic figure of 

unleashed violence,” and the only way to deal with her was death (Dellamora 66). While 

the male Aesthetes took the trappings of femininity and appropriated traditional aspects 

of “women’s popular culture” into their personas, a supposedly masculinized woman—

which at the time included New Women, feminists, working women, and lesbians—was 

not granted the same allowances and was even made into an evil figure (Schaffer 51). A 

sense of danger was applied to both real and fictional women who dared buck Victorian 

gender norms.  
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Another reason Lee strayed from Aestheticism had to do with the perils of 

Aesthetic constructions of female beauty. In Miss Brown, Lee scorns the way male 

Aesthetes only cared for their muses “as a sort of living picture” and not as real people 

(309). In a way, Medea becomes like a sort of muse for Spiridion in “Amour Dure,” but a 

very specific manifestation, that of the late-century Aesthetic femme fatale. Historically 

there has always been a fatal woman archetype, women who are both desirable and 

dangerous, who have the ability to bring ruin upon the men around them. Eve, Medusa, 

and Lilith are just a few ubiquitous examples. But in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, artists and intellectuals of the Aesthetic movement became absolutely obsessed 

with the dark beauty and seductive power of femme fatales.  

In Idols of Perversity, Bram Dijkstra explores how, at the end of the century, 

representations of women in art and literature changed from idealization (Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood, midcentury) to vilification (Aestheticism, late century). Despite the fact that 

Aestheticism prided itself on being disconnected from socio-political themes, this femme 

fatale trope rose to such prominence partly due to changing social ideas regarding women 

in Europe at the time. In the latter part of the nineteenth century, large strides were made 

toward gaining women’s political rights and challenging patriarchal assumptions about 

female roles in the home and workplace. The New Woman, for example, emerged as a 

type of Victorian woman who fought against the roles to which women were typically 

relegated and who ventured farther into the public sphere to become a more active 

participant in society. When artists and writers of the late nineteenth century depicted 

women as dangerously powerful and alluring, they captured the cultural fear of 

increasingly autonomous and independent women.  
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In terms of female roles in supernatural narratives, Dijkstra explains that the 

passive and idealized ghostly figure of Pre-Raphaelitism gives way at the end of the 

century to the demonic, sadistic Aesthetic vampire-spirit who, though not always literally 

a vampire, is always figuratively bloodthirsty. As seen in Chapter One with Mary 

Braddon’s “The Cold Embrace,” there were exceptions that challenged the midcentury 

passive female ghost, but, looking at larger artistic tropes, this shift culturally from 

idealization to vilification is an important one. Fictional femme fatales becoming 

vampiric in this time period directly relates to how society feared the New Woman. 

Dijkstra talks about how real women were imagined to be “domestic financial 

vampire[s]” who could unman their husbands or fathers by “spending the male’s money” 

and symbolically castrating him (374). Women’s autonomy was being tied to the fear of 

shifting power dynamics, and thus made monstrous. 

 

Figure 2.1. Philip Burne-Jones, The Vampire, 1897; “The Work of Sir Philip Burne-Jones, As Viewed by 
American Critics,” Public Opinion, United States, Public Opinion Company, 1902. 
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Public_Opinion/c2g-AQAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0  
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“The Vampire” by Rudyard Kipling, based on a painting by Philip Burne-Jones 

also titled The Vampire (1897) [figure 2.1], is an example of how the late nineteenth-

century femme fatale was vampiric and how that was in response to fears of the New 

Woman. The narrator laments that “the work of our head and hand” belongs “to the 

woman who did not know … and did not understand” (Kipling). The woman in the poem, 

uncaringly, takes and takes from “the fool,” and the “goods” that are being “spent” have a 

double meaning; blood, the biological “work” produced of a man’s body, comes to 

represent the man’s money and the economic “work” his body does as the woman is 

sucking his funds dry (Kipling). The vampiric woman is negatively described as 

unfeeling and devious; with her charms of seduction, she is able to leech away the foolish 

man’s virility and independence and then tosses him aside so ruthlessly that “most of him 

died” (Kipling). Though the poem is named “The Vampire” and accompanies Burne-

Jones’ painting, the woman is only ever called “the woman” (Kipling). This, coupled 

with Kipling’s continued use of “our” and we” to align himself with the emasculated man 

in the poem, sets up a man versus woman dichotomy where the vampiric woman comes 

to stand as a representation of European women in general.  

The Philip Burne-Jones’ painting similarly showcases a woman in a promiscuous 

and dominating position where she frighteningly has all the power over the man beneath 

her. Though the piece is now lost, it was shown in the New Gallery in London in 1897 to 

mixed reviews and allegedly was modeled on a woman who broke Burne-Jones’ heart 

(Wynne 18). Upon seeing the painting during its first exhibition, John Charles Cox, who 

seems to align with Ruskin in his preference for “useful” art with “much-needed social 

sermon,” found The Vampire to be “nasty” and “uselessly morbid” while negatively 
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likening Kipling’s poem to the Aesthete Algernon Charles Swinburne (“Excerpt from 

‘The New Gallery’” 186). Quoted in Ellen Terry, Spheres of Interest, the Athenaeum, a 

popular nineteenth-century London literary magazine, described the painting as a 

“stalwart young man, who is either dead or dying, or in a trance of terror, lies 

supine on his bed; upon his uncovered breast is the mark of the monster’s fatal 

caress, and she, in the shape of a wan, demon-like woman, sits at his side and 

looks as it her lips had just parted from their horrid work” (Wynne 18).  

Catherine Wynne, in this chapter of Ellen Terry, Spheres of Interest, explains that “by 

fixing on the figure of woman as demon Burne-Jones encapsulates the period’s 

[particular brand of] misogyny” (18). Wynne also provides a smart comparison of Burne-

Jones’ painting and the scene in Bram Stoker’s Dracula where Jonathan Harker 

encounters the female vampires in Dracula’s castle, concluding that there was “an artistic 

pact between men in which vampires become the period’s Other” (18). 

 The emasculation of men was a theme that intrigued and inspired the Aesthetic 

movement. Thus the femme fatale was the perfect figure, for she appealed to “the 

pervasive masochism” of male Aesthetes (Dijkstra 374). Furthermore, Dijkstra states that  

“the masochism … of the late nineteenth-century male, and his manipulation of 

the image of woman as an all-destroying, rampaging animal was an expression of 

his attempt to come to terms with the implications of his own marginalization, his 

removal from the true seats of power in his society. It was not at all a backhanded 

compliment to woman’s power over him; it was rather the creation of a surrogate 

master that could be sacrificed—indeed, destroyed if necessary—once the true 

masculine … had established itself” (374). 
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The vampire femme fatale was therefore the perfect Other for this period because (unlike 

ghosts) vampires can and do eventually get killed by the “true masculine” in supernatural 

stories, implying that the New Woman would eventually be dominated and subdued.  

