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ABSTRACT 

GIRLS' SCHOOL AND COLLEGE FRIENDSHIPS IN TWENTIETH-

CENTDRY BRITISH FICTION 

Sheena Maria W i l k i n s o n , U n i v e r s i t y o f Durham, 1998 

T h i s s t u d y examines i n d e t a i l a v a r i e t y o f a d o l e s c e n t 
female f r i e n d s h i p s i n t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y B r i t i s h n o v e l s , 
w r i t t e n f o r b o t h t h e ' a d u l t ' and ' j u v e n i l e ' r e a d i n g p u b l i c , 
a d i s t i n c t i o n which I argue i s a r b i t r a r y , s i n c e t h e 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e two i s an e x c e p t i o n a l l y c l o s e one. 

Scholars d i s c u s s i n g adolescence t h i s c e n t u r y have 
tended t o i g n o r e t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f g i r l s , or t o r e i n f o r c e 
p a t r i a r c h a l s t e r e o t y p e s by p r e s e n t i n g g i r l s i n m a r g i n a l and 
r e a c t i o n a r y r o l e s . U n t i l r e c e n t l y , even f e m i n i s t d i s c o u r s e 
on f r i e n d s h i p has been i n c l i n e d t o focus on a d u l t 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s , o r t o examine g i r l s i n r e l a t i o n t o boys. 
I d e n t i f y i n g t h e s e t e n d e n c i e s , I e x p l o r e f i c t i o n s e t i n 
g i r l s ' s chools and c o l l e g e s t o d e t e r m i n e how n o v e l i s t s saw 
t h i s s i g n i f i c a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

G i r l s ' s c h o o l s and c o l l e g e s r e p r e s e n t e d a s i g n i f i c a n t 
c u l t u r a l space f o r g i r l s and young women t o l e a r n t o v a l u e 
female companionship. A l t h o u g h most d i s c o u r s e on g i r l s ' 
s c h o ol f r i e n d s h i p s has focused on t h e 'crush' r e l a t i o n s h i p , 
I was i n t e r e s t e d i n d e t e r m i n i n g t o what e x t e n t w r i t e r s 
v a l u e d ' o r d i n a r y ' f r i e n d s h i p s , as an area o f l i f e over which 
g i r l s , e a r l i e r t h i s c e n t u r y , were a b l e t o e x e r t some 
autonomy. 

The g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s t h e obvious f i c t i o n a l space 
t o c e l e b r a t e a d o l e s c e n t female f r i e n d s h i p i n a l l i t s 
c o m p l e x i t y . As a genre i t has been c o n s i s t e n t l y devalued by 
c r i t i c s (perhaps p a r t l y because o f t h e v e r y a c c e s s i b i l i t y o f 
the s c h o o l g i r l as a c u l t u r a l image) d e s p i t e e n j o y i n g 
e n d u r i n g p o p u l a r i t y among reade r s o f a l l ages, and i n s p i r i n g 
s e v e r a l n o t a b l e n o v e l i s t s t o adopt i t s c o n v e n t i o n s f o r t h e i r 
own works, as demonstrated i n t h i s s t u d y . 

My approach t o t h e t e x t s d i s c u s s e d here i n v o l v e s a 
c l o s e r e a d i n g o f t h e t e x t a g a i n s t an awareness o f t h e 
c u l t u r a l c o n d i t i o n s i n which i t was produced. As I show, 
f a i l u r e t o t a k e i n t o account these c u l t u r a l c o n d i t i o n s can 
l e a d t o m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e n o v e l s and t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
d e p i c t e d t h e r e i n . 

T h i s s t u d y , drawing on a wide v a r i e t y o f t e x t s produced 
between 1909 and 1990, shows c l e a r l y t h a t t h e n o v e l i s t s 
concerned were i n f l u e n c e d t o v a r y i n g e x t e n t s by t h e 
p r e v a i l i n g i d e o l o g i e s o f t h e i r t i m e s . These i d e o l o g i e s o f t e n 
d e termine t h e importance t h e y accord female f r i e n d s h i p , t h e 
form i t t a k e s , and t h e language t h e y use t o d i s c u s s i t . 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

1. Why study f i c t i o n a l f r i e n d s h i p s ? 

'Whatever comes t o us, n o t h i n g can a l t e r 
our f r i e n d s h i p . . . . W e 1 1 1 always be f r i e n d s , 
and w e ' l l always remember our schooldays.' 

So says Joey B e t t a n y on her l a s t day a t t h e C h a l e t School i n 

1935 1. And, i n d i r e c t l y , i t was t h e C h a l e t School, w i t h i t s 

s e d u c t i v e l y u n p r o b l e m a t i c view o f f r i e n d s h i p , schooldays and 

l i f e a f t e r s c h o o l , which l e d t o t h e c o n c e p t i o n o f t h i s 

s t u d y . 

L i k e many c h i l d r e n I was g i v e n as p r e s e n t s books which 

my p a r e n t s had enjoyed t w e n t y years b e f o r e . Thus, a t e i g h t 

or n i n e , I was i n t r o d u c e d t o A r t h u r Ransome by my f a t h e r and 

t o a v a r i e t y o f g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s by my mother. I can 

s t i l l , on o c c a s i o n , enjoy r e a d i n g o f t h e h o l i d a y a d v e n t u r e s 

o f t h e Swallows and Amazons, but the more mundane t e r m - t i m e 

e x p l o i t s o f t h e Chalet g i r l s and t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s i n many 

o t h e r f i c t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s , have c a p t u r e d my i m a g i n a t i o n 

more t h o r o u g h l y , l e a d i n g t o a l i f e - l o n g i n t e r e s t i n f i c t i o n 

about g i r l s a t s c h o o l . From Joey o f the C h a l e t School, 

Dimsie o f 'Jane's' and D a r r e l l o f Malory Towers i t was a 

n a t u r a l p r o g r e s s i o n t o Jane Eyre a t Lowood, Nanda a t 

L i p p i n g t o n , and as many t e r r i b l e , t h r i l l i n g accounts as I 

c o u l d f i n d o f t h e Brontes' t r a g i c s o j o u r n a t Cowan B r i d g e . 
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When I began r e s e a r c h f o r t h i s s t u d y o f a d o l e s c e n t 

female f r i e n d s h i p i n t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y f i c t i o n , two t h i n g s 

became c l e a r a t an e a r l y s t a g e . F i r s t l y , t h e n o v e l s which 

d e a l t most c o n v i n c i n g l y w i t h f r i e n d s h i p tended t o be s e t , 

f o r obvious reasons which w i l l be o u t l i n e d l a t e r , w h o l l y o r 

p a r t l y i n g i r l s ' s c h o o l s , and s e c o n d l y , these n o v e l s seemed 

t o owe a c o n s i d e r a b l e debt t o t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y as 

p o p u l a r i s e d by Angela B r a z i l , E l i n o r M. Brent-Dyer, D o r i t a 

F a i r l i e Bruce, E l s i e J. Oxenham and scores o f o t h e r , l a r g e l y 

f o r g o t t e n w r i t e r s . 

Bobbie Ann Mason i n The G i r l S l e u t h a s s e r t s t h a t women -
2 

even f i c t i o n a l women - share a common r e a d i n g p a s t : 

L o l i t a must have read Nancy Drew and the 
Bobbsey Twins. We a l l d i d . 

For B r i t i s h g i r l s i n every decade t h i s c e n t u r y , but 

e s p e c i a l l y between the wars, g i r l s ' school s t o r i e s were 

read because 'we a l l d i d . ' C e r t a i n l y , t h e g i r l s i n Angela 

Lambert's No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s read ' s t u p i d Dimsie and 

Enid B l y t o n ' ^ , and C l a r a B a t c h e l o r complains t h a t a p e t t y 
4 

scene a t her h i g h school i s 'very Angela B r a z i l i s h ' . Even 

when no such s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e t o g i r l s ' s t o r i e s i s made, 

however, i t seems reasonable t o a p p l y Mason's argument 

g e n e r a l l y t o t h e female c h a r a c t e r s i n modern B r i t i s h f i c t i o n 

( a c c e p t i n g o f course t h a t we a r e h y p o t h e s i s i n g about 

i m a g i n a r y c h a r a c t e r s ) . 
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T h e i r c r e a t o r s , however, were and are not i m a g i n a r y , 

and I would suggest w i t h c o n f i d e n c e t h a t t h e ' a d u l t ' w r i t e r s 

s t u d i e d here - A n t o n i a White, Rosamond Lehmann, J a n i c e 

E l l i o t t , Andrea Newman and Angela Lambert - were f u l l y 

c o n v e r s a n t w i t h t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y . Even i f t h e i r 

a b s o r p t i o n o f many o f i t s f a m i l i a r elements i n t o t h e i r own 

w r i t i n g d i d n o t i m p l y t h i s , t h e f a c t i s t h a t most o f them 

were g i r l s a t a t i m e when t h e s c h o o l s t o r y was immensely 

p o p u l a r . I t i s h i g h l y u n l i k e l y t h a t t h e y would never have 

read an Angela B r a z i l o r E l i n o r M. Brent-Dyer n o v e l . T h e i r 

f i r s t r e a d e r s , t o o , may v e r y w e l l have 'graduated' from 

Dimsie and t h e C h a l e t School. The t i t l e a l o ne o f Angela 

Lambert's 1990 n o v e l No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s s u r e l y 

designed t o s t r i k e a chord w i t h r e a d e r s who w i l l i m m e d i a t e l y 

r e c o g n i s e t h e admonishment, and t h e w o r l d i t c o n j u r e s up, 

p o s s i b l y from t h e i r own e x p e r i e n c e but much more p r o b a b l y 

from t h e i r r e a d i n g of school s t o r i e s . 

I t i s t h i s i n t e r t e x t u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between what 

E l i z a b e t h Bowen d e f i n e d as t h e 'school s t o r y proper' and t h e 

'school n o v e l ' ^ which has f a s c i n a t e d me d u r i n g t h e w r i t i n g 

of t h i s t h e s i s , and i t i s , I t h i n k , t h e r e c o g n i t i o n and 

e x p l o r a t i o n o f t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p which d i s t i n g u i s h e s t h i s 

s tudy from o t h e r r e c e n t d i s c o u r s e on women's w r i t i n g and on 

t h e s c h o o l s t o r y . 

On t h e whole, a l t h o u g h not e x c l u s i v e l y , c r i t i c s a r e 
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wary of a p p l y i n g t h e same c r i t e r i a t o a d u l t s ' as t o 

c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e , a t l e a s t w i t h i n a s i n g l e s t u d y . While 

many c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e c r i t i c s ' * have argued, as I 

would, f o r c h i l d r e n ' s n o v e l s t o be t a k e n more s e r i o u s l y , and 

t h e r e i s a c o n t i n u i n g and p o s s i b l y u n r e s o l v a b l e debate about 

what a c t u a l l y c o n s t i t u t e s a ' c h i l d r e n ' s ' b o o k 7, these 

d i s c u s s i o n s do n o t seem t o have l e d t o a major t r e n d towards 

d i s c u s s i n g ' a d u l t s ' and ' c h i l d r e n ' s ' n o v e l s t o g e t h e r . 

I t i s my aim i n t h i s s t udy t o approach every n o v e l , 

r e g a r d l e s s o f i t s i n t e n d e d r e a d e r s h i p , i n e x a c t l y the. same 

way, as a work o f i m a g i n a t i o n o f f e r i n g an i m p o r t a n t female 

space f o r t h e e x p l o r a t i o n o f g i r l s ' f r i e n d s h i p s . At f i r s t 

g l a n c e , a n o v e l l i k e Rosamond Lehmann's Dusty Answer may 

seem t o have l i t t l e i n common w i t h an Angela B r a z i l o r E l s i e 

J. Oxenham n o v e l , b u t , as I s h a l l demonstrate, t h e m a t i c a l l y 

and c u l t u r a l l y , even a e s t h e t i c a l l y , t h e y s t a n d c l o s e r 

t o g e t h e r t h a n one might t h i n k . I f , as Maria N i k o l a j e v a 

a s s e r t s , summarising M i k h a i l B a k h t i n ' s t h e o r y o f d i a l o g i c s 

or i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y , ' l i t e r a t u r e and a r t are c r e a t e d i n a 

c o n t i n u o u s c o n v e r s a t i o n ... between c r e a t o r s , i n which each 

new piece o f a r t or l i t e r a t u r e i s a new l i n e i n t h e 
g 

c o n v e r s a t i o n ' , then a l l t h e w r i t e r s i n t h i s s t u d y are 

engaged i n a d i a l o g u e about g i r l s a t school and c o l l e g e i n 

t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y B r i t a i n and t h e f r i e n d s h i p s which form an 

i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e . 
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N a t u r a l l y , t h i s s t u dy draws on v a r i o u s areas o f 

i n t e r e s t , b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r ideas about adolescence, about 

female f r i e n d s h i p and about t h e s c h o o l s t o r y . Work i n these 

areas has been l a r g e l y t h e o r e t i c a l o r s o c i o l o g i c a l i n i t s 

approach, even when l i t e r a r y t e x t s have been t h e f o c u s . 

There has been, c o n s e q u e n t l y , an absence o f c l o s e r e a d i n g -

e s p e c i a l l y a c c u r a t e c l o s e r e a d i n g - and my i n t e n t i o n i n 

t h i s s t udy i s t o read each n o v e l c a r e f u l l y , acknowledging 

the importance o f i t s s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l background, t h e 

i d e o l o g i c a l c o n d i t i o n s which d i r e c t l y o r i n d i r e c t l y produced 

i t , and i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o o t h e r n o v e l s i n t h e s t u d y and 

t o t h e s c h o o l s t o r y genre i n g e n e r a l . 

I n r e v i e w i n g t he a v a i l a b l e l i t e r a t u r e i n these areas I 

have been s t r u c k by t h e g e n e r a l n e g l e c t o f g i r l s i n s t u d i e s 

of adolescence; of a d o l e s c e n t s i n s t u d i e s o f women's 

f r i e n d s h i p s ; and of g i r l s ' s c h o o l s i n s t u d i e s o f scho o l s and 

school s t o r i e s . That i s n o t t o say, o f course, t h a t l i t t l e 

has been w r i t t e n about a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s , about t h e i r 

f r i e n d s h i p s and about t h e i r s c h o o l i n g i n r e a l and imagined 

i n s t i t u t i o n s . I n f a c t , a c o n s i d e r a b l e body o f such 

l i t e r a t u r e has e x i s t e d s i n c e t h e 'problem' o f the 'modern 

g i r l ' was f i r s t expounded by commentators such as E l i z a Lynn 
9 

L i n t o n whose The G i r l o f t h e P e r i o d was a p o p u l a r 

l a t e - V i c t o r i a n response t o what was seen as t h e d e c l i n e o f 

' t r u e ' f e m i n i n i t y w i t h a l l i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r s o c i e t y . 

