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Abstract

Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, Little Red Riding Hood,
Bluebeard’s bride, Beauty and the Beast, wakened marionette,
Eve, Mother Earth, Black Venus, Leda and the Swan, Helen of
Troy, Lizzie Borden, and Hollywood idol—these familiar yet
totally new images build up the British contemporary writer
Angela Carter’s magical and alternative fairy-tale world. The
fairy tale, for Carter, is an inclusive definition, similar to what
Roland Barthes calls mythologies—an established signifying
system, a discourse that transforms what is cultural into what
appears to be natural, and a “truth” that permeates daily life and
insidiously manipulates our minds and behavior. More
accurately, what Carter endeavors to demythologize is the fairy
tale about women in male discourses—ranging from classical fairy
tales, folk tales, myths, biblical allusions to literary classics,
famous people’s legends, children’s thymes, Disney cartoons and
Hollywood movies.

Setting the boundary of the fairy tale according to Carter’s
definition, this dissertation aims to explore the theme of Carter’s

rewriting of the fairy tale in four of her novels—The Passion of
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New Eve, The Magic Toyshop, The Infernal Desire Machines of
Doctor Hoffman, Nights at the Circus and some of her short
stories—“The Snow Child,” “The Bloody Chamber,” “The
Loves of Lady Purple,” “Lizzie’s Tiger,” “The Fall River Axe
Murders, ” “The Courtship of Mr Lyon,” “The Tiger’s Bride, ”
“Black Venus,” and “The Company of Wolves. ” These works
subvert the polarized female images in authoritative texts: the
beautiful, kind, good-hearted, self-restraining, and sacrificing
women are entrapped in misfortune and misery under Carter’s
pen, while the conventionally defined strong, wayward, vulgar,
cruel, and selfish women are depicted as subjects enjoying
freedom and prosperity. Such radical rewriting became a focus of
attention in literature studies at the end of the twentieth century
and has aroused lasting and heated debate among critics. Some
believe that Carter’s rewriting marks a new era of feminism in the
discursive field; others argue that her rewriting is repeating the
patriarchal discourse from another perspective.

This dissertation attempts to interpret the theme of Carter’s
rewriting of the fairy tale with Foucault’s theory on body and
subject, power and resistance in order to restore the feminist
value to these works. My central argument is that Carter’s
rewriting is a two-fold project with an ultimate goal to explore
female subjectivity through the perspective of body. Her
rewriting, on the one hand, exposes the process how submissive
female subjects are shaped by patriarchal power through bodily
techniques such as discipline, punishment and self-surveillance

in canonical texts, and, on the other hand, provides possibilities
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for more autonomous female subjects by positively portraying
rebellious women with subversive bodies. And the debate on the
ambivalence in Carter’s works is recast with Foucault’s insight
that resistance is never exterior to power. Therefore, the
conclusion is that Carter’s fairy-tale rewriting, generally
speaking, is a discursive resistance to the power relations
dominated by patriarchy.

The body part of the dissertation covers three chapters.
Chapter One “From Body to Subject in Rewriting of the Fairy
Tale” provides a theoretical framework by defining the basic
terms such as rewriting ( postmodernist parody), fairy tale,
subject, and body adopted in the present study and exploring the
interaction of these notions. Chapter Two “ Disrupting the
Submissive Subject: Body as the Site of Power” endeavors to
analyze how Carter shatters the “ideal women” images in
authoritative texts. These women are deprived of their autonomy
with their bodies objectified in “the eye of power, ” fetishized in
consumer culture, imprisoned in ultimate passivity, disciplined
and exploited in familial space, afflicted and bullied by violence
and sadism, and trained into “femininity” by various corporeal
means. Chapter Three “Reconstructing a More Autonomous
Female Subject: Body as the Site of Resistance” aims to analyze
Carter’s re-representation of the “ wicked women. ” They
challenge male aesthetics with huge bodies and coarse manners,
rise up with violent bodies against the suffocating patriarchal
dominance, expediently strive for subjectivity in a society that

institutionally commodifies the female body, initiate into
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autonomous female desire suppressed by male discourse, and
restore real power to the nurturing maternal body. These women
resist the inscription of power and provide possibilities for more
autonomous female subjects with subversive bodies. Chapters
Two and Three, as an organic whole, echo and reinforce each
other to illustrate how Carter breaks the magic spell cast on the

female body-subject in her rewriting project of fairy tales.
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Introduction

The fact that by the mid-1990s, Angela Carter (1940 -
1992), had been the single most popular subject of Ph. D. theses
in English Literature at British Universities, ® makes her
nominated as “the most read contemporary author on English
university campus”( Barker 14) and playfully called “St. Angela
of the Campus”( Dalley 29). As “one of Britain’s most original,
iconoclastic, and learned writers”( Tucker 1), Carter’s early death
of lung cancer caused great pity and feeling of loss in British
literature. Salman Rushdie lamented: “With Angela Carter’s death
English literature has lost its high sorceress, its benevolent witch-
Queen, a burlesque artist of genius and antic grace”(5). Since

her death, Carter has been gaining increasing popularity in the

@ Paul Barker, editor of the magazine New Society, who published many of Carter’s
essays, comes to the above conclusion on the basis that “...among the requests for grants
for doctorial study received by the British Academic in the academic year 1992 - 93, there
were 40 proposals to study Carter’s work, more—and this is the punch line—than the
council received for the entire eighteenth century”( Gamble 1). Lorna Sage also assumes
that “there were more than forty applicants wanting to do doctorates on Carter, making her
by far the most fashionable twentieth-century topic » according to what the Academy

President reported in the year 1992 — 93 ( “Introduction” 3).