Lucy Westenra in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, for instance, is an example of how the 

vampire captured cultural anxieties about women at the time while, importantly, the text 

also eliminates that threat to restabilize traditional Victorian values. Once she is turned 

into a vampire, Lucy is described as heavily “changed,” with her “sweetness turned to … 

heartless cruelty” and her “purity” turned to “voluptuous wantonness” (Stoker 187). Lucy 

becomes sexual and vicious, preferring to feast on children. To that last point, Nina 

Auerbach and David J. Skal explain in a footnote how Lucy’s “callousness toward 

children” as a vampire makes her “very much of her decade” in that she evokes the 

“lethal anti-mother” stereotype which occupied conservative literature of the time and 

tried to say that feminism was a threat to women's maternity and thus to the future of 

Britain (Stoker 188). In the introduction to the Norton edition of Dracula, Auerbach and 

Skal state that the strange and monstrous changes in Lucy and Mina are “symptomatic of 

the changes men feared in all their women” due to the “threatening” figure of the New 

Woman (xi). Yet, in the end, Lucy’s reign of terror ends when she is brutally staked by 

the man she meant to marry. The scene is uncomfortably reminiscent of a rape, with a 

phallic object being struck into her bloody, writhing body; in an analysis of how violence 

is presented in Stoker’s text, Katie Harse comments that Lucy’s “violent sexuality” is 

suppressed by an action that’s “equally sexual” and even “more explicitly violent” than 

anything Lucy did, and yet the men’s actions are deemed more socially acceptable (Harse 

117). The “true masculine,” using Dijkstra’s words, ultimately prevails in Dracula, and 
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does in any vampire story of the period (like Le Fanu’s Carmilla from 1872) where the 

non-conforming deviant female vampire is staked and silenced forever. 

In Lee’s “Amour Dure,” Medea da Carpi is the resident femme fatale. Over the 

course of her life in Italy during the Renaissance, Medea is responsible for the death of at 

least five of her lovers. As a ghost, she haunts Spiridion Trepka, who, so enamored with 

her, does her bidding and willingly accepts death at her hand. Her cold beauty, allure, and 

hypersexuality is in line with the period’s version of this figure, as is the way Lee yields 

to lengthy Aesthetic descriptions of Medea’s portraits. Spiridion, for instance, describes 

one such portrait in the following manner: 

The dress is, with its mixture of silver and pearl, of a strange dull red, a wicked 

poppy-juice colour, against which the flesh of the long, narrow hands with fringe-

like fingers; of the long slender neck and the face with bared forehead, looks 

white and hard, like alabaster. The face is the same as in the other portraits: the 

same rounded forehead, with the short fleece-like, yellow-ish red curls, the same 

beautifully curved eyebrows, just barely marked; the same eyelids, a little tight 

across the eyes; the same lips, a little tight across the mouth; but with purity of 

line, a dazzling splendor of skin, and intensity of look. (“Amour Dure” 32-33)  

Medea’s portrait is the “real” Medea according to Spiridion; he equates her personhood 

to an art object, and, significantly, this is the point when he falls in love with her 

(“Amour Dure” 32, 51). Now, Lee does suggest the folly of Spiridion’s actions, yet her 

writing still aestheticizes Medea and seems sympathetic to the desires of her narrator. The 

emphasis and descriptions placed on the portraits of Medea locate her in those items; like 



 

 

45 

Anne Brown, Medea becomes “a sort of living picture,” one that plays into Aesthetic 

ideals of beauty (Miss Brown, 309). 

 

Figure 2.2. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Lady Lilith, 1866-68 (altered 1872-73), Samuel and Mary R. Bancroft 
Memorial, Delaware Art Museum. https://emuseum.delart.org/objects/6457/lady-
lilith?ctx=66a026cbcf7093195d8981c99a27c5bdaeca579c&idx=6  
 

 
Furthermore, Medea’s physical appearance evokes such works as Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti’s Lady Lilith (1872-3) [Figure 2]. The very pale skin and red hair that Rossetti’s 

Lilith and Medea share were features of “unconventional beauty” that the Aesthetes, 

hailing from the Pre-Raphaelites, sought out despite the fact those features would have 

been considered “not beautiful” or “possibly even ugly” in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, according to curator Stephen Calloway in a video created for the first 

major museum exhibit dedicated to Aestheticism ,“The Cult of Beauty: The Aesthetic 

Movement 1860-1900.” In addition, Lilith, a demonic biblical femme fatale that Rossetti 
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chose to portray brushing her hair, has a coldness in her look that resembles the “tight” 

description given of Medea’s eyes and mouth. There is even a reference to the beheading 

of John the Baptist in “Amour Dure,” hinting to another biblical femme fatale by the 

name of Salome.8 

But even as Medea evokes the Aesthetic femme fatale, her existence in this 

supernatural story as a ghost instead of a vampiric creature aligns her with Lee’s aesthetic 

theory of association and thus gives her qualities at odds with Aestheticism. In Juvenilia 

(1887), Lee defined associations as waves bringing fragments of the past to the present; 

they are the feelings, memories, and perceptions that arise when viewing art or reading 

literature. This definition resembles her description of ghosts in the preface to Hauntings, 

as “things of the imagination” that are “born of ourselves” (“Preface” 39). Like 

associations, ghosts are “the already familiar” returning to influence our perceptions 

(Juvenilia 68). “The Past,” Lee claims, “is the place to get our ghosts from” (Lee 39). 

And the past to which she refers is the personal past of the viewer, which is the same 

concept of the past she uses in delineating her concept of “association,” the activity of an 

individual reexperiencing something from their past while a piece of art works as the 

catalyst. Right from the start, Lee sets up her ghosts as associative entities; her ghosts 

derive their existence and meaning from those associations a viewer brings to bear on 

them, in the same manner that artworks did.  

In “Amour Dure,” Spiridion animates Medea with his feelings and perceptions. 

After gaining success in his career by writing a book “like all those other atrocious books 

of erudition and art-criticism,” Spiridion, a young professor of philosophy and history, 

 
8 Oscar Wilde’s play Salome (1891) is one popular imagining of the story. “In turn-of-the-century 
imagination,” Dijkstra says, “the figure of Salome epitomized the inherent perversity of women” (384). 
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goes to Urbania to catalogue the town’s history (“Amour Dure” 3). He has his own 

agenda, longing desperately to “come in spirit into the presence of the Past” (“Amour 

Dure” 4). Lee capitalizes Past here, as she does in the preface to Hauntings, and even 

before Medea arrives in the narrative it is clear how Spiridion projects his own 

experience and associations onto the world around him in the way he will eventually with 

his ghost. While riding through the countryside, Spiridion writes in his diary that “each 

single village name, as the driver pointed it out, brought to [his] mind the recollection of 

some battle or some great act of treachery of former days” and that he “expected, at every 

turning of the road, that a troop of horsemen, with beaked helmets and clawed shoes, 

would emerge, with armour glittering and pennons waving in the sunset” (“Amour Dure” 

5). Wishing for his vision of Italy that he has constructed and romanticized from history 

books, Spiridion laments: “Ah, that was Italy, it was the Past!” (“Amour Dure” 5). 

He continues to overlay contemporary Urbania with his own artistic expectations. 

Many things seem to remind him of something else—boys playing in the street are like 

“Signorelli’s frescoes,” dinner one night looks “like some scene of the Inquisition,” and 

the sight of snow transplants him back to his childhood while Christmas Eve brings up 

“the recollections, almost the sensation” of his home (“Amour Dure” 6, 34, 29, 55). In 

fact, the very purpose of writing in his diary is to relive old experiences in anticipation of 

the time when he will have left Italy; Spiridion explains he “must jot down [the things he 

sees], in the vain belief that some days these scraps will help … to bring to [his] mind 

these happy Italian days” (“Amour Dure” 7). In some instances, he avoids people in the 

“present” because he fears his “illusions being dispelled” (“Amour Dure” 6). When, after 

a time, his interactions with Italian women relieve him of the notion that they are like 
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figures from the pages of history, Spiridion is disgusted at their “degeneracy” (“Amour 

Dure” 22). He describes how he “looked out for romance” upon first coming to Italy but 

“never could find a woman to go mad about, either among the ladies, chattering bad 

French, or among the lower classes, as ‘cute and cold as money-lenders” so he steers 

clear of “Italian womankind, its shrill voice and gaudy toilettes” (“Amour Dure” 21). 