But g i r l s are c o n s p i c u o u s l y absent from 'mainstream' 
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s t u d i e s : much has been w r i t t e n about them, yes, but on t h e 

whole t h i s has been v a l u e - l a d e n and g r u d g i n g ; they are g i v e n 

a few paragraphs or a c h a p t e r i n a s t u d y which c l a i m s t o be 

about 'adolescence' b u t which i s c l e a r l y i n t e r e s t e d 

p r i m a r i l y i n male adolescence, o r t h e y are t h e focus o f 

sep a r a t e s t u d i e s , w r i t t e n as a welcome response t o t h e l a c k 

of h e l p f u l d i s c o u r s e on female adolescence, b u t a c c e n t u a t i n g 

t h e i r m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n . 

S i m i l a r l y , a d o l e s c e n t f r i e n d s h i p s r e c e i v e l i t t l e 

a t t e n t i o n i n t h e v a r i o u s s t u d i e s o f female f r i e n d s h i p s .which 

have been p u b l i s h e d i n t h e l a s t decade o r so. For example, 

Ja n i c e Raymond i n A Passion f o r F r i e n d s " ^ does n o t d e a l w i t h 

a d o l e s c e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s a t a l l i n her 275 page s t u d y o f 

'female a f f e c t i o n ' . Are a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s not female? And 

i n t h e w e a l t h o f commentary on the sc h o o l s t o r y , i t has, 

u n t i l very r e c e n t l y , been customary t o n e g l e c t t h e g i r l s ' 

s t o r y i n f a v o u r o f t h e boys', a phenomenon which I s h a l l 

c o n s i d e r i n some depth i n due course. As r e c e n t l y as 1994, 

The Oxford Book o f S c h o o l d a y s 1 1 e d i t e d by P a t r i c i a C r a i g and 

c l a i m i n g i n i t s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o ' i n c l u d e as wide a range o f 
12 

views and revi e w s as p o s s i b l e ' has an overwhelming male 

b i a s . I n a t o t a l o f 401 e x t r a c t s , o n l y 81 are w r i t t e n by 

women and d e a l w i t h g i r l s ' s chooldays. Granted t h a t t h e 

h i s t o r y o f e d u c a t i o n i n B r i t a i n i s such t h a t boys have been 

educated f o r much l o n g e r than g i r l s , i t h a r d l y seems 

reasonable t o accord t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e s f i v e t i m es as much 
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space. 

T h i s tendency t o i g n o r e and t o m a r g i n a l i s e t h e 

e x p e r i e n c e o f women and g i r l s has o f course been r e c o g n i s e d 

and addressed i n many r e c e n t reassessments o f h i s t o r y and 

l i t e r a t u r e . S t u d i e s l i k e V i v i e n n e G r i f f i t h s ' A dolescent 

G i r l s and t h e i r F r i e n d s : a F e m i n i s t Ethnology ( 1 9 9 5 ) 1 ^ 

f o r e g r o u n d t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f g i r l s i n r e l a t i o n t o o t h e r 

g i r l s , and t h e r e have been s e v e r a l r e c e n t s t u d i e s o f g i r l s 

growing up a t v a r i o u s stages o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , such 

as F a s h i o n i n g t h e Feminine; G i r l s , Popular C u l t u r e and 
14 

S c h o o l i n g and Young, White and M i s e r a b l e : Growing Up 

Female i n t h e F i f t i e s ^ , t o g i v e an A u s t r a l i a n and an 

American example. 

Since t h i s s t u d y was f i r s t c onceived i n 1990, t h e r e has 

been a marked i n c r e a s e i n i n t e r e s t i n school s t o r i e s and 

popular l i t e r a t u r e f o r g i r l s g e n e r a l l y . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h e 

tone of t h i s has changed s i n c e the c r i t i c a l c l i m a t e o f t h e 

1970s when Cadogan and C r a i g ' s s u b s t a n t i a l You're a B r i c k , 

A n g e l a ! ' r e d i s c o v e r e d ' a v a s t body o f g i r l s ' f i c t i o n w i t h 

a tongue-in-cheek, s o p h i s t i c a t e d a i r r e m i n i s c e n t o f what 

Tania M o d l e s k i c a l l s the ' f l i p p a n t k i n d o f mockery' which 

o f t e n c h a r a c t e r i s e s c r i t i c i s m o f p o p u l a r f e m i n i n e 

n a r r a t i v e s . 1 7 Rosemary Auchmuty's A World o f G i r l s t a k e s 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s s e r i o u s l y on t h e i r own terms, a r g u i n g 

t h a t they p r o v i d e d g i r l s w i t h an i m p o r t a n t i m a g i n a r y space 

- 7 -



which h i g h l i g h t e d and endorsed women's concerns and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Penny T i n k l e r ' s C o n s t r u c t i n g G i r l h o o d : 

Popular Magazines f o r G i r l s Growing Up i n England, 1920 -
18 

1950 l o o k s i n d e t a i l a t t h e i d e o l o g i c a l r o l e g i r l s ' 

magazines p l a y e d i n c o n s t r u c t i n g f e m i n i n i t y , r e c o g n i s i n g 

t h a t ' f i c t i o n a l b o a r d i n g s c h o o l s ... were an i d e a l v e h i c l e 

f o r c o n s t r u c t i n g p o s i t i v e and a t t r a c t i v e s c h o o l g i r l 
19 

i d e n t i t i e s . ' The C h a l e t School R e v i s i t e d , p u b l i s h e d i n 

1994 t o commemorate the c e n t e n a r y o f t h e b i r t h o f E l i n o r M. 

Brent-Dyer, i s a c o l l e c t i o n o f essays e n t i r e l y devoted t o 

the C h a l e t School s e r i e s . 

I t would seem, t h e n , t h a t i t has become much more 

' r e s p e c t a b l e ' t o d e c l a r e an i n t e r e s t i n g i r l s ' p o p u l a r 

f i c t i o n , perhaps p a r t l y because o f t h e g e n e r a l development 

of academic s t u d i e s of p o p u l a r r e a d i n g and c u l t u r e . Having 

s a i d t h i s , s t u d i e s l i k e A World o f G i r l s are so remarkable 

p a r t l y because they dare t o c h a l l e n g e p o w e r f u l and accepted 

c r i t i c a l views t h a t g i r l s ' s t o r i e s are t r a s h , f o r m u l a 

f i c t i o n ; f o r , as I s h a l l d emonstrate, no m a t t e r what t r e n d 

c r i t i c i s m o f c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e has taken t h i s c e n t u r y , 

the g i r l s ' school s t o r y has u s u a l l y been a v i c t i m . 

A e s t h e t i c a l l y and i d e o l o g i c a l l y , i t has a t t c a c t e d adverse, 

sometimes d o w n r i g h t h o s t i l e c r i t i c i s m . 

I t must be remembered, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t we are perhaps 

s t i l l q u i t e near t h e b e g i n n i n g o f a b a c k l a s h a g a i n s t t h e 
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d e n i g r a t i o n o f t h e sch o o l s t o r y on s e v e r a l c o u n t s . I hope 

t h a t my st u d y o f novels f o r a d u l t s and c h i l d r e n which share 

the s e t t i n g o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l or c o l l e g e , and t h e 

p r i o r i t i s i n g o f f r i e n d s h i p w i t h i n t h a t c o n t e x t , w i l l 

c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e d i s c o u r s e . 

F i c t i o n about g i r l s a t s c h o o l o r c o l l e g e w i l l t e n d t o 

share a number o f concerns and themes. To some e x t e n t , a l l 

such f i c t i o n i s p r i m a r i l y focused on t h e s o c i a l i s a t i o n and 

development o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l . As Penny Brown 
20 

acknowledges , t h e t r a d i t i o n a l model o f t h e Bi ldung-sroman 

( n o v e l o f s e l f d e v e l o p m e n t ) e s t a b l i s h e d by Goethe, i s 

m o d i f i e d s i g n i f i c a n t l y by t h e hero's gender. W i t h i n 

p a t r i a r c h y , Brown argues, s e l f - d e v e l o p m e n t f o r women 
21 

i n v o l v e s 'not t h e m a t u r a t i o n b u t th e growing down.' 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o ap p l y t h i s t h e o r y t o th e t i t l e s o f 
22 

Louisa May A l c o t t ' s L i t t l e Women and L i t t l e Men , both 

novels concerned w i t h s e l f - d e v e l o p m e n t , and two o f t h e most 

pop u l a r novels f o r young people of t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . 

L i t t l e Men suggests t h e embryonic 'man' w i t h i n t h e c h i l d 

(and emphasis i s placed t h r o u g h o u t L i t t l e Men on what t h e 

' l i t t l e men' w i l l 'become' when th e y grow u p ) . L i t t l e Women, 

on t h e o t h e r hand, seems t o im p l y t h e d i m i n u t i o n o r 'growing 

down' o f t h e March s i s t e r s , e s p e c i a l l y Jo, as the y m o d i f y 

t h e i r ideas and a m b i t i o n s t o f i t s o c i e t y ' s e x p e c t a t i o n s . For 

the boys, ' l i t t l e ' i s a s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r development: t h e y 
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can o n l y g e t b i g g e r and b e t t e r . The g i r l s , however, study t o 

become ' l i t t l e ' . 

These less o n s a re l e a r n e d , o f cou r s e , l a r g e l y i n t h e 

home, and t h e domestic arena was seen as t h e prop e r sphere 

f o r t h e g i r l s ' development u n t i l t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y was 
23 

w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d . The ' l i t t l e men', however, l e a r n t h e i r 

lessons a t s c h o o l , a l b e i t i n t h e f a m i l y atmosphere o f 

P l u m f i e l d . Most o f t h e g i r l s i n t h i s s t u d y do indeed have 

t o l e a r n t o 'grow down' t o conform t o s o c i e t y ' s demands 

(Brown f o c u s e s , i n f a c t , as do I , on An t o n i a White's F r o s t 

i n May q u a r t e t and Rosamond Lehmann's Dusty Answer), b u t a t 

l e a s t they a l l , f o r a t i m e , exchange t h e home f o r t h e wi d e r 

w o r l d o f s c h o o l . Many of these i n s t i t u t i o n s , i t i s t r u e , 

are deeply c o n s e r v a t i v e , r e i n f o r c i n g p a t r i a r c h a l s t r u c t u r e s . 
24 

Pau l i n a Palmer says o f F r o s t i n May t h a t : 
D e s p i t e t he f a c t t h a t L i p p i n g t o n i s peopled 
almost e n t i r e l y by women, i t s o r g a n i s a t i o n s 
and codes of conduct reproduce and p e r p e t u a t e 
p a t r i a r c h a l v a l u e s . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e f a c t t h a t these a re communities where t o 

be female i s normal, and where women can be seen i n 

p o s i t i o n s o f a u t h o r i t y and c o n t r o l , i s a p o w e r f u l one, as 
25 

Auchmuty and o t h e r s have p o i n t e d o u t . 

One of the most i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e s between t h e 

s o c i a l i s i n g o f g i r l s i n the home and a t school was s u r e l y 

t h e i n c r e a s e d o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r f r i e n d s h i p o f f e r e d by t h e 
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l a t t e r . G i r l s ' home l i v e s t r a d i t i o n a l l y , and f o r a good p a r t 

o f t h e p r e s e n t c e n t u r y , remained h e a v i l y c i r c u m s c r i b e d by 

p a r e n t a l c o n t r o l . While s c h o o l s were o f t e n s t r i c t t hey d i d 

p r o v i d e g i r l s w i t h access t o t h e companionship and 

s t i m u l a t i o n o f o t h e r g i r l s . I n 1911, Margaret E. Robertson, 
2 6 

a h e a d m i s t r e s s , d e c l a r e d : 

Boarding s c h o o l s have e x c e p t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
o f w i d e n i n g t h e o u t l o o k and e n l a r g i n g t h e 
sympathies. 

The r e l a t i v e freedom t o mix w i t h o t h e r g i r l s n o t d i r e c t l y 

chosen by p a r e n t s must have c o n s t i t u t e d a s i g n i f i c a n t .aspect 

of these o p p o r t u n i t i e s . 

The f r i e n d s h i p o f a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s i n B r i t i s h s c h o o l s 

and c o l l e g e s i s both a n e g l e c t e d and a much-discussed t o p i c . 

That i s t o say, a g r e a t d e a l has been w r i t t e n on t h e s u b j e c t 

i n v a r i o u s q u a r t e r s b u t , as I s h a l l go on t o o u t l i n e i n 

d e t a i l , t h i s has been l a r g e l y confLneJ t o one area - the 

c r u s h : an i n t e n s e e m o t i o n a l attachment t o an admired o l d e r 

p u p i l or m i s t r e s s . 'Ordinary' peer r e l a t i o n s h i p s ( f o r want 

o f a more s c i e n t i f i c term) have a t t r a c t e d r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e 

a t t e n t i o n . I n f i c t i o n , however, t h i s i s f a r from t h e case. 

A l t h o u g h , among the novels d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s s t u d y , t h e r e 

are a number of o v e r t l y r o m a n t i c f r i e n d s h i p s which a r e 

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the 'crush' phenomenon, t h e r e are s t i l l more 

p o r t r a y a l s of the s u p p o r t , f u n , comradeship and s h a r i n g o f 

i d e a s which c h a r a c t e r i s e ' o r d i n a r y ' f r i e n d s h i p - o f t e n 
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w i t h i n t h e same t e x t . 

A note must be i n c l u d e d here on t h e s e l e c t i o n o f t e x t s . 

When i t became c l e a r t o me, as o u t l i n e d above, t h a t t h e 

novels s e t i n g i r l s ' s chools and c o l l e g e s tended t o focus 

most on f r i e n d s h i p I read as many o f th e s e as p o s s i b l e and 

s e l e c t e d f o r c l o s e r study what I b e l i e v e t o be a f a i r l y 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e sample of no v e l s p u b l i s h e d between 1927 and 

1990. (Some o f t h e g i r l s ' s t o r i e s a l l u d e d t o are s l i g h t l y 

e a r l i e r . ) I was keen t o i n c l u d e n o v e l s which might be 

regarded as 'popular' (A Share o f t h e World, No T a l k i n g 

A f t e r L i g h t s ) as w e l l as acknowledged modern ' c l a s s i c s ' l i k e 

Dusty Answer and F r o s t i n May. I n f a c t , these l a t t e r were 

b e s t - s e l l e r s when f i r s t p u b l i s h e d , h i g h l i g h t i n g the 

inadequacy o f t h e term 'popular' t o d e f i n e what i s 

co n s i d e r e d n o n - c a n o n i c a l . Jean Radford, whose o b j e c t i v e i n 

The Progress o f Romance: The P o l i t i c s o f Popular F i c t i o n i s 

to ' r e d e f i n e the r e l a t i o n s h i p between e l i t e and p o p u l a r 

forms as d i f f e r e n t s o c i a l developments w i t h i n t h e same 

f i e l d ' 2 / ( r a t h e r as t h i s s t udy aims t o i n v e s t i g a t e t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 'school s t o r y proper' and t h e 

'school n o v e l ' ) acknowledges t h a t 'the term p o p u l a r i s 

i t s e l f a n o t o r i o u s l y u n s t a b l e c a t e g o r y . ' 

Much o f what has been w r i t t e n about popular f i c t i o n , i n 

p a r t i c u l a r t h e romance, i s ve r y r e l e v a n t t o d i s c u s s i o n s o f 

the g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y and the reasons f o r i t s c o n t i n u i n g 
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a p p e a l , e s p e c i a l l y t o a d u l t women, as I s h a l l go on t o 

i l l u s t r a t e . I t must be p o i n t e d o u t , however, t h a t i n no 

sense s h o u l d t h e ' g i r l s ' 1 s t o r i e s h e r e be seen as e x a m p l e s 

o f ' p o p u l a r ' and t h e ' a d u l t ' n o v e l s o f ' h i g h / e l i t e ' c u l t u r e : 

t h i s i s t o o s i m p l i s t i c an a p p r o a c h t o a l l o w f o r t h e v a r i e t y 

o f f i c t i o n p r e s e n t e d h e r e and t h e c o m p l e x r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

t h e s e t e x t s have t o t h e i r r e a d e r s and t o each o t h e r . 

A l t h o u g h , n a t u r a l l y , t h e n o v e l s c h o s e n had t o d e a l w i t h 

f r i e n d s h i p t o some e x t e n t , I must e m p h a s i s e t h a t i n each 

case t h e t e x t was cho s e n p r i m a r i l y f o r i t s s c h o o l / c o l l e g e 

s e t t i n g and t h e f a c t o f i t s , b e c a u s e o f t h i s s e t t i n g , 

i n e v i t a b l y d e p i c t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e t w e e n a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s 

o r young women. O n l y t h e n d i d I b e g i n t o a n a l y s e how 

f r i e n d s h i p was p r e s e n t e d , t h e s o c i a l and e m o t i o n a l 

i m p o r t a n c e a c c o r d e d i t , and t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e s e t o t h e 

i d e o l o g i c a l c l i m a t e i n w h i c h t h e t e x t was p r o d u c e d . As t h e 

s t u d y shows, some i n t e r e s t i n g p a t t e r n s became a p p a r e n t , w i t h 

t h e r e s u l t t h a t o n l y a t an advanced s t a g e d i d i t become 

c l e a r t o me how t h e t e x t s s h o u l d be o r g a n i s e d , and I 

r e s i s t e d t h e i m p u l s e t o do so c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y . 

I t seemed a p p r o p r i a t e t o ' f r a m e ' t h e d i s c u s s i o n s w i t h 

r e a d i n g s o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y i t s e l f - E l i n o r M. B r e n t -
29 

Dyer's C h a l e t S c h o o l , t h e most p o p u l a r , e n d u r i n g and 

r o m a n t i c s c h o o l s e r i e s e v e r w r i t t e n , and A n t o n i a F o r e s t ' s 

K i n g s c o t e " ^ b o o k s , p r o b a b l y t h e most l i t e r a r y and l e a s t 
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t y p i c a l o f t h e g e n r e . The C h a l e t S c h o o l i s d i s c u s s e d i n 
31 

r e l a t i o n t o No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s , t h e most r e c e n t l y 
32 

p u b l i s h e d o f t h e n o v e l s s t u d i e d . F r o s t i n May , The L o s t 
33 34 T r a v e l l e r and S e c r e t P l a c e s a r e c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y o r d e r e d , 

i n t e r m s o f b o t h t h e i r p u b l i c a t i o n d a t e s and t h e p e r i o d s i n 

w h i c h t h e y a r e s e t , f o r each d e a l s w i t h a f i c t i o n a l t i m e i n 

t h e p a s t ; The L o s t T r a v e l l e r and S e c r e t P l a c e s l o o k i n g 

b a c k w a r d s a t t h e f i r s t and s e c o n d W o r l d Wars r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

The ' c o l l e g e ' n o v e l s o f Rosamond Lehmann ( D u s t y 
35 36 Answer ) and Andrea Newman (A Share o f t h e W o r l d ) , t h o u g h 

p u b l i s h e d a l m o s t f o r t y y e a r s a p a r t , have more i n common t h a n 

t h e i r c o l l e g e s e t t i n g . Each i s a f i r s t n o v e l w r i t t e n by a 

young woman n o t f a r removed f r o m h e r own c o l l e g e d a y s and 

each has an i n t e r e s t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e s e x u a l 

i d e o l o g i e s o f i t s t i m e . They a r e t h e o n l y n o v e l s i n t h e 

s t u d y w i t h s t r i c t l y c o n t e m p o r a r y s e t t i n g s . A n g e l a L a m b e r t ' s 

No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s l o o k s back t o t h e 1950s, when i t s 

a u t h o r was a s c h o o l g i r l . The C h a l e t S c h o o l , a l t h o u g h i t s 

b e g i n n i n g s a r e c o n t e m p o r a r y , w i t h r e f e r e n c e s t o t r o u b l e i n 
3 7 28 I r e l a n d and ' t h e s p i r i t o f young Germany' , does n o t 

q u i t e keep pace w i t h t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y - i n d e e d , i t 

w o u l d be i m p o s s i b l e f o r i t do s o . I n a way, t h e l a t e r b o oks 

( p u b l i s h e d i n t h e 1960s) must be r e g a r d e d as b e i n g s e t ' i n 

t h e p a s t ' , p a r t l y because o f t h e ages o f t h e c h a r a c t e r s -

t h e Maynard t r i p l e t s , b o r n i n 1939 a t t h e o u t b r e a k o f t h e 

second W o r l d War, a r e e i g h t e e n i n The C h a l e t S c h o o l 
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P r e f e c t s , p u b l i s h e d p o s t h u m o u s l y i n 1970, and p a r t l y b e cause 

o f t h e i r a n a c h r o n i s m s . E l i n o r M. B r e n t - D y e r ' s e n t r y i n 
39 

T w e n t i e t h C e n t u r y C h i l d r e n ' s W r i t e r s s u g g e s t s : 

She u n d e r s t o o d t h e t a s t e s o f g i r l s g r o w i n g up 
b e t w e e n t h e w a r s , a l t h o u g h by t h e l a t e 1950s 
h e r books had become a n a c h r o n i s t i c . 

A n a c h r o n i s t i c t h e y may be, b u t , as I s h a l l e s t a b l i s h , none 

t h e l e s s p o p u l a r f o r a l l t h a t a n d , t w e n t y y e a r s a f t e r t h i s 

was w r i t t e n , i n p r i n t i n a new e d i t i o n ! 

As f o r t h e K i n g s c o t e s e r i e s , t h e y p r e s e n t a d a t i n g 

p r o b l e m . The f i r s t book was p u b l i s h e d i n 1948, t h e l a s t 

s c h o o l s t o r y i n 1976, b u t o n l y t w o f i c t i o n a l y e a r s have 

p a s s e d . However, each book i s s e t more o r l e s s i n t h e t i m e 

i t was w r i t t e n , w i t h , as I s h a l l show i n t h e r e l e v a n t 

c h a p t e r , i n t e r e s t i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s . 

Of c o u r s e , t h e books d i s c u s s e d h e r e a r e by no means t h e 

o n l y n o v e l s r e l e v a n t t o a s t u d y o f g i r l s ' s c h o o l and c o l l e g e 

f r i e n d s h i p s . What t h e s e n o v e l s have i n common i s t h a t , 

c e n t r a l as t h e theme o f f r i e n d s h i p may be ( i t i s n o t 

a l w a y s ) , i n t e n s e as t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s d e s c r i b e d o f t e n a r e , 

t h e i r a u t h o r s a r e c o n c e r n e d w i t h more t h a n s i m p l y d e p i c t i n g 

one p a r t i c u l a r l y p a s s i o n a t e o r d e e p - f e l t r e l a t i o n s h i p . They 

a r e , as we s h a l l s e e , i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e c o m p l e x i t i e s o f 

f r i e n d s h i p , i n t h e d i v e r s e r o l e s w h i c h f r i e n d s h i p c an p l a y 

i n t h e l i v e s o f a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s o r young women. The e x t e n t 
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t o w h i c h t h e y c o n c e r n t h e m s e l v e s w i t h f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p and 

t h e l a n g u a g e t h e y use t o do so c a n t e l l us a g r e a t d e a l 

a b o u t t h e s o c i e t y i n w h i c h t h e y were w r i t i n g . 

I n most o f t h e s e n o v e l s , f r i e n d s h i p i s g i v e n an 

i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n i n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e h e r o i n e and h e r 

i d e a s : i t i s more t h a n m e r e l y an e m o t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p . F o r 

e x a m p l e , i n The L o s t T r a v e l l e r , t h e q u a l i t y o f C l a r a ' s 

f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h P a t s y and R u t h i s n o t r e m a r k a b l e : w h a t 

makes t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p s so m e a n i n g f u l i s t h e o p p o r t u n i t y 

t h e y a f f o r d f o r r e b e l l i o n a g a i n s t h e r p a r e n t s and, by 

e x t e n s i o n , a g a i n s t t h e r o l e w h i c h s o c i e t y has o r d a i n e d f o r 

h e r . I t s h o u l d n o t be f o r g o t t e n , h o w e v e r , t h a t f r i e n d s h i p _is_ 

an e m o t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p and, b e i n g o f t e n t h e o n l y a r e n a 

where a g i r l c o u l d a s s e r t h e r a utonomy, an e x t r e m e l y 

i m p o r t a n t one. 
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I . A d o l e s c e n c e 

I n the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y a w e a l t h of l i t e r a t u r e 

on t h e s u b j e c t of a d o l e s c e n c e a p p e a r e d , and was f a i r l y 

w i d e l y r e a d , on both s i d e s of t h e A t l a n t i c . For a long time 

the most i n f l u e n t i a l of t h e s e was G. S t a n l e y H a l l ' s 
40 

A d o l e s c e n c e . A huge work i n two volumes, H a l l ' s s t u d y 

w r i t e s of a d o l e s c e n c e i n c e l e b r a t o r y , a l m o s t e u l o g i s t i c 

t erms. He saw a d o l e s c e n c e as a time of growth, a m b i t i o n and 

change - f o r boys. I n over 1,000 pages of c l o s e l y p r i n t e d 

t e x t g i r l s r e c e i v e s c a n t a t t e n t i o n . T h e r e i s an u n p l e a s a n t 

l o g i c about H a l l ' s d i s r e g a r d f o r female a d o l e s c e n c e , f o r 

a d o l e s c e n c e as d e f i n e d by him c o u l d have l i t t l e r e a l meaning 

f o r g i r l s i n 1904 - or f o r some c o n s i d e r a b l e time t o come. 

H a l l b e l i e v e d t h a t women c o u l d n e v e r a c t u a l l y hope t o a t t a i n 

the s e l f - k n o w l e d g e towards which boys were growing, f o r 

t h e i r l i v e s were governed not by r e a s o n and i n t e l l e c t , but 
41 

by 'deep u n c o n s c i o u s i n s t i n c t s . " For a g i r l , H a l l 

a s s e r t e d , a d o l e s c e n c e was a time of profound e m o t i o n a l 

i n s t a b i l i t y , d u r i n g which she needed s p e c i a l p r o t e c t i o n from 

s o c i e t y . Of c o u r s e i t i s t r u e t h a t i n a p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y 

a d o l e s c e n c e does have d i f f e r e n t meanings f o r g i r l s and boys, 

because g i r l s a r e not a l l o w e d to d e v e l o p , e c o n o m i c a l l y , 

i n t e l l e c t u a l l y and e m o t i o n a l l y , i n t o f u l l y autonomous 

'mature' a d u l t s . H a l l , however, was not merely r e f l e c t i n g a 
- 17 -



s o c i a l c l i m a t e i n w h i c h women were i n f e r i o r t o men: ho 

t h o r o u g h l y e n d o r s e d and s o u g h t t o p e r p e t u a t e p a t r i a r c h a l 

v a l u e s , w h i c h he sav. as n a t u r a l , d i v i n e l y and b i o l o g i c a l l y 
-.4 2 o r o a m e c : 

Woman a t h e r b e s t n e v e r o u t g r o w s a d o l e s c e n c e 
as man d o e s . . . T h i s c o n s t i t u t e s h e r f r e s h n e s s 
and charm, even i n age. 

The t r u t h i s n o t , o f c o u r s e , t h a t women a r e b i o l o g i c a l l y o r 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y i n c a p a b l e o f a t t a i n i n g t h e same l e v e l o f 

m a t u r i t y as men, b u t t h a t w i t h i n a p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y t h e 

means o f a c h i e v i n g t h i s m a t u r i t y were d e n i e d them. Any 

p r o o l o m s s u f E a r e d by a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s , as f a r as H a l l i s 

c o n c e r n : : , s t e m n o t f r o m t n o c o n t r a d i c t i o n s and c o n s t r a i n t s 

o f t h e r o l e i n t o w h i c h s.ie i s b e i n g pushed, b u t f ron; t.ne 

::; :: t n e - she- i s so ' unn: cu re.3 ' as t o c h a l l e n g e t h i s r o l e . 