Spridion instead claims that he is “wedded to history, to the Past, to women like Lucrezia 

Borgia, Vittoria Accoramboni, or that Medea da Carpi” (“Amour Dure” 21). But it is his 

own fanciful vision of Medea, constructed from associations, that he loves. Lee even 

hints at this when Spiridion tells the reader he understands Medea “so much better than 

[his] facts warrant” (“Amour Dure” 22). It is not the facts of the object that are alluring to 

him, but his own perceptions of that object. 

Before finding the large portrait of Medea which I analyzed earlier in this chapter, 

Spiridion comes across a miniature, a marble bust, and a historical composition. Thanks 

to the “suggestions” of the art pieces, he is able to “reconstruct the beauty of this terrible 

being,” and precedes to launch into paragraphs of aesthetic imagery (“Amour Dure” 17). 

The language Spiridion uses here, especially the word “suggestion,” evokes Lee’s 

concept of association. And association is basically what Spiridion does: he takes the 

hints of what Medea was like and fills in the gaps with his own associations. One of his 

professional peers even calls out Spiridion’s “views” of Medea, claiming them to be just 

exaggerated tales, like about the Borgias, due to the “mythopoeic … tendency of the 

Renaissance” (“Amour Dure” 30). But it is exactly that mythic view of the Renaissance 

that Spiridion loves, that he wishes to infuse in the boring townspeople of Urbania and 

which he ends up animating Medea with.  
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In a way, he also manages to get the romantic view of ancient Urbania that he so 

desires. In the church where he first sees Medea, Spiridion encounters a horde of ghosts 

with “impalpable bodies” that are dressed in “old-fashioned garb” from the Renaissance 

(“Amour Dure” 43). In his diary he writes, “It struck me suddenly that all this crowd of 

men and women standing all round, these priests chanting and moving about the altar, 

were dead—that they did not exist for any man save me” (“Amour Dure” 48, emphasis 

mine). Indeed, as Lee outlined in the preface, the ghosts are born of Spiridion’s memory, 

feelings, and associations and exist for him alone. His special relationship to the ghosts, 

to Medea in particular, is again pondered upon; Spiridion wonders, “Why should there 

not be ghosts to such as can see them?” (“Amour Dure” 46-47).  

The short story’s climactic scene, in which Medea (supposedly) leaves Spiridion a 

rose on the steps of the church, particularly relates to Lee’s art theories in The Beautiful 

(1913). In The Beautiful, Lee uses a rose as an example of merging perceptions. When 

Spiridion receives Medea’s rose in “Amour Dure,” he cherishes the gift, taking it home 

and kissing it as he wishes to kiss her, equating her with the object of the rose. “If only,” 

he cries, “I could hold Medea in my arms as I held [the rose] in my fingers, kiss her lips 

as I kissed its petals” (“Amour Dure” 48). In The Beautiful, Lee asserts that an object 

really consists “not only qualities of its own” but also “reactions of ours” and 

“expectations [of an object] which experience has linked together” (“Chapter II: 

Contemplative Satisfaction”). She uses a rose to prove her point, explaining that a rose is 

never just a rose, it is to an observer a combination of possibilities resulting from his 

knowledge and previous experience of a rose. The object appears to the observer as they 

perceive it, not merely how it is. In the case of Spiridion, the same goes for the rose, and 
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by extension Medea, who replaces his “love of art” and “love of Italy” (“Amour Dure” 

51). 

At the end of Lee’s short story, it is Spiridion and not the femme fatale who gets 

stabbed. I have already discussed how the female vampire story ends with her getting 

staked, and how fin-de-siècle artists produced this late-century version of the femme 

fatale in response to shifting social conditions, imagining themselves as a “surrogate 

master” of a powerful woman who would eventually be “destroyed,” to use Dijkstra’s 

phrasing again. But in “Amour Dure,” not only can Medea not get staked or be silenced 

due to her ghostly nature; in fact, the story implies, it is actually Medea who uses a 

phallic symbol to impale Spiridion. In this way, with her power and agency, she is the 

gendered inverted masculinized woman Aesthetes feared and were fascinated by, the 

deadly phallic female monster Pater warned about in “Diaphaneite.” But, unlike the 

vampire, the ghost of Medea cannot be stopped. Thus, despite the similarities and 

objectifying imagery Lee indulges in, Medea does not function in the same way as 

nineteenth-century Aesthetic femme fatales.  

By drawing on aspects of both Aestheticism and Ruskinism (in the form of 

association), Lee crafted her own philosophy of art that appealed to her as a lesbian and 

woman writer. Patricia Pulham quotes Bertrand Russell, a contemporary of Lee, who 

described her as  

“a woman of almost unreliable ugliness and probably never aroused desire in any 

man. She has a whole series of young girls to whom she was a vampire, and when 

one of them was used up, she would throw her away and get another. She sapped 

their life and their energy. She was a very masterful, dominant person—a 
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bloodsucker! And that endless stream of talk. She sucked the blood of all of 

them” (qtd. in Art and the Transitional Object in Vernon Lee’s Supernatural 

Tales 26).  

As Pulham points out, Russell encapsulated the era’s association of sexual deviance (in 

this case, lesbianism) and vampires, drawing on Helen Deutsch’s psychoanalytic model 

of lesbian desire which is described as a “vampiric model of pre-Oedipal union” (136). 

Lee, with her short hair and “tailored, mannish” clothes, embodied “the fashionable dress 

codes of the New Woman,” and was sometimes regarded negatively as an intellectually-

aggressive woman breaching Victorian gender barriers and thus caricatured negatively as 

a vampire or a femme fatale (Brake 44).  

Even immensely privileged as she was, Vernon Lee could not escape the 

combined misogyny and homophobia of the period. However, she did negotiate the figure 

of the femme fatale to better fit with her own sexual fluidity, as well as created an 

alternative way of thinking and viewing art, one that was a degree more sensitive to ideas 

of and about women. Recent scholarship, such as that by Catherine Maxwell and Patricia 

Pulham, have sought to push back against the view of Lee as a “cold, mannish woman 

and a destructive lesbian ‘monster’” (“Introduction” to Hauntings 21). Of Hauntings, 

Pulham states in Art and the Transitional Object in Vernon Lee’s Supernatural Tales that 

“although Lee’s artists are not the painters of the original portraits that inhabit her tales, 

they are identified with them by implication: … [Spridion] Trepka wants to ‘frame’ 

Medea in his history of Urbania. Yet, Lee’s fatal women elude or escape those frames 

that their artists attempt to impose, and feed in turn on the artists themselves,” effectively 
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“castrating” them (136, 126).9 While the artists are punished for aestheticizing dead 

women, the femme fatale is importantly used in “Amour Dure” not to affirm male-male 

intimacy by casting women as monstrous, but affirms Lee’s own eroticism and feminist 

ideals at the turn of the century.10 To once more bring up Leighton’s criticism of 

Hauntings, not only do Lee’s ghosts “work,” but they work in service of a more female-

friendly realm of art and aesthetics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Pulham refers to Freud’s castration complex here, and for good reason; Lee, in several of her works, 
anticipates Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theories.  
10 For more on how scholars see Lee using ideas about association, ghosts, and the past as a metaphor for 
and to negotiate with her homoerotic leanings, see: Martha Vicinus, ""A Legion of Ghosts": Vernon Lee 
(1856-1935) and the Art of Nostalgia," GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, vol. 10 no. 4, 2004, p. 
599-616. Project MUSE, muse.jhu.edu/article/172934. 
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Chapter Three: 
“Rose Rose,” Commodification, and Consumerism 

 
 In the early twentieth century, female death was commodified as entertainment. 