G i v e n n i s i d e a s , as w e l l s h i s c o n s i d e r a b l e i n f l u e n c e 

en ot;.er see i c i p s y c h o l o g i s t s , ' t ..ou'id be;- f a i r t o c e l l H a l l 

t ; i . ' p a t r J e r c h ' e f t.*-cnt: e cr. c e n t u r y w r i t i n g on e e c l e s c e n c e . 

l'h-ere i s n e t cde seace a i r e f o r a e e t e i l e e o x p l o r a z i on o f 

: : J S t h e o r i e s , o r t o :-ssess a i s i n f l u e n c e , b u t as t n e c e n t u r y 

or e -j r e s s d comman tc. c o r s on \ :;ol essence c o n t i n u e d t c e n d o r s e 
A " 

h e l l ' s v i e , . : t o a s i e n i l i c r m : e x t e n t . " T h i s i n c l u d e d h i s 

m a r gme 1 i se e i o n o f t n e i e : , - e i _ . P a t r i c i a Meyer Spacks , The 

^cioi a s c e n t I d e e : v . y t n s o f Y o u t h and t h e A d o l e s c e n t 

lui c . , ) n a t i o n , a i t h o u g h she eoes n o t c o n s i d e r H a l l ' s n e g l e c t 
& 5 

OL g i r l s , a e\nov. i ecges h i s ' g l o r i f i c a t i o n ' o f a d o l e s c e n c e , 



the f a c t t h a t he ' w r i t e s ... a s a c e l e b r a n t . ' She a c c o r d s 

him the s t a t u s of having i n v e n t e d 'the myth of a d o l e s c e n c e ' 

which endures t o d a y 4 7 : 

I t [ A d o l e s c e n c e ] i n a u g u r a t e d a p e r i o d , s t i l l 
c o n t i n u i n g , i n which the a d o l e s c e n t assumed a 
p l a c e of p i v o t a l i m p o r t a n c e i n s o c i o l o g i c a l , 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l and l i t e r a r y thought and i n the 
popular i m a g i n a t i o n as w e l l . 

T h i s 'myth' n e c e s s a r i l y e x c l u d e d g i r l s - some might argue 

t h a t i t c o n t i n u e s to do s o . 

Female a d o l e s c e n c e , then, t o judge from e a r l y t w e n t i e t h -

c e n t u r y w r i t i n g on t h e s u b j e c t , was of i n t e r e s t m a i n l y 

i n s o f a r as i t c o n t r a s t e d ; w i t h contemporary i d e a s about male 

a d o l e s c e n c e , which were c o n s i d e r e d the norm. That g i r l s 

' f e l l s h o r t ' of t h i s norm was blamed on t h e i r f e m a l e n e s s or 

t h e i r r e f u s a l to a c c e p t t h e i r ' n a t u r a l ' d e s t i n y , not on 

s o c i e t y . 

The '"Women Q u e s t i o n " was much debated i n the e a r l y 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , but by and l a r g e , d e s p i t e developments i n 

e d u c a t i o n f o r middle c l a s s g i r l s and g r e a t e r a c c e s s t o the 

p r o f e s s i o n s , the a v e r a g e g i r l c o n t i n u e d to l i v e as a 
4 8 

dependant' , d e n i e d any r e a l l i b e r t y and c h o i c e , c o n c e p t s 

v.hicn were c e n t r a l to contemporary d e f i n i t i o n s of (male) 

a d o l e s c e n c e . A d o l e s c e n c e when t h u s d e f i n e d having r e l a t i v e l y 

l i t t l e meaning f o r a g i r l , the s o c i a l p s y c h o l o g i s t s c o u l d 

a f f o r d to pay s c a n t a t t e n t i o n to h e r . I t i s v e r y i m p o r t a n t 
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to remember, when we c o n s i d e r what was w r i t t e n about 

a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s t h i s c e n t u r y , t h a t i t r e p r e s e n t s o n l y a 

t i n y p r o p o r t i o n of the g e n e r a l i n t e r e s t i n a d o l e s c e n c e . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , i n my b r i e f o u t l i n e of t h i s i n t e r e s t I 

s h a l l n a t u r a l l y f o c u s on t h e o r i e s and s t u d i e s of a d o l e s c e n t 

female f r i e n d s h i p , and t h i s , a p a r t from the ' c r u s h ' 

d i s c o u r s e , was w i d e l y i g n o r e d . H a l l does n e t mention i t . 

L a u r e n c e Augustus A v e r i l l , whose 1936 s t u d y A d o l e s c e n c e : A 
4 9 

Study i n t h e Teen Y e a r s e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y e n d o r s e s H a l l ' s 

c o n v i c t i o n s about f e m i n i n i t y and e u g e n i c s , as w e l l as h i s 

n e g l e c t of g i r l s , d i s c u s s e s boys' 'gangs' a t l e n g t h , and 

r e f e r s t o b o y / g i r l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , but i s s i l e n t on the 

s u b j e c t o f g i r l s ' f r i e n d s h i p s . L e t a S. H o l l i n g w o r t h 

c o n c e n t r a t e s on t h e ' c r u s h ' r e l a t i o n s h i p , b u t i g n o r e s 

' o r d i n a r y ' f r i e n d s h i p . " A l i c i a C. P e r c i v a l , i n the 

q u a i n t l y t i t l e d The E n g l i s h H i s s ; Today and Yesterday^"*", 

a l s o f o c u s e s on the c r u s h . 

What i s s u e s d i d e a r l y t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y s o c i a l 

p s y c h o l o g i s t s c o n s i d e r c e n t r a l to t h e i r d i s c u s s i o n s , i f any, 

o f f e m a l e a d o l e s c e n c e ? C l e a r l y t h e r e i s no space h e r e t o do 

more t n o n acknowledge them, but t n e y h e l p p l a c e any 

d i s c u s s i o n o f f r i e n d s h i p which d i d o c c u r i n t o a c o n t e x t . 

G e n e r a l l y s p e a k i n g , a l l r e s e a r c h e r s have f o c u s e d on the 

p h y s i o l o g i c a l changes a t p u b e r t y , p a r t i c u l a r l y the o n s e t of 
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m e n s t r u a t i o n which, i n a c l i m a t e of i g n o r a n c e , was o f t e n 

e x p e r i e n c e d as p r o f o u n d l y t r a u m a t i c . As Simone de E e a u v o i r 
52 

s u g g e s t s i n The Second Sex : 

A l l the e v i d e n c e a g r e e s i n showing t h a t whether 
t h e c h i l d i s forewarned or not, the e v e n t a l w a y s 
seems t o her r e p u g n a n t and h u m i l i a t i n g . 

The g i r l as a u n i t w i t h i n t h e f a m i l y and i n the w i d e r s o c i a l 

c o n t e x t of s c h o o l i s examined, r e c e i v i n g an e s p e c i a l l y 

thorough t r e a t m e n t i n Mary Chadwick's s u b s t a n t i a l 1932 s t u d y 
53 

A a o l e s c e n t G i r l h o o a . T h i s c o m p r e h e n s i v e , s e n s i t i v e and 

l a r g e l y common-sense approach t o female a d o l e s c e n t 

e x p e r i e n c e s t o p s s h o r t of a d e f i n i t e f e m i n i s t p o s i t i o n , but 

Chadwick's s y m p a t h i e s l i e f i r m l y w i t h the g i r l s . Her tone i s 

g e n e r a l l y b a l a n c e d and u n e m o t i o n a l , but she makes c l e a r her 

anger a t a male w r i t e r ' s t h e o r y about female a d o l e s c e n c e , 
«hich can be e v o l v e d o n l y out of 'what _he t h i n k s about what 

54 

he s e e s ' r a t h e r than any r e a l i n s i g h t i n t o t h e e x p e r i e n c e 

of being an a d o l e s c e n t g i r l . 

Male w r i t e r s have tended to say l i t t l e of g i r l s ' 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h t h e i r p e e r s , as a l r e a d y o u t l i n e d , 

a l t h o u g h boys' gangs and peer group r e l a t i o n s have a t t r a c t e d 

a f a i r amount of a t t e n t i o n . Tne g i r l ' s d e s i r e to be a boy i s 

mentioned by most r e s e a r c h e r s , w i t h de B e a u v o i r a n a l y s i n g 

most d e e p l y the r e a s o n s f o r t h i s common f a n t a s y . The 

awakening of s e x u a l d e s i r e i s , as we would e x p e c t , a 

f r e q u e n t theme, o f t e n informed by developments i n 



p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , and the a d o l e s c e n t ' s i n t e r e s t i n r e l i g i o n 

and i n s p i r i t u a l m a t t e r s g e n e r a l l y i s o f t e n d i s c u s s e d . 

Chadwick and de B e a u v o i r both e x p l o r e female f r i e n d s h i p i n 

some depth, and j o i n i n the d i s c o u r s e about the a d o l e s c e n t 

' c r u s h ' and l e s b i a n i s m , which w i l l be i n v e s t i g a t e d 

p r e s e n t l y . 

When H a l l p u b l i s h e d A d o l e s c e n c e i n 1904, h i s b l a t a n t 

n e g l e c t of g i r l s and t he f a c t t h a t t h i s seems not to have 

been c h a l l e n g e d spoke volumes about s o c i e t y ' s a t t i t u d e to 

the a d o l e s c e n t g i r l . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h e n e g l e c t c o n t i n u e d 

u n t i l v e r y r e c e n t l y ; some would argue t h a t i t p e r s i s t s 

today. The development of Women's S t u d i e s as an acade.nic 

d i s c i p l i n e i s of c o u r s e welcome, but the n e c e s s i t y f o r i t 

u n d e r l i n e s and may even p e r p e t u a t e t h e m a r g i n a l i s i n g of 

female e x p e r i e n c e . 

S a r a Delamont, i n a c h a p t e r on a d o l e s c e n c e i n The 
55 

S o c i o l o g y of Women co m p l a i n s t h a t ' a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s nave 

been n e g l e c t e d by r e s e a r c h e r s and by s o c i a l t h e o r i s t s . I n 

1986, Sue Lees, i n her s t u d y L o s i n g Out: S e x u a l i t y and 

A d o l e s c e n t G i r l s p o i n t s o u t : ^ 
R e s e a r c h on a d o l e s c e n c e i s a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y 
about boys...When g i r l s do make an appearance., 
they a r e u s u a l l y seen i n ways which a r e 
m a r g i n a l or which u n c r i t i c a l l y r e i n f o r c e a 
s t e r e o t y p e d image of women. 

I would s u g g e s t t h a t the r e a s o n s f o r t h i s n e g l e c t a r e 
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m a n i f o l d . F i r s t l y , as a l r e a d y s u g g e s t e d , H a l l and h i s 

f o l l o w e r s (who dominated the f i e l d u n t i l a t l e a s t the l a t e 

t h i r t i e s ) tended t o w r i t e of a d o l e s c e n c e i n a l m o s t 

e u l o g i s t i c terms, an approach which, as we have s e e n , 

n e c e s s a r i l y e x c l u d e s g i r l s . L a t e r s t u d i e s of youth, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n America, began t o f o c u s on c r i m e , d e v i a n c e 

and gang c u l t u r e , an i n t e r e s t which f o r a long time was 

c o n s i d e r e d i n a p p l i c a b l e t o g i r l s whose ' d e v i a n c e ' t e n d s t o 

be l e s s v i s i b l e than t h a t of boys. I n the 1990s, as 

i n d i c a t e d a t the b e g i n n i n g of t h i s c h a p t e r , t h e r e i s w i d e r 

and l e s s v a l u e - l a d e n i n t e r e s t i n female a d o l e s c e n c e , of 

which t h i s s t u d y i s a p a r t . However, as i d e o l o g i c a l 

background t o the n o v e l s s t u d i e d , i t i s e s s e n t i a l l y t o 

t h i n k i n g e a r l i e r i n t he c e n t u r y t h a t we must look. 
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I I . F r i e n d s h i p Within the Discourse on Adolescence 

I f a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s i n t h e f i r s t h a l f o f t h i s c e n t u r y 

r e a c t e d w i t h u n d e r s t a n d a b l e envy t o w a r d s b o y s , as most 

r e s e a r c h ( n o t t o m e n t i o n f i c t i o n ) seems t o s u g g e s t , how d i d 

t h e y r e s p o n d t o o t h e r g i r l s ? D i d a m b i v a l e n c e a b o u t t h e 

f e m a l e r o l e , w h i c h c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h e l a c k o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

b etween m o t h e r and d a u g h t e r , u n d e r m i n e r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n 

a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s ? How d i d w r i t e r s on a d o l e s c e n c e see 

h o m o s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s among g i r l s ? Female f r i e n d s h i p , so 

common i n n o v e l s f r o m Jane A u s t e n t o E n i d B l y t o n , has been 

s a d l y n e g l e c t e d , as I have a l r e a d y o u t l i n e d , by t h e 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l a n a l y s t s whose w o r k r e v e a l s 

p r e v a i l i n g s o c i a l a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d s women and g i r l s . 

I t w o u l d be f a i r enough t o c l a i m t h a t women i n o u r 

c e n t u r y have been e n c o u r a g e d t o p r i o r i t i s e r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

w i t h men, r e p r e s e n t i n g as t h e y do t h e e p i t o m e o f w h a t women 

a r e s upposed t o s t r i v e f o r - m a r r i a g e and m o t h e r h o o d . 
5 8 

Recent r e s e a r c h e r s , n o t a b l y L i l i a n Faderman , have 

c e l e b r a t e d f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i n p r e v i o u s c e n t u r i e s , when t h e 

more r i g o r o u s i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f s e p a r a t e s p h e r e s f a c i l i t a t e d 

women's s o c i a l i n t e r c o u r s e . S e p a r a t e s p h e r e s ( p u b l i c f o r 

men, p r i v a t e f o r women) c o n t i n u e d i n s o c i e t y a n d, more 

e n d u r i n g l y , i n l i t e r a t u r e , f o r a good p a r t o f t h e p r e s e n t 

c e n t u r y , b u t now t h e ' p u b l i c ' w o r l d o f work was b e i n g 

i n f i l t r a t e d by women, i n a c a m p a i g n f o r e q u a l c i t i z e n s h i p 
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w h i c h was p o p u l a r l y s e e n , by men and women, as t h r e a t e n i n g 

and d e v i a n t . 

R a t h e r i r o n i c a l l y , p e r h a p s , t h e b r e e d i n g g r o u n d s f o r 

t h i s a s s a u l t on t h e s t a t u s quo were i n s t i t u t i o n s w h i c h w e re 

t h o r o u g h l y h o m o s o c i a l , c o m m u n i t i e s o f women and g i r l s . I n 

o r d e r t o b r e a k down t h e p r i n c i p l e o f s e p a r a t e s p h e r e s i t was 

n e c e s s a r y f o r women t o become e d u c a t e d , and t h i s i n a sense 

i n v o l v e d i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s i n g women's s e p a r a t e s p h e r e , by 

c r e a t i n g g i r l s ' s c h o o l s and c o l l e g e s . Many o f t h e s e w e re 

a c t u a l l y f a i r l y t r a d i t i o n a l i n t h e i r e s p o u s a l o f m a r r i a g e 

and f a m i l y v a l u e s , s e e k i n g t o c r e a t e c u l t u r e d young women 

who c o u l d t a k e an e d u c a t e d i n t e r e s t i n t h e w o r l d b u t who d i d 

n o t d e s i r e o r need t o be e c o n o m i c a l l y i n d e p e n d e n t . 

H e a d m i s t r e s s Sara B u r s t a l l ' s comment i n 1911 t h a t 'we must 

n e v e r f o r g e t t h a t t h e y a r e t o be women f i r s t and s c h o l a r s 
59 

a f t e r w a r d s ' i s i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e d e s i r e o f many e a r l y 

f e m a l e e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s t o be seen n o t t o d e s t r o y b u t t o 

enhance t h e i r p u p i l s ' f e m i n i n i t y and w o r t h . Even s o , g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s and t h e p i o n e e r i n g women who a d m i n i s t e r e d them, were 

t h e o b j e c t o f m i s t r u s t and even d e r i s i o n . 

The h i s t o r y o f g i r l s ' s e c o n d a r y and h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n 

has been t h e s u b j e c t o f many e x c e l l e n t a c c o u n t s , some 

p e r s o n a l and l o c a l i s e d , l i k e A l i s o n J o r d a n ' s b i o g r a p h y o f 

M a r g a r e t B y e r s , f o u n d e r o f my own B e l f a s t grammar s c h o o l 6 0 , 

o t h e r s huge i n scope l i k e G i l l i a n A v e r y ' s immensely r e a d a b l e 
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and i n f o r m a t i v e The B e s t Type o f G i r l . Many w r i t e r s have 

p u b l i s h e d memoirs o f t h e i r own s c h o o l o r c o l l e g e days l i k e 

E l i z a b e t h Bowen^ 1, o r have d r a w n h e a v i l y on t h e i r own 

e x p e r i e n c e a t s c h o o l t o p r o d u c e f i c t i o n a l i s e d a u t o b i o g r a p h y , 

l i k e A n t o n i a W h i t e , whose F r o s t i n May and The L o s t 

T r a v e l l e r a r e t h e s u b j e c t o f c h a p t e r s i n t h i s s t u d y . S t i l l 

o t h e r s have c h o s e n t o w r i t e a b o u t s c h o o l s , b a s i n g some o f 

t h e i r i d e a s , no d o u b t , on p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e b u t c r e a t i n g 

what i s e s s e n t i a l l y an i m a g i n a t i v e w o r k . I n t o t h e l a s t 

c a t e g o r y f a l l t h e m a j o r i t y o f n o v e l i s t s i n my s t u d y who 

c r e a t e b e t w e e n them a f a i r l y c o m p r e h e n s i v e c a t a l o g u e o f 

i n s t i t u t i o n s . T h i s s t u d y c a n n o t i n c l u d e a f a c t u a l h i s t o r y 

o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l ( a l t h o u g h i n a sense i t o f f e r s a 

s e l e c t i v e h i s t o r y o f t h e s e f i c t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s ) b u t i t 

s h o u l d be s t a t e d t h a t much o f t h e d i s c u s s i o n on a d o l e s c e n t 

f r i e n d s h i p t h i s c e n t u r y f o c u s e d f o r o b v i o u s r e a s o n s on t h e 

s c h o o l and c o l l e g e . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h i s i s much l e s s t h e 

case i n A m e r i c a n s t u d i e s , where c o - e d u c a t i o n became t h e norm 
6 2 

much s o o n e r t h a n i n B r i t a i n . 

Mary C h a d w i c k and Simone de B e a u v o i r h a v i n g p r o v i d e d a 

r e a s o n e d d i s c u s s i o n o f i s s u e s f a c i n g g i r l s i n t h e f i r s t h a l f 

o f t h i s c e n t u r y , I was n a t u r a l l y i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e i r 

r e s p o n s e t o t h e d e b a t e s u r r o u n d i n g a d o l e s c e n t f e m a l e 

f r i e n d s h i p . T h i s d e b a t e o n l y r e a l l y came i n t o b e i n g i n t h e 

1920s, f a c i l i t a t e d by t h e p o p u l a r i s i n g o f t h e t h e o r i e s o f 

F r e u d and H a v e l o c k E l l i s and by t h e s u c c e s s f u l p r o s e c u t i o n 



i n 1928 of The Wel l of L o n e l i n e s s on grounds of o b s c e n i t y . 

I n o t h e r words, o n l y when the p u b l i c became aware of the 

s e x u a l p o t e n t i a l of female r e l a t i o n s h i p s d i d t h e s e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s r e c e i v e much a t t e n t i o n . T h i s 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h sex which i s so t e l l i n g a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

of the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y can s e r i o u s l y undermine a t t e m p t s 

t o e v a l u a t e a l l k i n d s of f r i e n d s h i p s . 

I t was the g i r l s ' s c h o o l , n a t u r a l l y , which was t he 

fo c u s of much of t h i s a t t e n t i o n , some of i t w i l d l y 

h y s t e r i c a l ; l e s s b ecause i t accommodated hundreds o f g i r l s 

tnan b e c a use of the p e r n i c i o u s i n f l u e n c e of the s p i n s t e r 

t e a c h e r . A f t e r t h e c a r n a g e of the F i r s t World War many 

young women wno might have e x p e c t e d t o marry were o b l i g e d 

i n s t e a d to s u p p o r t t h e m s e l v e s . T e a c h i n g remained one of the 

few ' r e s p e c t a b l e ' p r o f e s s i o n s f o r middl e c l a s s women, and 

of c o u r s e t h e r e had been, s i n c e the move f o r g r e a t e r a c c e s s 

to e d u c a t i o n f o r g i r l s i n t h e l a t e 1800s, a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

i n c r e a s e i n the p o s i t i o n s a v a i l a b l e . The independent, 

unmarried t e a c h e r , one of the most a c c e s s i b l e examples of 

the 'New Woman', had a l w a y s a t t r a c t e d s u s p i c i o n a s an 

u n n a t u r a l man-hater. Ey the l a t e 1920s she had come, most 

u n f a i r l y , t o embody a l l s o r t s of s i n i s t e r , p r e d a t o r y 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s i n tne p u b l i c i m a g i n a t i o n . T h i s ' c a r i c a t u r e 

of the p e r v e r s e and p e r v e r t i n g s p i n s t e r t e a c h e r ' was 

f u e l l e d by p o p u l a r n o v e l s such a s Clemence Dane's Regiment 

of Women. 
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Chadwick warns a g a i n s t s u c h women i n her c h a p t e r on 

' F r i e n d s h i p s and I d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ' i n A d o l e s c e n t G i r l h o o d . 

A d o l e s c e n t g i r l s being o f t e n i m p r e s s i o n a b l e and h i g h l y 

e m o t i o n a l , i t i s n a t u r a l f o r them t o form s t r o n g a t t a c h m e n t s 

to o l d e r g i r l s and women, o f t e n t e a c h e r s , a d m i t s Chadwick, 

s e e i n g t h e s e e s s e n t i a l l y u n b a l a n c e d r e l a t i o n s h i p s a s among 

the most i m p o r t a n t , but t h e most p r o b l e m a t i c , of 

a d o l e s c e n c e . The admired woman may o r may not be worthy of 

the g i r l ' s r e g a r d , and t he r e l a t i o n s h i p may be c o n s t r u c t i v e 

or (more o f t e n , Chadwick seems t o be s a y i n g ) d e s t r u c t i v e , 

depending on t he type of woman i n v o l v e d and on what 

g r a t i f i c a t i o n she s e e k s from t h e f r i e n d s h i p . Any 

r e l a t i o n s h i p i n v o l v i n g e x c e s s emotion - something f o r which 

a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s have been t r a d i t i o n a l l y r e g a r d e d as hav i n g 

a p r o p e n s i t y - was d i s a p p r o v e d of by most w r i t e r s on 

a d o l e s c e n c e , but the unequal b a l a n c e of power i n the 

f r i e n d s h i p w i t h an o l d e r woman re n d e r e d the g i r l 

p a r t i c u l a r l y v u l n e r a b l e . The danger was i n c r e a s e d , of 

c o u r s e , when the woman sought i n t h e f r i e n d s h i p u n n a t u r a l 

g r a t i f i c a t i o n f o r her own s u p p r e s s e d d e s i r e s : ^ 

A g r e a t number of women... t e a c h e r s and 
o t h e r s , because of i n h i b i t i o n s of v a r i o u s 
k i n d s , have never been a b l e t o d e r i v e any 
normal g r a t i f i c a t i o n f o r t h e i r s e x u a l 
i m p u l s e s . . . o n l y a b l e to g a i n s a t i s f a c t i o n 
from c o n t a c t s . . . w i t h o t h e r women... Such 
f r i e n d s h i p s u s u a l l y have a d i s a s t r o u s 
r e s u l t upon the o b j e c t o f t h e i r a f f e c t i o n s . 

Chadwick'5 v i e w s u n q u e s t i o n i n g l y r e i n f o r c e p r e v a l e n t 
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c o n t e m p o r a r y s t e r e o t y p e s o f t h e p r e d a t o r y , m a n - h a t i n g 

l e s b i a n t e a c h e r , e m o t i o n a l l y d e p r a v e d a n d f r u s t r a t e d , a 
. , 66 t h r e a t t o y o u ng g i r l s : 

I t i s u s u a l t o f i n d t h a t t h e s e women... 
c h e r i s h a good d e a l o f h o s t i l i t y t o w a r d s 
men, e i t h e r c o n s c i o u s l y o r s u b c o n s c i o u s l y . 

She e n d s t h e c h a p t e r w i t h a d i r e w a r n i n g t o p a r e n t s t o 

b e w a r e o f t h e c h a r i s m a t i c and p o p u l a r t e a c h e r , f o r h e r 

i n f l u e n c e may be ' i n j u r i o u s ' . ^ ' 

A l t h o u g h C h a d w i c k d o e s d i s c u s s w h a t I , f o r l a c k o f a 

more s c i e n t i f i c t e r m , d e s c r i b e a s ' o r d i n a r y ' f r i e n d s h i p s 

b e t w e e n a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s , s h e s e e m s m o s t c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n v o l v i n g an e l e m e n t o f s e x , r o m a n c e o r 

e x t r a v a g a n t f e e l i n g a s d e s c r i b e d a b o v e . T h i s i s t y p i c a l o f 

t h e d i s c o u r s e on g i r l s ' ( b u t n o t b o y s ' ) f r i e n d s h i p s f o r t h e 

r e a s o n s s u g g e s t e d e a r l i e r . She e m p h a s i s e s a b o v e a l l t h e 

e m o t i o n a l i n t e n s i t y o f a d o l e s c e n t f r i e n d s h i p , i n c l u d i n g i n 

h e r e x a m i n a t i o n s u c h a s p e c t s a s f r i e n d s h i p b e t w e e n 

' o p p o s i t e s ' ( a p o p u l a r theme i n t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y ) , 

f r i e n d s h i p b e t w e e n g i r l s o f d i f f e r e n t a g e s , f r i e n d s h i p s 

b a s e d on b u l l y i n g and t e a s i n g - an o u t l e t f o r t h e s a d i s t i c 

and m a s o c h i s t i c i m p u l s e s , a s w e l l a s t h e - c r u s h , p a s h , o r 
5 S 

G.P. [ g r a n d e p a s s i o n ] ' . R e g a r d i n g t h e l a s t , s h e s a y s 

a l m o s t n o t h i n g a b o u t t h e u n r e q u i t e d o r o n e - s i d e d p a s s i o n , 

w h i c h f r o m a l l a c c o u n t s was p r e v a l e n t i n many s c h o o l s a t t h e 

t i m e , s o m e t i m e s more o r l e s s i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d 0 ' ' , and w h i c h 
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one m i g h t i m a g i n e t o be more p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g 

t h a n t h e ' s i m p l e , e f f u s i v e , d i r e c t - l o v e ' o f t h e ' l o v e 
70 

i d y l l ' on w h i c h C h a d w i c k c o n c e n t r a t e s . 

She p o r t r a y s t h e s e o v e r t l y s e n t i m e n t a l f r i e n d s h i p s a s 

p a s s i o n a t e a n d m u t u a l l y j e a l o u s , b u t n o t s e x u a l , r e s e r v i n g 

t h i s j u d g e m e n t f o r t h e p u p i l / t e a c h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s a l r e a d y 

d e s c r i b e d . I wonder i f t h i s e q u a t i o n o f t h e s e x u a l f o r c e 

i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e more e x p e r i e n c e d , i n d e p e n d e n t 

p a r t n e r owes much t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l p a r a d i g m o f m a r r i a g e , 

w h i c h s t i l l i n t h e 1 9 3 0 s i n v o l v e d a n i m b a l a n c e o f power i n 

f a v o u r o f t h e man? I t was t r a d i t i o n a l t o s e e women a s 

s e x u a l l y p a s s i v e , a c o n t e n t i o n much d e b a t e d i n r e c e n t 

r e - e v a l u a t i o n o f women's f r i e n d s h i p s and r o m a n c e s i n e a r l i e r 

c e n t u r i e s ' " ' " . I n c o n f i n i n g s e x u a l g r a t i f i c a t i o n t o t h e 

p u p i l / t e a c h e r ' i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ' C h a d w i c k i s e n d o r s i n g t h e 

v i e w t n a t w o m e n / g i r l s a r e s e x u a l l y p a s s i v e , s i n c e t i v i o l d s r 

woman i n s u c n a f r i e n d s h i p was r e g a r d e d a s p e r v e r t e d , 

i m i t a t i n g t h e men s h e was n o t ' n a t u r a l ' enough t o l o v e . 

T h u s , two g i r l s , w h i l e t h e y m i g h t i n d u l g e i n s e n t i m e n t a l , 

o v e r t l y r o m a n t i c e x p r e s s i o n o f t h e i r a t t a c h m e n t , a r e d o i n g 

no more t h a n p r e p a r e f o r a d u l t h e t e r o s e x u a l l o v e : t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p c a n n o t r e a l 1y be s e x u a l , s i n c e t h e y a r e b o t h 

' r e a l ' g i r l s / w o m e n and no s i g n i f i c a n t i m b a l a n c e o f power i s 

i n v o l v e d . T h i s h a s b e e n a common way t o s e e h o m o e r o t i c 

e x p e r i e n c e i n t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , r e g a r d i n g i t a s t h e 

i m m a t u r e e x p r e s s i o n o f d e s i r e ( r a t h e r t h a n l o v e ) , a n 
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a d o l e s c e n t p h a s e i n ' n o r m a l ' h e t e r o s e x u a l d e v e l o p m e n t . 