Many examples of such a spectacle could be found at the fairs and carnivals of London. 

Tableaux vivants were shows consisting of real women pretending to be objects, posing 

completely stationary, silent, and often in a state of semi-undress. Also at the fairground 

were Sleeping Beauties, waxworks of beautiful young women in glass coffins which 

visitors paid to look upon. The famous death mask of L’Inconnue de la Seine, created 

from the face of an anonymous Parisian woman who drowned in the late 1880s, became a 

mass-produced art phenomenon and was displayed across Europe in homes and artists’ 

studios alike. These objects had voyeuristic appeal, and, by allowing one to gaze without 

impediment upon beautiful, immobile women, existed within a larger cultural pattern of 

romanticizing and fetishizing dead women. But unlike Millais’s Ophelia, which treated 

its subject with a certain artistic reverence, these fin-de-siècle portrayals of women were 

explicitly meant for public entertainment and a popular market. With the rise of mass 

consumerism in the West during the early twentieth century, inert female forms were 

commodified into kitschy art for the middle-class consumer.  

 In his influential essay, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939), Clement Greenberg 

defines kitsch as the “popular, commercial art and literature” produced by Western 

capitalism (25). He sees kitsch as distinctly negative; to him, kitsch is directly opposed to 

avant-garde art, and he holds it partially responsible for the decay of culture thanks to 

industrial capitalism and the exploitation of labor. In other words, kitsch is uneducated, 

unchallenging, and unimaginative art which can be enjoyed “without effort” (Greenberg 
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30). Unlike, for example, the work of Picasso (who Greenberg likes because Picasso’s 

paintings demand mental effort on the part of the viewer in order to figure out the 

meaning), kitsch is easy and straightforward, pre-digested for the audience to mindlessly 

consume. His arguments, as contemporary art historians note, are quite classist and elitist. 

In the 1980s, for instance, Thomas Crow questioned Greenberg’s separation of highbrow 

and lowbrow culture. Differing from Greenberg’s view that high and low art are binary 

opposites, in “Modernism and Mass Culture in Visual Arts” (1985), Crow argues instead 

that high and low culture have an interdependent relationship, both appropriating from 

each other and developing in tandem. But Greenberg’s harshness toward kitsch and what 

he considered low culture was not unreasonable, for his disapproval stemmed from well-

founded fear. Writing in the time before World War II, he saw how kitsch could be used 

as a propaganda tool for fascism. Moreover, even critics like Crow agree with Greenberg 

that kitsch can be used as an instrument of “mass diversion” to pacify and entertain the 

masses (Crow 233). Art’s identification and engagement with mass culture—and mass 

culture, says Crow, is “just another way of saying culture under developed capitalism”—

is a unique function of modernity and brings it closer to the condition of commodity that 

is prevalent in consumer culture (259).  

 Another famous essay, Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction” (1935), also speaks to this anxiety about capitalism and 

rampant consumption having reduced art to a cheap commodity. In this essay, Benjamin 

describes the ways that modernity, with advancing technology and mass reproduction, 

has caused art objects to lose their aura. Aura, to Benjamin, refers to the special presence 

and aesthetic experience (grounded in religion) of the unique, original piece of art. 
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Modern reproduction separates objects from their distinct time and place in which they 

were made, therefore eliminating its ritual function in pursuit of capitalist ends; as such, 

he says, “the technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain 

of tradition” (Benjamin 299). The idea of l’art pour l’art (art for art’s sake) was no more 

in the twentieth century—art if it ever could be, was no longer able to be detached from 

its socio-political context. Unlike Greenberg, Benjamin sees benefits to the ways in 

which modernity has affected art. He praises how mechanical reproduction has liberated 

“the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual” (301). However, despite their 

differences, Benjamin and Greenberg share one striking commonality. They both attest to 

the changing status of art in the twentieth century, as art became largely a mass-produced 

commodity.  

 The relationship between art and capitalism is particularly relevant when it comes 

to representations of the female body, for the capitalist system uniquely impacts and 

reproduces women. In Femininity and Domination, second-wave feminist scholar Sandra 

Bartky explores how women are psychologically alienated and fragmented under 

Western capitalism, borrowing from Marx’s theory of alienation. Marx proposed that 

capitalism estranged the worker from his labor and the products of his labor—and thus 

from his humanity and autonomy. The worker becomes a cog in the machine; a thing, not 

a person. Drawing from Marxist insights, Bartky traces how women are made into things, 

and how women internalize this view. Bartky also builds upon Engel’s theories in “The 

Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State” (1884), in which he claims that 

women are to men as the proletariat are to the bourgeoisie (774). Intrigued by “that 

‘femininity’ that disempowers us even while it seduces us,” she aims to “understand how 
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the values of a system that oppresses us are able to take up residence inside our minds” 

(2). She goes on to argue that fragmentation and alienation lead to the “psychological 

oppression” of women, in a manner akin to the ways Marx discusses the dehumanized 

worker (see Bartky, chapter 2). As it does with workers, capitalism reproduces women as 

broken beings. However, for women, this process is specific and gendered.  

 Bartky uses Frantz Fanon’s phrase “psychic alienation” to describe the internal 

split experienced by women (22). One aspect of psychic alienation is fragmentation, “the 

splitting of the whole person into parts of a person which ... may take the form of a war 

between a ‘true’ and ‘false’ self—or, in sexual objectification, the form of an often 

coerced and degrading identification of a person with her body” (Bartky 23). Bartky 

views sexual objectification as a companion to fragmentation because it separates women 

from and yet reduces them to their bodies: “A person is sexually objectified when her 

sexual parts or sexual functions are separated out from the rest of her personality and 

reduced to the status of mere instruments or else regarded as if they were capable of 

representing her” (26). This type of forced and eventually internalized alienation is a way 

of maintaining the social (male) order. Bartky posits that fragmentation is an “ingredient 

in the sexual objectification of women, [and] serves to maintain the dominance of men” 

(27). Because a woman’s “entire being is identified with the body” and all her worth is 

placed on her appearance, this creates a chasm between her physicality, on the one hand, 

and her mind and personality, on the other (130). Moreover, there is a second danger that 

arises when women are too closely identified with their bodies. According to Bartky, the 

body is “regarded as less inherently human than the mind or personality,” and thus the 
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reduction of women to only their bodies makes them more of a thing instead of a person 

(130).  

 The internalization of the male gaze makes it so that women monitor themselves 

just as patriarchal society polices their appearance, which further maintains the chasm 

between body and mind that Bartky speaks of. She points out that “subject to the 

evaluating eye of the male connoisseur, women learn to evaluate themselves first and 

best” (28). The Western patriarchy is obsessed with women’s bodies, and therefore 

women become similarly obsessed with their own bodies almost as a survival 

mechanism. In other words, women internalize the patriarchal views that place value on 

their appearance, because they have learned their bodies are social currency. Bartky also 

explains that capitalism encourages women’s obsession with their bodies, for they are 

always surrounded on all sides by images of “perfect female beauty” thanks to how “in 

modern advertising, the needs of capitalism and the traditional values of patriarchy are 

happily married” (28).  

 In Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser, Gissing and Zola, the literary 

critic Rachel Bowlby applies such insights to the rise of consumer culture in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. She observes that the very language Marx uses 

to describe the relation between commodities and buyers is “one of seduction and rape: 

commodities cannot ultimately ‘resist’ the force of whom would ‘take possession of 

them” (16). That is, he talks about commodities in sexual terms, depicting them as things 

without agency or power, which Bowlby says feminizes objects to be bought and sold. In 

the early twentieth century, as department stores blossomed, modern advertising began, 

and Western capitalism progressed from a focus on production to a focus on 
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consumption, the image of a product came to be just as important (and maybe more) than 

the product itself (Bowlby 11). This aspect of consumer capitalism had a particular 

impact on women, as the emphasis on appearance heightened the commodification of the 

female body. Ironically, even as the women’s rights movement was gaining popularity in 

England, this facet of consumer culture still flourished.11 Like commodities, says 

Bowlby, women were expected to sell themselves to the world; women during this period 

“were to become in a sense like prostitutes in their active, commodified self-display” (7).  

         Barry Pain, a well-known humor and parody writer in his day but completely 

obscure in ours, was particularly aware of the demands of capitalism and how it 

reproduced both art and women. For one thing, Pain wrote for middle-class magazines 

such as Punch, appealing to the masses and selling what Greenberg would call “popular, 

commercial art and literature” (30). His short stories and novels, often sensationalist, 

were considered middlebrow at best. But despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that he 

did not (and seemingly did not aspire to) create highbrow literature, as well has how he 

parodied the capitalist world around him, Pain is worth examining. He proves to be a 

savvy observer of mass culture and consumerism, especially in their objectification of the 

female body. In “Rose Rose,” one of his ghost stories, Pain showcases an awareness of 

the ways art and capitalism intersected the fin-de-siècle period to profit off of dead 

female forms. While not outright critiquing the sexualization of female death, his female 

 
11 Even within the women’s rights movement, women were often expected to make themselves visually 
pleasing. Bartky quotes a Marxist who declared that “there is no reason why a woman’s liberation activist 
should not try to look pretty and attractive” (28). During the push to get the right to vote in the early 
twentieth century (and perhaps even in feminism now), women who were not attractive, wealthy, and white 
were often excluded from the movement by other women and men.  
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ghost is constructed and defined by how capitalism influenced art and the negative 

consequences it had on women in the early twentieth century.  

 Before turning to the details of Pain’s story, it is important to understand the ways 

that the dead female body was made into kitsch in the first decades of the twentieth 

century. One of the most significant fads was the tableau vivant, a medium that combines 

art and theater. Tableaux vivants are scenes from paintings or dramas in which actors are 

carefully posed, still and silent, sometimes bearing props or wearing makeup to enhance 

the effect. The technique had been around in England for centuries, and yet its purpose 

and subject matter changed in the late Victorian era. In “Toga Plays and Tableaux 

Vivants: Theatre and Painting on London's Late-Victorian and Edwardian Popular 

Stage,” art historian Rosemary Barrow talks about how the latter part of the nineteenth 

century saw performances such as tableaux vivants shift from a form of high-class theater 

inspired by classical ideals to an entertainment spectacle for more socially diverse 

audiences. Once a “pure and ornamental art” concerned mainly with aesthetics (in the 

words of a tableau vivant guidebook) it transitioned away from the stage to become a 

popular fairground sideshow (Head). Hence where the “prosperous upper middle class” 

used to compose the bulk of its viewers, the tableaux vivants came to be associated with 

the lower classes as “the working class [made up] the largest part of the audience” 

(“Waxworks and Tableaux Vivants”). 

 The tableau vivant, as Barrow notes, also became more sexualized at the turn of 

the century, with risqué poses and virtually nude models featuring “conventional [gender] 

stereotyping, with the female body as erotic focus” (210). Censorship in Britain forbade 
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actresses to move when undressed or semi-undressed onstage and the tableau vivant was 

a way around those rules. Thus “the tableaux vivants became a type of peep show where 

 

Figure 3.1. Postcard of Olga Desmond from around 1900. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division, George Grantham Bain Collection, https://www.loc.gov/item/2014712372/.  
 
 
naked women could be exhibited in the name of art, as long as the performers in the show 

remained static and motionless” (“Waxworks and Tableaux Vivants”). The tableau vivant 

functioning erotically can be seen in the overtly sexual pose adopted by the famous 

actress and dancer Olga Desmond [fig. 3.1], who was known, as historian Karl Toepfer 

claims in Empire of Ecstasy: Nudity and Movement in German Body Culture, 1910-1935, 

to “dramatize her nudity” (27). Unlike earlier forms of this type of performance, this 
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period’s tableaus “emphasized aspects of the naked body” seemingly to draw in more 

customers (“Waxworks and Tableaux Vivants”).  

 

Figure 3.2. Unknown Artist, Pedley’s Premier Exhibition Fine Art Show from “Waxworks and Tableaux 
Vivants” in The University of Sheffield’s National Fairground and Circus Archive, 
www.sheffield.ac.uk/nfca/researchandarticles/waxworkandtableauxvivants.  
 

 Alongside tableaux vivants, Sleeping Beauties could also be found at England’s 

fairs and carnivals. These were waxworks sculptures in the form of pretty young women, 

made to look asleep or dead as they reclined with their eyes closed in glass coffins. 

Though they had been around for many years, Sleeping Beauties took on a new purpose 

at the end of the nineteenth century. In “Sleeping Beauties in the Fairground,” Kathryn A. 

Hoffmann describes Sleeping Beauty shows and tableaux vivants as existing within a 

broader context of “beautiful death or pseudo-death that figured in nineteenth- and early-

twentieth-century shows” (140). Hoffman analyzes a photograph from around 1890 to 
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1905 of Pedley’s Premier Exhibition [figure 3.2]. The center figure in the photo is within 

an enclosed glass coffin and propped up so that anyone strolling around the ground could 

catch a glimpse of what might either be a Sleeping Beauty or a real woman pretending to 

be one. Without more information, it is impossible to know what the photograph depicts, 

but Hoffman argues that the difference does not even matter. Both the tableau vivant and 

the Sleeping Beauty, as she says, interwove “popular entertainment, commerce, and art” 

and blurred the distinction between person and thing insofar as both presented the female 

body as spectacle and an object that could be bought (139). The woman or wax doll 

outside Pedley’s Exhibition was meant to pull in a paying crowd, and these fairground 

front acts did so by an advertising campaign that was “configured in the shape of a pretty 

girl, to draw customers into the show” (140).  

Similar to Sleeping Beauties, Anatomical Venuses were occasionally exhibited at 

such shows. From 1825 until 1900, London was always home to at least one Anatomical 

Venus (Ebenstein 130). A Renaissance invention originally intended to aid in the 

studying and teaching of anatomy, Anatomical Venuses provided a legitimizing frame 

through which the naked female body could be viewed without violating the taboo 

against female nudity. Strikingly, Anatomical Venuses were made to look very different 

from male anatomy models, as they were crafted not only to aid scholarship but also to 

appeal to the male gaze. The Venuses were posed and embellished in ways that marked 

them as desirably feminine; they usually wore unnecessary jewelry or feminine 

accessories (such as headbands or pearl necklaces), and were made to have their backs 

arched, heads thrown back, eyes closed or turned away, facial expressions peaceful or in 
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a state of rapture. In her book on Anatomical Venuses, Joanna Ebenstein quotes an 

anatomical illustrator, who states: “For men to be instructed, they must be seduced” (45). 