T h i s v i e w i s f l a w e d f o r s e v e r a l r e a s o n s . I t p r e s u p p o s e s 

t h a t h o m o s e x u a l e x p e r i e n c e i s e m o t i o n a l l y ' i m m a t u r e ' ; i t 

s i m p l i s t i c a l l y l a b e l s a l l i n t e n s e f e e l i n g f o r members o f 

o n e ' s own s e x ' s e x u a l ' ( e v e n i f u n p r o b l e m a t i c a l l y s o a s a 

' p h a s e ' ) a n d i t d e p e n d s on a n a r r o w d e f i n i t i o n o f s e x u a l i t y . 

T h e s e a t t i t u d e s d o m i n a t e d t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y d i s c o u r s e on 

a d o l e s c e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s , w h i c h may be o n e r e a s o n why a more 

c o m p l e x and d i f f u s e r e s p o n s e t o a d o l e s c e n t f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p 

i s c o n f i n e d v e r y l a r g e l y t o f i c t i o n . E v e n c o m m e n t a t o r s whc 

made a c o n s c i o u s e f f o r t n o t t o r e a c t w i t h h y s t e r i a t o 

i n t e n s e a d o l e s c e n t f r i e n d s h i p w e r e s o b u s y d e f e n d i n g t h e s e 

f r i e n d s h i p s a s ' n o r m a l ' t h a t t h e y f a i l e d t o pay e n o u g h 

a t t e n t i o n t o t h e a c t u a l e m o t i o n a l c o n t e n t o f t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . A l i c i a P e r c i v a l , whose h i s t o r y o f t h e 

e d u c a t i o n , f o r m a l and o t h e r w i s e , o f g i r l s was p u b l i s h e d i n 
1 2 

1 9 3 9 , p r o v i d e s a t y p i c a l e x a m p l e : ^ 

T h o s e who t h r o w a b o u t s u c h ' p s y c h o l o g i c a l ' 
t e r m s a s ' L e s b i a n i s m ' n e e d t o s t u d y b o t n 
i n t h e o r y and i n p r a c t i c e t h e d e v e l o p m e n t 
o f t h e g r o w i n g g i r l , a nd t o r e a l i s e how 
n a t u r a l l y t h e s e f r i e n d s h i p s and e n t h u s i a s m s 
p a s s i n t o t h e n e x t s t a g e , and o n l y s e r v e 
t o w i d e n and d e e p e n h e r c h a r a c t e r . 

T h i s a t t i t u d e h a s t h e a d v a n t a g e o f b e i n g p r a g m a t i c , a n d i t 

a c k n o w l e d g e s t h e p o s i t i v e i n f l u e n c e s u c h a ' d e v o t i o n ' c o u l d 

h a v e , b u t i n i m p l y i n g t h a t t h e ' n e x t s t a g e ' i s 

h e t e r o s e x u a l c o u p l i n g P e r c i v a l i s c l e a r l y v a l u i n g t h e f e m a l e 
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f r i e n d s h i p p r i m a r i l y f o r w h a t i t c a n t e a c h t h e g i r l a b o u t 

h e t e r o s e x u a l l o v e . 

C h a d w i c k ' s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e d a n g e r s o f t h e 

p u p i l / t e a c h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s , i n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h e o n l y p o i n t 

i n h e r s u b s t a n t i a l book w h e r e s h e s e e m s i n c l i n e d t o t a k e 

o t h e r t h a n a s e n s i t i v e , i n f o r m e d a n d f a i r l y e n l i g h t e n e d 

a p p r o a c h t o t h e i s s u e s s u r r o u n d i n g f e m a l e d e v e l o p m e n t . T h i s 

s u g g e s t s t h e p o t e n c y o f t h e i m a g e o f t h e p r e d a t o r y l e s b i a n , 

w h i c h s u r v i v e s i n t h e p o p u l a r i m a g i n a t i o n e v e n t o d a y , w i t h 

many p e o p l e a s s u m i n g t h a t h o m o s e x u a l s o f b o t h s e x e s p r e y on 

t h e y o u n g , a s w i t n e s s e d by some r a t h e r h y s t e r i c a l r e a c t i o n s 

t o t h e r e c e n t b i l l t o l o w e r t h e a g e o f c o n s e n t b e t w e e n men 

t o s i x t e e n . 

7 

Tne W e l l o f L o n e l i n e s s , w h o s e o b s c e n i t y t r i a l a n d 

c o n s e q u e n t b a n n i n g i n 1928 f o c u s e d d i s t r u s t o f l e s b i a n i s m , 

may h a v e c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h e p e r p e t u a t i o n o f t h i s e x t r e m e 

and n e g a t i v e i m a g e , b u t i t s a u t h o r , R a d c l y f f e H a l l , i n h e r 

t u r n , i n t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e doomed S t e p h e n , drew on h e r 

own e x p e r i e n c e a s w e l l a s on t h e t h e o r i e s o f H a v e l o c k E l l i s . 

E l l i s , a t t h e f o r e f r o n t o f t h e new a n d p o p u l a r ' s c i e n c e ' 

known a s s e x o l o g y a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e p r e s e n t c e n t u r y , 

p u t f o r w a r d t h e c o n c e p t o f ' s e x u a l i n v e r s i o n ' . ' I n v e r t s ' , 

c f whom S t e p h e n Gordon was a t e x t b o o k e x a m p l e , w e r e members 

o f ' t h e t h i r d s e x ' . N e i t h e r t r u l y m a l e n o r f e m a l e a c c o r d i n g 

t o s o c i e t y ' s d e f i n i t i o n , t h e y w e r e i n d i v i d u a l s t r a p p e d i n 
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t h e wrong b o d y . T h u s S t e p h e n f e e l s l i k e a man, d r e s s e s l i k e 

a man a n d e v e n l o o k s r a t h e r l i k e a man, b u t i s b i o l o g i c a l l y 

f e m a l e . T o d a y we m i g h t c a l l S t e p h e n ' t r a n s s e x u a l ' , 

a c c o r d i n g t o t h e O x f o r d D i c t i o n a r y d e f i n i t i o n ( ' h a v i n g t h e 

p h y s i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f one s e x and t h e s u p p o s e d 
7 4 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e o t h e r ' ) . I n t h e 

1 9 2 0 s s h e w o u l d h a v e b e e n c o n s i d e r e d a ' t r u e ' o r 

' c o n g e n i t a l ' i n v e r t , b o r n t h a t way and d e s e r v i n g H a l l ' s 

c o n s t a n t p l e a - p i t y and u n d e r s t a n d i n g . E l l i s b e l i e v e d t h a t 

w h i l e some women w e r e c o n g e n i t a l i n v e r t s o r ' r e a l ' l e s b i a n s , 

many o t h e r s c o u l d be i n f l u e n c e d by a ' r e a l ' l e s b i a n , and 

f o r m a p a s s i o n a t e a t t a c h m e n t t o h e r , b u t w e r e e s s e n t i a l l y 

' n o r m a l ' . T h e s e women he c a l l e d ' p s e u d o - l e s b i a n s ' . 7 ' 1 T h i s 

i s t h e model s u g g e s t e d by C h a d w i c k - t h e ' r e a l ' 

l e s b i a n / i n v e r t i s t h e a c t i v e p a r t n e r b e c a u s e s h e e m b o d i e s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s w h i c h a r e e s s e n t i a l l y m a l e . T h i s p o p u l a r 

viev. o f t h e l e s b i a n r e l a t i o n s h i p ( t e a c h e r / p u p i 1 ; 

S t e p h e n / M a r y ) i s e s s e n t i a l l y a h e t e r o s e x u a l m o d e l , 

c o n t a i n i n g 'male' ( s e x u a l l y a c t i v e , e v e n p r e d a t o r y , 

p o w e r f u l ) a n d ' f e m a l e ' ( s e x u a l l y p a s s i v e , v u l n e r a b l e ) r o l e s . 

I t p r e s u p p o s e s t h e n e e d f o r a m a s c u l i n e f i g u r e i n a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . The a s s u m p t i o n i s t h a t two ' r e a l ' women c a n n o t 

l o v e . ( B e f o r e t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f s u c h ' a d v a n c e d ' v i e w s i t 

was o f c o u r s e a c c e p t e d w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n t h a t two women c o u l d 

l o v e e a c h o t h e r d e e p l y , b u t by t h e 1 9 2 0 s ' l o v e ' h ad come t o 

be e q u a t e d w i t h s e x . ) T h u s , i n D u s t y A n s w e r 7 6 J e n n i f e r , 

r e c o g n i s a b l y a ' p s e u d o - l e s b i a n ' by h e r p r e t t i n e s s a n d l o n g 
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h a i r , c a n n o t l o v e J u d i t h , a n o t h e r c o n v e n t i o n a l l y f e m i n i n e 

woman, b u t m u s t a t t a c h h e r s e l f t o t h e ' r e a l ' l e s b i a n , 

s h o r t - h a i r e d , b r o a d - s h o u l d e r e d G e r a l d i n e . T h i s was t h e 

model o f women's l o v e a v a i l a b l e i n t h e 1 9 2 0 s . I t was a 

l i m i t i n g and a d a m a g i n g o n e , b u t i t e n d u r e d . 

S i m o n e de B e a u v o i r , w r i t i n g a l m o s t t w e n t y y e a r s a f t e r 

C h a d w i c k , and f r o m a more s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y i n t e l l e c t u a l 

p o i n t o f v i e w , i s much l e s s i n f l u e n c e d by t h i s m o d e l . S h e 

i s more e x p l i c i t a b o u t t h e l e s b i a n e l e m e n t s i n h e r e n t i n t h e 

' s p e c i a l ' f r i e n d s h i p s b e t w e e n g i r l s and young women, 

m a i n t a i n i n g t h a t l e s b i a n t e n d e n c i e s , h a r d l y d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 

f rom n a r c i s s i s t i c e n j o y m e n t , e x i s t i n a l m o s t a l l young 
, 77 g i r l s : 

E a c h one c o v e t s i n t h e o t h e r t h e s o f t n e s s 
o f h e r own s k i n , t h e m o d e l l i n g o f h e r own 
c u r v e s ; a n d , v i c e - v e r s a , i n h e r s e l f -
a d o r a t i o n i s i m p l i e d t n e w o r s h i p o f f e m i n ­
i n i t y i n g e n e r a l . 

F o r e x a m p l e s o f t h i s ' w o r s h i p ' i n l i t e r a t u r e , de B e a u v o i r 

r e f e r s u s t o C o l e t t e ' s C l a u d i n e a 1 ' e c o l e and Rosamond 

Lehmann's D u s t y A n s w e r . De E e a u v o i r a l s o b e l i e v e s t h a t 

t h e s e p a s s i o n a t e f r i e n d s h i p s a r e s o o n o u t g r o w n , b u t h e r v i e w 

o f them i s somewhat l e s s r e s t r i c t e d t h a n C h a d w i c k ' s . S h e i s 

more open t o t h e ' g r o s s l y c a r n a l 1 n a t u r e o f some o f t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s , w i t h o u t m a k i n g a n y v a l u e j u d g e m e n t s o f t h e s e , 
7 ft 

w h i l e a c c e p t i n g t h a t o t h e r s ' a r e p u r e l y p l a t o n i c ' . W h i l e 

C h a d w i c k p r e s e n t s t h e o l d e r woman i n s u c h a t t a c h m e n t s a s 
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p r e d a t o r y , a c t i v e l y s e e k i n g g r a t i f i c a t i o n i n t h e l o v e o f a n 

i n n o c e n t y o u n g g i r l , de B e a u v o i r p r e s e n t s t h e g i r l h e r s e l f 

i n much l e s s p a s s i v e t e r m s , d e s c r i b i n g h e r d e s i r e , a t 
79 

a d o l e s c e n c e , f o r ' t h e l o v e m a k i n g o f a god' , w h i c h , c o u p l e d 

w i t h h e r f e a r o f men, moves h e r t o t u r n t o a n e d u c a t e d , 

r e s p e c t e d a n d i n d e p e n d e n t woman, 'who i s l e s s s t r a n g e a n d 

f r i g h t e n i n g t h a n t h e m a l e b u t w i t h s o m e t h i n g o f m a l e 
,80 

p r e s t i g e . 

So f a r , t h i s r e v i e w o f t h e t r e a t m e n t o f f e m a l e 

f r i e n d s h i p i n t h e d i s c o u r s e a b o u t a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s e a r l i e r 

t h i s c e n t u r y h a s f o c u s e d on m o d e l s o f f r i e n d s h i p i n v o l v i n g 

c o n s c i o u s o r s u b c o n s c i o u s s e x u a l d e s i r e . S u r e l y I h a v e 

m y s e l f a r g u e d a g a i n s t s u c h a n a p p r o a c h , m a i n t a i n i n g t h a t i t 

o n l y l i m i t s o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f g i r l s ' f r i e n d s h i p s ? T h i s 

i s t r u e . H o wever, a s I h a v e s u g g e s t e d , g i r l s ' f r i e n d s h i p s 

u n t i l q u i t e r e c e n t l y f a i l e d t o a t t r a c t much a t t e n t i o n u n l e s s 

t n e y c o u l d be s e e n t o c o n t a i n s u c h an e l e m e n t . I s h o u l d 

h a v e t h o u g h t t h a t t h e v e r y f a c t o f g i r l s b e i n g e d u c a t e d 

t o g e t h e r , e x c h a n g i n g i d e a s , h o p e s and a m b i t i o n s , f o r m i n g 

t h e i r own g r o u p s and e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e i r own v a l u e s , w o u l d 

h a v e l e d t o some s o c i o l o g i c a l o r p s y c h o l o g i c a l i n t e r e s t . 

A f t e r a l l , t h e a r e a o f f r i e n d s h i p was p e r h a p s t h e o n l y one 

w h e r e a g i r l c o u l d e x p r e s s h e r a u t o n o m y . D i d n o t t h a t , i n 

i t s e l f , r e n d e r f r i e n d s h i p p o t e n t i a l l y s u b v e r s i v e a n d 

t h e r e f o r e i n t e r e s t i n g ? So f a r a s I h a v e b e e n a b l e t o 

a s c e r t a i n , t h i s was n o t c o n s i d e r e d t h e c a s e , a t l e a s t u n t i l 
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v e r y r e c e n t l y , and o n l y i n f i c t i o n was a n y v a l u e p l a c e d on 

g i r l s ' p e e r - g r o u p f r i e n d s h i p s f o r t h e i r own s a k e . 