Ebenstein says that these waxworks played on a “familiarity with death, with added 

undercurrent of passive eroticism in the inert female body” and therefore “expressed a 

fascination with the relationship between life and death, playing on voyeurism, desire, 

and possession” (122). With the addition of explicit monetary value being placed on them 

when they entered the fairground scene in the nineteenth century, they turned into 

commodities. As such, they troublingly exemplified the manner in which consumer 

culture placed value solely on women’s bodies, while disregarding their mind and 

personality.  

 

 

Figure 3.3 An Anatomical Venus from Joanna Ebenstein’s The Anatomical Venus: Wax, God, Death & the 
Ecstatic, pg. 61. 
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Figure 3.4. Woman in an art studio with the Inconnue on the wall, 1910, from The Drowned Muse: Casting 
the Unknown Woman of the Seine Across and the Tides of Modernity by Anne-Gaëlle Saliot, pg. 4. 

 

Perhaps one of the most well-known examples of female death being 

commodified is L’Inconnue de la Seine’s death mask [fig 3.4]. This mask, which went 

through a period of immense fame between 1890 and 1930, preserves the face of an 

unidentified woman who was pulled from the Seine in the late 1880s. She obviously 

drowned, but little to nothing else is known about the circumstances of her death (though 

rumors circulated that she had committed suicide as there was no visual evidence of foul-
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play). According to Anne-Gaëlle Saliot in her study of L’Inconnue de la Seine, the story 

goes that a doctor at the Paris Morgue was so struck by the young woman’s looks that he 

captured her features in plaster. It became, as Saliot says, a cultural artifact of Europe due 

to “its ambiguous beauty: its serene smile, its eyes forever closed, the delicacy of its 

features” and the fact it is “a commodity representing a woman devoid of any body, 

organic or social” (Saliot 1, 164).  

Saliot makes the comparison to Ophelia and “the nineteenth century craze in both 

the literary and visual arts for the spectacle of beautiful drowned girls” (107), but she also 

talks about the death mask in relation to commodification, bringing up Marx’s idea of 

commodity fetishism (165). More than just another beautiful drowned girl upon which 

the patriarchy can project its desires, Inconnue was also a mass-produced object 

belonging to a culture that Saliot goes so far as to call a “cult of images” (165). The mask 

appeared everywhere on the streets of Paris. It was displayed as a souvenir in shop 

windows meant for tourists, and it was also used as a model for head studies at the Ecole 

des Beaux-Arts, one of the largest art schools in France.12 During the peak of its 

popularity from 1890 to 1930, it was considered a decorative item and sold as on a 

massive scale so much so that almost every artist in Europe had a copy in their studio 

(Saliot 3). As Saliot claims, “the disembodied face of the Inconnue [came] to signify the 

culture of the commodity” (Saliot 167).  

 
12 Plaster cast copies of the mask continue to sell there even today. 
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As a short story writer, Barry Pain was well-acquainted with these ideas of 

consumerism, commodification, and kitsch. As Bowlby points out, there was a shift in 

publishing during the late Victorian era to prioritize quantity over quality. With rates of 

illiteracy rapidly going down, the reading public ballooned. To accommodate the 

demands of this expanding (and mostly middle-class) readership, there was an enormous 

output of material. Reading, states Bowlby, became a “new consumer industry,” as 

literature was increasingly regarded as just another “‘novelty’ to be devoured or 

consumed as fast as fashions changed” (Bowlby 85, 4). Profit became the main authorial 

motive as writers found themselves trying to meet the needs of the popular market, 

especially for authors who wrote for middle-class magazines as Pain did. According to 

Bowlby, these relatively cheap magazines of the late Victorian era widened the schism 

between poetry and popular prose. Whereas poetry tended to attract writers from a higher 

social class who did not need to rely on profits as a means of support, those writing for 

popular magazines had to appeal to the whims of the masses in order to earn their pay 

(Bowlby 85). Hence “poetry genius” was pitted against the “mechanical demands” of the 

commercial world (Bowlby 6). As a ghost story written to appeal to an audience of 

populaire readers, Pain’s “Rose Rose” clearly belongs in the latter category. And because 

Pain overtly catered to middle-class tastes, he was hyper-aware of the culture that 

surrounded him, reproducing the effects of capitalism in his work. 

“Rose Rose” displays a particular familiarity with and understanding of the ways 

modern consumerism impacted and commodified women and their bodies. In the story, 

an artist’s model named Rose meets her death in an automobile accident. However, her 
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employer, the artist Sefton, is unaware of her demise. When Rose returns as a silent ghost 

to continue her modeling job for Sefton, the artist is ignorant of the fact that she is no 

longer alive. The only difference he notices is in her improved performance as a model. 

The focus on art is this story is impossible to miss, as the narrative is mainly composed of 

two distinct scenes in which Rose models as Aphrodite for Sefton’s painting, which, 

significantly, ends up being exhibited at the Royal Academy after Sefton’s mysterious 

death. Another focus in this story is the female body, specifically Rose’s. Though never 

outright stated, her nakedness while modeling is an important factor to consider. Her state 

of undress is signaled in the text by the way she wraps a blanket around herself after she 

finishes modeling, by descriptions of her changing behind a screen, and in how the story 

stresses how noticeably hot Sefton’s studio has to be in order for her to work. Thus, with 

these clues, the reader is invited to imagine Rose as nude. 

 

Figure 3.5. Alexandre Cabanel, The Birth of Venus, 1863, Musée d'Orsay, Paris, France,  
 https://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-
focus/painting.html?no_cache=1&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=4037.  
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Rose’s implied nakedness in modeling for the Aphrodite painting participates in a 

long European tradition of classical nudes in art. Take, for instance, Alexandre Cabanel’s 

The Birth of Venus (1863) [fig. 3.5]. Cabanel’s painting draws from Greek mythology, 

showing Venus being born from the sea. She lays nude on her back in the seafoam, arm 

thrown over her face, eyes half-closed. Many art historians, such as Robert Rosenblum, 

have written about Cabanel’s Venus, noting that the painting grants a male-coded viewer 

total visual access to the female body. Venus’s idealized body, pale, beautiful and 

hairless, is indeed completely on display—it also appears like a statue, made of porcelain 

rather than flesh. In the history of art, female nudes depicting classical subject matter was 

a common way a viewer could enjoy the sexualized female body in a socially-acceptable 

way. The Musée d’Orsay, which exhibits the painting, describes this trend: 

This theme, very popular in the 19th century, provided some artists with the 

opportunity to introduce eroticism without offending public morality, under the 

pretext of representing a classical subject. For Cabanel, the mythological theme is 

indeed a pretext for the portrayal of a nude figure, which, though idealised, is 

nonetheless depicted in a lascivious pose. (“The Birth of Venus”) 

Rosenblum states of Cabanel’s painting that “this Venus hovers somewhere between an 

ancient deity and a modern dream,” appealing to cultural expectations of desirable 

femininity and the male gaze (38).  

 These sorts of classical nudes were abundant in the late Victorian period. 