I n t h e m i d s t o f t h i s s t u d i e d s i l e n c e a b o u t ' o r d i n a r y ' 

g i r l s ' f r i e n d s h i p s , many p e o p l e e n t e r e d t h e d e b a t e on t h e 

s c h o o l g i r l c r u s h , w h i c h t y p i c a l l y i n v o l v e d i n t e n s e f e e l i n g 

f o r an o l d e r g i r l o r t e a c h e r . T h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p had l o n g 

been r e c o g n i s e d , b u t u n t i l t h i s c e n t u r y i t was n o t g e n e r a l l y 

r e g a r d e d a s p o t e n t i a l l y s e x u a l . E l l i s i n c l u d e d a d i s c u s s i o n 

o f b o a r d i n g s c h o o l ' f l a m e ' r e l a t i o n s h i p s , w h i c h he 

i d e n t i f i e d a s s e x u a l a c c o r d i n g t o t h e model a l r e a d y 

d e s c r i b e d , i n S t u d i e s i n t h e P s y c h o l o g y o f S e x , S e x u a l 

I n v e r s i o n ( 1 8 S 7 ) He r e a s s u r e d h i s r e a d e r s o f t h e u s u a l l y 
81 

t e m p o r a r y n a t u r e o f t h e a t t a c h m e n t : 

T h e f r e q u e n c y o f t h e p h e n o m e n a , a s w e l l 
a s t h e f a c t t h a t , on l e a v i n g c o l l e g e t o 
e n t e r s o c i a l l i f e , t h e g i r l u s u a l l y c e a s e s 
t o f e e l t h e s e e m o t i o n s , a r e s u f f i c i e n t t o 
s how t h e a b s e n c e o f c o n g e n i t a l a b n o r m a l i t y . 

As R o s e m a r y A u c h m u t y , i n h e r s p l e n d i d s t u d y o f t h e g i r l s ' 

s c n o o l s t o r y , A ; . o r l d o f G i r l s , r e c a l l s : " 

[ T h e c r u s h ] . . . . p r o v o k e d e d u c a t i o n i s t s t o 
v i g o r o u s d i s c u s s i o n s a n d a n a l y s i s t h r o u g h 
o u t m o s t o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . The t e r m s 
o f t h e d e b a t e c h a n g e d o v e r t h e d e c a d e s a s t h e 
d i s t i n c t i o n s b e t w e e n ' h e a l t h y ' a n d ' u n h e a l t h y ' 
f r i e n d s h i p s became f r a m e d i n i n c r e a s i n g l y 
s e x u a l t e r m s . 

As Auchmuty r e m i n d s u s , u n t i l t h e 1 9 2 0 s , t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n 

p r i m a r i l y c o n c e r n e d e x c e s s e m o t i o n . A f r i e n d s h i p was 

- 36 -



c o n s i d e r e d ' u n h e a l t h y ' i f i t i n v o l v e d t o o much o f t h e g i r l ' s 

e n e r g i e s . F o r much o f t h i s c e n t u r y , v a r i o u s i n t e r e s t e d 

p a r t i e s saw i t a s t h e i r r i g h t t o d e c i d e w h e r e a g i r l ' s 

e n e r g i e s s h o u l d be d i r e c t e d . T e a c h e r s w o u l d w i s h h e r t o 

d e v o t e h e r s e l f t o work and s p o r t ; o t h e r a u t h o r i t i e s t o 

m a i n t a i n i n g h e r h e a l t h , p r e p a r i n g t o be a w i f e and 

homemaker o r t o r e l i g i o u s e x p e r i e n c e . To none o f t h e s e 

p a r t i e s w o u l d t o o a b s o r b i n g a f r i e n d s h i p w i t h a n o t h e r g i r l 

be c o n s i d e r e d a l e g i t i m a t e f o c u s f o r t h e g i r l ' s e n e r g i e s . 

.Martha V i c i n u s ' e s s a y , ' D i s t a n c e and D e s i r e : E n g l i s h 
8 3 

E o a r d i n g S c h o o l F r i e n d s h i p s , 1870 - 1 9 2 0 ' s e e k s t o 

e s t a b l i s h when t h e e m p h a s i s c h a n g e d , and a r g u e s , a s I do, 

t h a t c o n c e r n a b o u t ' l a b e l l i n g ' t h e s e r e l a t i o n s h i p s d e t r a c t s 

f r o m any a t t e m p t t o c o n s i d e r what t h e y w e r e a c t u a l l y l i k e . 

C e r t a i n l y , by t h e , 1 9 2 0 s , a new, b u t u l t i m a t e l y 

l i m i t i n g , ' s o p h i s t i c a t i o n ' was f o r c i n g t h o s e i n t e r e s t e d i n 

a d c l e s c e n c e t o e n g a g e i n t h e ' c r u s h ' d i s c o u r s e . P e r h a p s t h a t 

i s why t h e y n a v e n e x t t o n o t h i n g t o s a y a b o u t o t h e r a s p e c t s 

o£ a d o l e s c e n t f e m a l e f r i e n d s n i p - j e a l o u s y , f o r e x a m p l e , o r 

g r o u p i d e n t i t y , f r i e n d s h i p a s a f o r u m f o r t h e s h a r i n g o f 

i d e a s , r i v a l r y , s c a p e g o a t i n c , o r l o n e l i n e s s . . . 

A l f r e d ' s f i r s t week a t The G r a n g e was a 
v e r y l o n e l y o n e . . . She had come t o s c h o o l 
f u l l o f c o n f i d e n c e t h a t s h e w o u l d w i n 
i m m e d i a t e f a v o u r , a n d i t was h u m i l i a t i n g 
t o f i n d h e r s e l f n o t a p p r e c i a t e d a s s h e 
had e x p e c t e d . 

S A 
B e i n g an A n g e l a B r a z i l h e r o i n e , A l d r e d w o u l d n o t r e m a i n 



f r i e n d l e s s f o r l o n g , f o r B r a z i l was n o t a f r a i d t o p r e s e n t 

f r i e n d s h i p i n a l l i t s p e r m u t a t i o n s . The f a c t t h a t f e m a l e 

f r i e n d s h i p ( a n d n o t j u s t t h e c r u s h , a s i s s u p p o s e d by many) 

s h o u l d be s o w i d e l y c e l e b r a t e d , i n a l l i t s c o m p l e x i t y , i n 

t h e s c h o o l s t o r i e s o f t h e 1 9 2 0 s a n d b e y o n d , i s t e s t a m e n t t o 

w r i t e r s ' f a i t h i n t h e i r own j u d g e m e n t o f w h a t was i m p o r t a n t 

t o g i r l s . I t w o u l d be a l o n g t i m e b e f o r e s o c i o l o g i s t s a n d 

o t h e r c o m m e n t a t o r s made a n y c o h e r e n t a t t e m p t t o c a t c h up. 
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I I I . Female F r i e n d s h i p R e d i s c o v e r e d 

T h e n e g l e c t s u f f e r e d by a d o l e s c e n t f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i n 

s t u d i e s w h e r e i t m i g h t r e a s o n a b l y h a v e b e e n e x p e c t e d t o 

d e s e r v e some a t t e n t i o n e x t e n d s , b y a n d l a r g e , t c t h e s t u d y 

o f a l l f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p s . O n l y i n t h e l a s t c o u p l e o f 

d e c a d e s h a v e women's r e l a t i o n s h i p s a t t r a c t e d s u s t a i n e d 

s o c i o l o g i c a l a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l i n t e r e s t . T h e r e h a v e b e e n 

s t u d i e s o f k i n r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n o u r own a n d o t h e r s o c i e t i e s , 

a n d b o o k s h a v e b e e n d e v o t e d t o women i n t h e f a m i l y , i n 

p u b l i c l i f e a n d i n s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , b u t t h e s t u d y o f 

f r i e n d s h i p f o r i t s own s a k e i s f a i r l y r e c e n t . . • n a r e 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y s t u d i e d i n r e l a t i o n t d c t h e r p e o p l e , b u t t h e s e 

a r e u s u a l l y f a m i l y m embers o r men, n o t o t h e r women f r o m 

o u t s i d e t h e f a m i l y . I f a d u l t women's f r i e n d s h i p s h a v e b e e n 

g e n e r a l l y d i s r e g a r d e d , o n t h e g r o u n d s t h a t t h e y a r e 

c u l t u r a l l y i n s i g n i f i c a n t , t h e n t h e s t u d y o f f r i e n d s h i p a t 

a d o l e s c e n c e i s s e e n as i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l on t w o c o u n t s : 

f i r s t l y a s t h e s t u d y o f women's r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h e a c h 

o t n e r , a n d s e c o n d l y . a s t h e s t u d y o f a d o l e s c e n t a n d 

t h e r e f o r e ' i m m a t u r e ' r e l a t i o n s h i p s . P a t O ' C o n n o r , i n h e r 
8 5 

c o m p r e h e n s i v e s t u c y F r i e n d s h i p s B e t w e e n Women a d m i t s t h a t 

'The s t u d y o f C r i a n d d ' - i i G c a n , e v e n t o d a y [ 1 9 9 2 ] , be v i e w e d 

as a r a t a c - r t r i v i a : e x e r c i s e . ' T h i s d i s m i s s i v e a t t i t u d e i s 

i n t e n s i f i e d when o n e a d m i t s t o a n i n t e r e s t i n a d o l e s c e n t 

f r i e n d s h i p s , as I know f r o m t y p i c a l r e a c t i o n s t o t h e s u b j e c t 

o f t h i s s t u d y . 



The f a c t t h a t a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s a r e f e m a l e s e e m s t o h a v e 

more t o do w i t h t h i s d i s m i s s a l a n d n e g l e c t t h a n t h e f a c t 

t h a t t n e y a r e y o u n g . T e e n a g e b o y s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p s a r e 

f a i r l y w e l l d o c u m e n t e d , n o t j u s t i n t h e s t u d i e s by G. 

S t a n l e y H a l l , e t c . m e n t i o n e d a b o v e , b u t a l s o i n s t u d i e s o f 

y o u t h c u l t u r e t h r o u g h o u t t h e c e n t u r y . G i r l s a r e n o t a b s e n t 

f r o m t h e s t u d y o f y o u t h c u l t u r e , b u t t h e y t e n d t o a p p e a r i n 

m a r g i n a l r o l e s , i n r e l a t i o n t o b o y s . T h e s t u d y o f c r i m e and 

d e v i a n c e h a s b e e n a n o t h e r a r e a o f c o n s i d e r a b l e i n t e r e s t i n 

y o u t h s t u d i e s : a g a i n , g i r l s a r e n o t a b l y a b s e n t . ' E o y s ' 

' d e v i a n c e ' f r o m s o c i a l l y a c c e p t a b l e b e h a v i o u r t e n d s t o be 

h i g h l y v i s i b l e : g i r l s ' ' d e v i a n c e ' i s s t i l l l a r g e l y p e r c e i v e d 

a s t a k i n g t h e f o r m o f s e x u a l l y u n a c c e p t a b l e b e h a v i o u r -

p r o m i s c u i t y , t e e n a g e p r e g n a n c y , e t c . T h e r e i s nc s u c h 

e q u i v a l e n t f o r b o y s . A g a i n , t n i s b e h a v i o u r d e p e n d s o n 

r e l a t i n g t o b o y s . 

i - . i - c i n t i y f e m i n i s t s c h o l a r s hs v e b e e n r e v i s i n g e v e r y 

a s p e c t o f women's r c l e i n h i s t o r y , ] i t e r a t u r e a n d s o c i e t y . 

U n s u r p r i s i n g l y , f r i e n d s h i p s n a v e b ecome t h e f o c u s o f 

c o n s i d e r a b l e i n t e r e s t , a v e r y w e l c o m e r e v e r s a l o f t h e 

e a r l i e r s i t u a t i o n . r o o k s l i k e L i l l i a n F a d e r m a n ' s -.• <•-

S u r p a s s i n g t h e Love- o f " e n ° h a v e d o n e a g r e a t d e a l t o 

a c q u a i n t t h e m o d e r n r e a d e r w i t h ' f o r g o t t e n ' h i s t o r y o f 

women's r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h e a c n o t h e r i n t h e p a s t . I t s e e m s 

t o me c o u n t e r - p r o d u c t i v e t h a t r e c e n t f e m i n i s t d i s c u s s i o n o f 
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Fader-man's p o s i t i o n ( t h a t , i n o u r t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y e q u a t i o n 

o f l o v e w i t h s e x a n d o u r m a n i a f o r c a t e g o r i s i n g e m o t i o n , we 

h a v e b e e n i n d a n c e r o f l o s i n g t h e a b i l i t y t o a c c e p t a n d 

e x p l o r e t h e r o m a n t i c n a t u r e o f p a s t f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i n a 

way w h i c h i s a p p r o p r i a t e t o i t s c u l t u r a l c o n t e x t ) h a s 

f o c u s a d o n a r g u i n g a b o u t t h e l i k e l i h o o d o f g e n i t a l c o n t a c t 
o -j 

b e t w e e n l o v i n g women f r i e n d s i n t h e p a s t . u S u c h n a r r o w 

d e f i n i t i o n s o f s e x u a l / s e n s u a l / r o m a n t i c l o v e a r e u n h e l p f u l i n 

e v a l u a t i n g t h e q u a l i t y o f women's f r i e n d s h i p s i n t h e p a s t . 

•Vgain, t n e e m p h a s i s i s o n s e x , a n d a l i m i t e d v i e . v o f s e x a t 

t h - - ; t . A g a i n , t h e p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h o n e p a r t i c u l a r - a s p e c t 

c f t n e r e l a t i o n s h i p c o u l d p r e c l u d e o p e n - m i n d e d i n v e s t i g a t i o n 

o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h e m s e l v e s - J am r e m i n d e d o f t h e e a r l y 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y ' c r u s h ' d i s c c u r s e a l l o v e r n g a i n . 