Paintings and sculptures inspired by antiquity were the standard of academic art favored 
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by the Royal Academies of Art in France and England, the most significant art societies 

in Europe in the nineteenth century.13 Both institutions educated artists in the style of 

academic art and held annual exhibitions where professional artists could display their 

work. In France, these exhibitions were called the Salon, and Daumier’s lithograph 

[figure 3.6] captures the frequency in which Venuses crowded those walls. Translated to 

English, the inscription below the lithograph states: “Still more Venuses this 

year...always Venuses!...as if there were any women built like that!” These are clearly the 

thoughts of the woman on the right, who is visibly distressed by all the naked Venuses 

hung on the Salon walls behind her. Daumier does not provide much detail for the 

paintings, focusing more on the real figures in the audience and their reactions, but the 

horizontal Venus on the right bears much similarity to Cabanel’s Venus. Given the 

popularity of Cabanel’s piece (which was exhibited two years before Daumier’s 

lithograph was published), it is likely Daumier is, in fact, directly alluding to Cabanel. 

However, it matters not whether Daumier had The Birth of Venus in mind. The broader 

point is that the art displayed at both Royal Academies all looked practically the same in 

their strict adherence to the academic tradition of classical nudes. Daumier’s take on the 

Salon parallels Greenberg’s assertion that so-called academic art was nothing but kitsch. 

Like common commodities, academic paintings were not special or unique, at least not in 

the way Greenberg felt avant-garde art to be, due to the standardized system of formulas 

 
13 For further reading, see: Jason Rosenfeld, “The Salon and The Royal Academy in the Nineteenth 
Century” in Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000) 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/sara/hd_sara.htm.  
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used to teach academy students in both England and France. His opinion was that 

because academic art followed rigid conventions, it was, like kitsch, “mechanical” (25). 

Importantly then, within this historical context, Sefton’s painting in “Rose Rose”—as a 

classical nude, a Venus painting, and a work adhering to the standards of academic art—

holds connotations beyond what are immediately apparent in the story, both in terms of 

art and women, for Helene E. Roberts notes in a survey of women in Victorian paintings 

that “the Royal Academy [in England] accepted few paintings that threatened the 

precarious logic of laissez-faire or the carefully cultivated myth that dominance was the 

natural right of the male” (75). 

  

 
 
Figure 3.6 Honoré Daumier, Still more Venuses this year... always Venuses!... as if there were any women 
built like that! from “Sketches from the Salon” published in Le Charivari, May 10, 1865. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/754603.  
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The fact that Sefton’s portrait of Rose as Aphrodite finds success as the Royal 

Academy in England implies that it is not unlike other early twentieth-century examples 

of kitsch, which reduced women to their attractive and idealized bodies. That is, like 

tableau vivant shows, Sleeping Beauties, and Inconnue’s death mask, Rose is more 

desirable when silent and inert. As an artist’s model she is very proud of the fact that she 

once kept the same pose for three consecutive hours, reminiscent of living statues à la 

performances of tableaux vivants. As a result, the third-person narrator remarks, “She 

stood in the first rank among models, was most in demand, and made the most money” 

(Pain 245). Significantly, after her death, Rose is even better at performing her job of 

silent immobility. Not knowing that Rose is a ghost, Sefton works on his painting for a 

long stretch of time and yet “there was no relaxing on the part of the model—no sign of 

fatigue” (249). And where Sefton is unhappy with the “mocking” expression on 

Aphrodite’s face when Rose is alive (249), Rose’s ghost inspires Sefton to transform 

Aphrodite’s features so that she is full of “sweetness that was scarcely earthly” (250). 

Rose being dead makes her more visually appealing and better suited to her job. 

In terms of Rose’s value to her employer, there is a noticeable difference between 

her in life and in death. Death makes her better at her job of (literally) modeling a certain 

feminine ideal. As a ghost, then, she proves to be a better worker, who, importantly, 

Sefton does not have to pay for her services. Rose’s free labor as a ghost is significant 

because economic exchange for labor is a large part of Sefton and Rose’s interaction in 

the first scene when she is still alive. At first, Sefton does not want to pay Rose what he 

owes her at the end of their session. She eventually convinces him to compensate her, 
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stating she needs money to go shopping. In this manner, she and Sefton are playing out 

the bourgeoisie/employer and proletariat/worker relationship.  

Furthermore, not only is Rose the worker, but, as a model, she is also a 

commodity; she sells an image of herself for Sefton’s painting. Bartky discusses how 

women internalize the male gaze to police their own appearances because they have been 

taught their bodies are social currency, but in Rose’s case, her appearance is both social 

and literal currency. The emphasis on monetary exchange in the text highlights this. Pain 

makes obvious the economic transitions that underwrite the making of art. One of the 

first things we learned about Rose is that she is a good model and therefore makes “the 

most money” (Pain 245). Indeed, Pain explicitly states that her beauty is “her business,” 

her job and livelihood (248). He also draws attention to the fact that Rose is middle to 

lower class. She is without education and “talks commonly” with a “common accent” 

(Pain 247, 248). Her working class accent “jar[s]” Sefton, as it reminds him that she is 

not “educated” or “poetical or cultured”—a reminder that makes it hard for him to turn 

her into the Aphrodite he wishes her to be (Pain 248). It is noteworthy that it is 

specifically her voice—which reminds Sefton that Rose belongs to a certain community 

and class—that makes it difficult for him to romanticize her and which shatters his 

illusions of her perfect passive femininity. She is the ideal female, in other words, so long 

as she keeps her mouth shut.  

“Rose Rose,” the title of the story, is Rose’s nickname given to her by the artists 

she works for and reveals her fragmentation between being a human and being an art 

object. In addition, her professional nickname being her given name duplicated brings to 
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mind Freud’s theories about the uncanny nature of doubling, foreshadowing Rose’s 

reappearance as a ghost.14 When she does return, Rose’s lack of speech and personality in 

favor of physical appearance speaks to Bartky’s feminist and Marxist exploration of 

female alienation of the mind from the body. Thus Pain utilized the female ghost to bring 

attention to the internal split of women under capitalism.  

At the end of the story, Sefton is said to have committed suicide. He is found in 

his studio hours after his death along with a note. His request—to have his painting 

shown at the Royal Academy—is heeded, and his Aphrodite is called a success. We learn 

that “the suicide made a good deal of talk at the time, and a special attendant was 

necessary to regulate the crowds round it, when, as directed by his will, the picture was 

exhibited at the Royal Academy” (252). Sefton’s painting would have been right at home 

on the walls of the Salon, but morbid curiosity turns it into an unusual spectacle. 

According to an article from a 1910 issue of the Saturday Evening Post, the Royal 

Academy’s exhibits were more about providing entertainment than art: “The rooms are 

packed like gigantic sardine-boxes, and a roar resembling that of Babel echoes down 

from the roof, for every one is laughing and talking, and the silent, unnoticed pictures 

enjoy a private view of the world’s celebrities'' (15). True, Sefton’s painting does not go 

unnoticed, but Pain’s stress that the painting ends up at the Royal Academy implies that 

 
14 Though Pain (and Freud) write mostly in the early twentieth century, it is relevant to note that second-
wave feminist critics Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic speak of the literary 
dramatization of “self-division,” of the way femininity was doubled in way that masculinity wasn’t in the 
nineteenth century (78). For further reading, see: Sandra M. Gilbert, and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in 
the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (Yale University 
Press, 2020). 
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his Aphrodite ultimately proves less a work of transcendental art than an object of 

entertaining kitsch. Moreover, if the painting attracts attention, it is because of its 

connection to the scandal of Sefton’s (supposed) suicide rather than for its intrinsic value. 

But does Sefton take his life? Here, the text is interestingly ambivalent. Despite 

Sefton’s death being called a suicide, Pain actually encourages another reading. In the 

text, the suicide note says: “I have finished it, but I can’t stand any more” (252). The 

word choice is interesting, as it fits Rose more than Sefton. In the first scene of the story, 

after all, Sefton gives Rose a hard time because he did not think she would show up to 

finish the painting. Moreover, the text emphasizes Rose’s posing, how she can stand for 

long periods of time without moving. Thus the text invites the reader to consider the 

possibility that the “suicide” note came from the ghost of Rose, who keeps returning to 

Sefton to finish “standing” for him. In a brief conversation between Sefton’s peers before 

he dies, fellow artists Merion and Devigne say that Sefton has become a loner and has 

moved out to a different studio, secluded and farther out in London. They wonder how 

Sefton gets models since none will venture all the way out there, and Devigne confirms 

Sefton has said he has no model (251). Merion agrees, saying Sefton must be working 

from memory. But when Merion goes to visit the isolated Sefton, Sefton says he has, in 

fact, got a model but he will not let Merion in—a hint that his model is Rose’s ghost. 

Rose has to show up after she has perished from her accident, and again and again, until 

the painting is done. At the end, the sentiment of “I have finished it, but I can’t stand any 

more” applies more to Rose’s situation than Sefton’s. 
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The implication, then, is that Rose’s ghost might have killed Sefton or driven him 

crazy enough to kill himself. If so, Rose belongs to a lineage of female ghosts—such as 

Braddon’s Gertrude and perhaps Lee’s Medea—who punish men for treating them poorly 

in life. Is Pain’s story a revenge fantasy? It could be read that way, but Pain’s vague 

stance on the subject of Sefton’s suicide makes “Rose Rose” bleaker than Braddon’s and 

Lee’s stories. Whether or not Rose killed Sefton, she is never described as gaining any 

autonomy or agency as a ghost. If anything, she is forced to carry out her modelling job 

even in death. And, ultimately, her likeness still gets exhibited with the Royal Academy, 

up there with all those passive, prone Venuses. 

 Nevertheless, Pain’s attention and sympathy to Rose’s plight is noteworthy. With 

“Rose Rose,” Pain showcases and responds to the cultural blur between women and 

commodities in the early twentieth century, proving himself an expert on consumer 

culture, which, despite his lack of recognition in contemporary literary canon, makes him 

all the more intriguing to study. Pain is forgotten today precisely because his writing was 

regarded as ‘popular’ rather than great, trendy rather than transcendental. Ironically, 

though, these are the traits that make him worth recuperating. A modern twist on the 

Pygmalion myth, Pain’s “Rose Rose” uses the female ghost to showcase the effects of 

capitalism on art while also unearthing the particular demands placed on women under 

this economic system.  
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Conclusion 

In 1846, Edgar Allan Poe proclaimed that “the death … of a beautiful woman is, 

unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world” (“The Philosophy of 

Composition”). Though an American author, Poe’s words capture the fascination with 

female death that permeated Britain in the long nineteenth century. In death, the female 

body provided a passive and artistic object by which male artists and observers could 

imaginatively work through broad anxieties about female “deviance” and the threat to 

patriarchy it constituted. The inert female body represented an aesthetic opportunity for 

the patriarchal order to reassert its power. The literary female ghost, even while reflecting 

the culture and ideology surrounding these artistic tropes, was also deployed to 

destabilize male dominance. 

 As many scholars have noticed, there is immense feminist potential in ghosts. 

Basham claims that since women and ghosts were “subject to the same kind of criticism 

and liable to be met with the same dismissive hostility,” the ghost story “provided for 

many writers in the second half of the [nineteenth] century its own peculiar route into 

feminism” (152, 157). Similarly, Vanessa D. Dickerson argues that they were a way of 

“voicing feminine concerns” for women writers (Dickerson 6). But female ghosts in 

particular were in a unique position: they had the capacity to evoke problematic imagery 

that spoke to women’s passivity or degeneracy, but, in doing so, they also could directly 

respond to and subvert those negative stereotypes.  

 In all three stories analyzed in my study, the female ghosts infringe upon male-

dominated artistic space. In The Masculinities Reader (2002), Stephen Whitehead 

declares that men are “expected to transcend space,” for the “masculine bodily existence 
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suggests the occupation of space, the capacity to define space, the ability to exercise 

control over space” (189). Female ghosts, when utilized to do so, could occupy, define, 

control and transcend space in a way that pushed back against period conventions. As 

literary ghosts, women could stray from the domestic space of the haunted house out into 

the public sphere—a convention that became more entrenched in the late nineteenth 

century. Thus in her 1917 essay “Modern Ghosts,” Dorothy Scarborough observes that 

while Gothic ghosts, like Gothic heroines, were “fragile and helpless” in the first half of 

the nineteenth century, ghosts in the second half of the nineteenth century were “more 

healthy, more active, more alive” (qtd. in Basham 156). During a time of great change, as 

women increasingly entered the workforce, advocated for the right to vote, and fought for 

sexual liberty, ghosts also gained autonomy. To use the words of the short story writer L. 

P. Hartley, “Like women and other depressed classes, [ghosts] have emancipated 

themselves” (qtd. in Jones xv).  

What we see from my analysis is that the ghost story, given its status as a horror 

genre, offers the potential for gender inversion that was not quite as permissible in realist 

fiction. As the critic Jennifer Uglow observes, “the experience of seeing a ghost pushes 

men into conventionally female roles: timid, nervous, helpless” (qtd. in Dickerson 3-4). 

Dickerson adds that “men who saw ghosts lost privilege, for ghost-seeing in Victorian 

England was [not] a masculine … feat (3). Moreover, female ghosts could take on 

traditionally masculine qualities of activeness and mobility, underscoring the extent to 

which the men who saw them could slip from standards of manliness. Thus in Braddon’s 

“The Cold Embrace,” Lee’s “Amour Dure,” and Pain’s “Rose Rose,” the male characters 
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get associated with madness and hysteria—losses of control historically coded 

feminine—before dying emasculated while the female ghost survives. 

Pondering the phenomenon of nineteenth-century female ghost story writers in 

their 1986 anthology of English ghost stories, Cox and Gilbert ask why so many women 

were attracted to the form and why this question has “received little critical attention” 

(xiii). They hypothesize, 

Perhaps women, being on the margins of society—politically speaking—during 

the nineteenth century, were especially impelled to write about the margins of the 

visible, for the ghost story (as Dorothy Sayers observed) deals with power and 

thus might be expected to appeal to those who felt the absence of self-

determination in their own lives. (Cox & Gilbert xiii). 

Since the 1980s, much more attention has been paid to women’s relationship to ghost 

literature. However, the field, especially in regards to short stories, remains small 

compared to other realms of scholarship. There is especially a lack of attention paid to the 

visual spectacle of the inert female body, of dead women being made into art objects in 

ghost literature. This study, then, has sought to fill a gap in showing how aesthetic 

representations of dead women shaped depictions of female ghosts from 1860 to 1911, 

and how the figure of the female ghost could, in turn, challenge such aesthetic 

representations, therefore challenging patriarchal ideology. As ghosts, women could shift 

from “poetical” (to use Poe’s word) to powerful.  
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