F a t C ' C o n n o r ' s u s e f u l r e v i e w o f s t u d i e s o f f e m a l e 

f r i e n d s h i p c o n t a i n s a s n o r t s e c t i o n on t n e c o n t e x t o f 

a d o l a s c e n t triondsn i p s , w n i c h i d e n t i f i e s t w o v i e w s o f 
O r-

a d o l e s c e n t f em a 1 e f r i e n d s h i p " " . i'he v i e w c r a w n f r o m 

p s y c n o - a n a l ys.i s H i g h l i g h t s i d e n t i t y a n d i n 11 mo. c y , a n d t e n d s 

t c s e e a d o l e s c e n t f r i e n d s h i p a s a p r e p a r a t i o n f o r 

e s t a b l i s n i n g i n t i m a t e n e t e r o s e x u a 1 r e l a t i o n s h i p s . We h a v e 

a l r e a d y s e e n how t h i s v i e w i n f l u e n c e d much t h i n k i n g a b o u t 

a d o l e s c e n t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s a n d i t s i m p a c t o n t h e ' c r u s h ' 

: ; i s c o u r s e. 'The o p p o s i n g a n d .fi o r e r e c e n t f e m i n i s t v i e w 

i d e n t i f i e s t h e s e a t t i t u d e s a s e x a m p l e s o f w h a t A d r i e n n e R i c h 
8 9 

c e s c r i o e s a s ' c o m p u l s o r y h e t e r o s e x u a 1 i t y 5 , d e v a l u i n g 
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f e m a l e a d o l e s c e n t e x p e r i e n c e b e c a u s e i t w i l l o n l y 

a c c o m m o d a t e l o v e b e t w e e n women i f t h i s c a n be s e e n a s 

r e p r e s e n t i n g a t r a n s i e n t a n d i m m a t u r e p h a s e . We m i g h t 

i m a g i n e t h a t , f r o m t h i s f e m i n i s t v i e w p o i n t , o p e n - m i n d e d and 

e m p i r i c a l s t u d i e s o f f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p m i g h t emerge t o 

i n c r e a s e o u r k n o w l e d g e . 

However, a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f r e c e n t d i s c u s s i o n o f 

f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i s t h a t , i n c r e a s i n g l y , i t i s c o u c h e d i n 

t h e o r e t i c a l o r p o l i t i c a l t e r m s w h i c h , a l t h o u g h t h e y c l e a r l y 

h a v e an i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n i n d e v e l o p i n g t h e o r i e s o f women's 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s , a p p e a r t o be i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h a n e m p i r i c a l 

e x a m i n a t i o n o f what f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i s a c t u a l l y l i k e . 

J a n i c e Raymond i n A p a s s i o n f o r f r i e n d s - t o w a r d s a 

p h i l o s o p h y o f f e m a l e a f f e c t i o n p u t s f o r t h t h e c o n c e p t o f 

1 g y n / a f f e c t i o n ' t o s i g n i f y ' t h e p a s s i o n women f e e l f o r 

women, t n a t i s , t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f p r o f o u n d a t t r a c t i o n f o r 

t h e o r i g i n a l v i t a l S e l f anf. the movement t o w a r d s o t h e r v i t a l 
G Q 

women' J . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g and r e v e a l i n g t h a t Raymond 

d o e s n o t d e a l a t a l l , e v e n on a p h i l o s o p h i c a l l e v e l , w i t h 

a d o l e s c e n t f r i e n d s h i p . I h i s s eems s t r a n g e l y i n c o m p a t i b l e 

w i t n h e r p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t n t h e ' t r u e S e l f ' , a s one c o u l d 

a r g u e t h a t c h i l d r e n a r e c l o s e r t o t h e i r ' t r u e S e l v e s ' t h a n 

t h e r e s t o f u s , and t h a t a d o l e s c e n c e i n v o l v e s a r e j e c t i o n o f 

t h a t ' t r u e S e l f ' i n an e n d e a v o u r t o a d o p t an a p p r o p r i a t e , 

s o c i a l l y c o n s t r u c t e d f e m a l e r o l e . 
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Raymond's l a c k o f i n t e r e s t i n a d o l e s c e n t f r i e n d s h i p i s 

s y m p t o m a t i c o f i t s d i s m i s s a l by many s c h o l a r s , f e m i n i s t a n d 

o t h e r w i s e . Of c o u r s e t h e r e h a v e b e e n s i g n i f i c a n t r e c e n t 

s t u d i e s o f f e m a l e a d o l e s c e n c e , n o t a b l y A n g e l a K c R o b b i e ' s 
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work, m a i n l y on f e m a l e y o u t h c u l t u r e a n d p o p u l a r r e a d i n g 

Sue L e e s ' L o s i n g Out ( 1 9 8 6 ) a n d S u g a r and S p i c e ( 1 9 9 3 ) a r e 
92 

m a j o r c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h e f i e l d . T h e r e i s e v i d e n c e t h a t 

t h i s i s a g r o w i n g a r e a o f i n t e r e s t , p r o b a b l y a s a r e a c t i o n 

t o i t s c o m p a r a t i v e n e g l e c t i n t h e p a s t . None o f t h e s e 

s t u d i e s , h o w e v e r , a l t h o u g h t h e y do e x p l o r e a s p e c t s o f f e m a l e 

f r i e n d s h i p , p l a c e s g i r l s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h o t h e r g i r l s a t 

t h e f o r e f r o n t o f i t s i n v e s t i g a t i o n . F e m i n i s m and Y o u t h 

C u l t u r e a n a l y s e s r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n g i r l s ' m a g a z i n e s an d 

g i r l s ' r e s p o n s e s t o t h e m e s s a g e s c o n t a i n e d i n t h e s e 

m a g a z i n e s . S u g a r a n d S p i c e , a l t h o u g h i t c o n t a i n s a 

s u b s t a n t i a l c h a p t e r on f r i e n d s h i p , i s p r i m a r i l y c o n c e r n e d 

w i t h s e x u a l i t y , and L e e s ' e x p l o r a t i o n o f f r i e n d s h i p , w h i l e 

i l l u m i n a t i n g a n d , u n l i k e much r e c e n t s t u d y , e m p i r i c a l , 

h i g h l i g h t s f r i e n d s h i p m a i n l y i n r e l a t i o n t o g i r l s ' s e x u a l 

r e p u t a t i o n s . 

A s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r i n c o n t e m p o r a r y work i n t h i s 

f i e l d i s . o f c o u r s e , t h a t m o s t g i r l s now o p e r a t e w ; i t h i n 

s e x u a l l y m i x e d e n v i r o n m e n t s and o f c o u r s e i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o 

e x a m i n e how g i r l s f o r m r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n s u c h e n v i r o n m e n t s 

and w h a t s t r a t e g i e s , i f a n y , t h e y d e v e l o p f o r r e s i s t i n g t h e 

s e x u a l d o u o l e s t a n d a r d w h i c h s t i l l o b t a i n s . I t may be 
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a s s u m e d t h a t g r e a t e r f r e e d o m t o p u r s u e h e t e r o s e x u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s means t h a t f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p s u r v i v e s m a i n l y 

a s a f o r u m f o r d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e s e r e l a t i o n s h i p s , o r a s a n 

a r e n a w h e r e women c o n c e n t r a t e t h e i r r i v a l r y f o r t h e 

a t t e n t i o n o f men. 

A v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g r e c e n t c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h i s d e b a t e 

i s V i v i e n n e G r i f f i t h s ' 1 9 9 5 A d o l e s c e n t G i r l s a n d t h e i r 
92 

F r i - e n d s : A F e m i n i s t E t h n o l o g y .— Gr - i - f - f - i t h s 1 s t u d y o f s e v e r a l 

g r o u p s o f g i r l s a t a Y o r k s h i r e c o m p r e h e n s i v e s c h o o l o v e r 

some months c o n s i d e r s t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e i r • m i x e d 

e n v i r o n m e n t a n d ' w h e t h e r a s t r o n g f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p g r o u p 
93 

d e p e n d s on, o r t h r i v e s b e s t i n , a p o l a r i s e d s i t u a t i o n . ' 

G r i f f i t h s c o n c l u d e s , a s a r e s u l t o f h e r r e s e a r c h , t h a t 

' t h e s e f r i e n d s h i p s a r e c l o s e a n d s u p p o r t i v e , c h a r a c t e r i s e d 
94 

by t r u s t a nd l o y a l t y . ' 

T h i s s t u d y i s i n t e r e s t i n g i n t h e l i g h t o f my own 

r e s e a r c h f o r s e v e r a l r e a s o n s . F i r s t l y , r a t h e r l i k e t h e 

n o v e l s I s h a l l d i s c u s s , 'a s t r o n g p o s i t i v e p i c t u r e o f 

f r i e n d s n i p s b e t w e e n young women h a s emerged f r o m t h e 
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r e s e a r c h ' w h i c h i n no s e n s e i g n o r e s o r d o w n p l a y s t h e 

c o n f l i c t s a n d p r o b l e m s i n h e r e n t i n c o m p l e x r e l a t i o n s h i p s : 

G r i f f i t h s ' book i s no mere c e l e b r a t i o n o f f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p . 

S e c o n d l y , 1 was s t r u c k , d e s p i t e t h e d i f f e r e n c e s i n c o n t e x t , 

by m a r k e d s i m i l a r i t i e s b e t w e e n t h e s t r u c t u r e s o f t h e 

f r i e n d s h i p g r o u p s G r i f f i t h s d e s c r i b e s a n d t h o s e f o u n d i n 
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s c h o o l s t o r i e s o f s i x t y y e a r s ago. F o r ex a m p l e , t h e g i r l s 

G r i f f i t h s o b s e r v e d o p e r a t e d i n s m a l l g r o u p s o f f r i e n d s 

r a t h e r t h a n p a i r s ? codes r e l a t i n g t o g e n d e r , age, r a c e , e t c . 

were more r i g i d l y a p p l i e d t o s c h o o l t h a n t o home 

f r i e n d s h i p s ; t h e g i r l s were p h y s i c a l l y a f f e c t i o n a t e ; t h e y 

a s s e r t e d t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p t h r o u g h t a l k i n g and g i g g l i n g 

t o g e t h e r , and t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p s w e r e o f t e n i n t e n s e . 
96 

G r i f f i t h s h e r s e l f a d m i t s : 

I have been s u r p r i s e d by t h e s i m i l a r i t y 
b e t w e e n t h e young women's f r i e n d s h i p s i n 
t h i s s t u d y and my own e x p e r i e n c e as a 
S o u t h e r n , m i d d l e - c l a s s g i r l i n t h e 1960s. 

Perhaps t h i s i s a s i g n t h a t f r i e n d s h i p b etween g i r l s , 

a l t h o u g h i n e v i t a b l y s u b j e c t t o c h a n g i n g s o c i e t a l p r e s s u r e s 

and i d e o l o g i e s , i s i n many r e s p e c t s s t a b l e , p r o v i d i n g 

s u p p o r t f o r g i r l s d u r i n g t h e ' v u l n e r a b i l i t y o f a d o l e s c e n c e ' 
9 7 

and ' h e l p i n g t o f o r m s e l f - i d e n t i t y . ' 

G r i f f i t h s m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h i s s u p p o r t can r e m a i n s t r o n g 

even i n a m i x e d e n v i r o n m e n t where ' t h e c u l t u r a l and 

i d e o l o g i c a l p r e s s u r e s on g i r l s t o g e t a b o y f r i e n d a r e 
98 

enormous." I w o u l c s u g g e s t , f r o m my own e x p e r i e n c e o f 

t e a c h i n g i n a l a r g e , c o - e d u c a t i o n a l grammar s c h o o l , t h a t one 

r e a s o n f o r t h i s i s t h a t g i r l s t e n d t o p e r c e i v e t h e boys i n 

t h e i r own y e a r g r o u p as i m m a t u r e and t h e r e f o r e i n a p p r o p r i a t e 

o b j e c t s o f d e s i r e . They t e n d t o r e m a i n , b o t h i n and o u t o f 

t h e c l a s s r o o m , i n l a r g e l y h o m o s o c i a l g r o u p s , a l t h o u g h t h i s 

t e n d e n c y d e c r e a s e s w i t h age, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e s i x t h f o r m . 
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D e s p i t e t h i s , t h e r e can be no d o u b t t n a t , w i t h t h e 

d e c r e a s e i n s i n g l e sex e d u c a t i o n and h o m o s o c i a l l e i s u r e 

p u r s u i t s , and t h e m o u n t i n g p r e s s u r e on young g i r l s t o p r o v e 

t h e m s e l v e s a t t r a c t i v e t o and i n t e r e s t e d i n boys a t an e a r l y 

age, s e p a r a t e ' f e m a l e s pace' i s b e i n g l o s t . T h i s f a c t has 

been i d e n t i f i e d and l a m e n t e d by v a r i o u s f e m i n i s t s . G r i f f i t h s 
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s a y s : 

C r e a t i n g space f o r g i r l s ( a n d women) t o be 
t o g e t h e r i n s i n g l e sex s i t u a t i o n s i s wi d e l y -
r e c o g n i s e d as v a l u a b l e by f e m i n i s t s . 

Rosemary Auchmuty's most p e r s u a s i v e a r g u m e n t i n A W o r l d Of 

G i r l s i s t h a t women r e a d g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s t o e s c a p e 

i n t o a f e m a l e space"*"^. My own s t u d y a l s o c o n c e n t r a t e s on 

e s s e n t i a l l y f e m a l e s p a c e s , e x p l o r i n g as i t does f i c t i o n a l 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f s c h o o l and c o l l e g e f r i e n d s h i p s a t a t i m e 

when s i n g l e sex e d u c a t i o n r e m a i n e d t h e norm. 

I t seems, t h e n , t n a t we a r e back where we s t a r t e d , 

a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f a s e p a r a t e f e m a l e s p h e r e as 

a n a t u r a l e n v i r o n m e n t where women's f r i e n d s h i p can t h r i v e . 

The woman's c o m m u n i t y , e d u c a t i o n a l , f a m i l i a l o r r e l i g i o u s , 

has become once a g a i n a r e s p e c t a b l e f o c u s o f s c h o l a r l y 

a t t e n t i o n . C y s t o p i a n v i s i o n s o f such c o m m u n i t i e s , s u c h as 

Regiment o f Women (whose t i t l e s u r e l y i s enough t o c h i l l ) , 

as w e l l as p o p u l a r p e r c e p t i o n s o f women as b i t c h y and 

m u t u a l l y a n t i p a t h e t i c , have l i n g e r e d i n t h e c u l t u r a l 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s , w i t h many p e o p l e a r t i c u l a t i n g a c o n v i c t i o n 
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t h a t women c a n n o t and s h o u l d n o t l i v e t o g e t h e r w i t h o u t men. 

Set a g a i n s t t h i s v i e w t h e r e i s t h e e q u a l l y e r r o n e o u s and 

u n h e l p f u l t e n d e n c y t o i d e a l i s e women's f r i e n d s h i p and 

c o n s i d e r f e m a l e c o m m u n i t i e s U t o p i a n , o r more ' n a t u r a l ' f o r 

women t h a n a h e t e r o s o c i a l e n v i r o n m e n t . These v i e w s have 

t h e i r own p r o b l e m s . R a d i c a l l e s b i a n s e p a r a t i s t t h e o r i e s , f o r 

ex a m p l e , w h i c h demand t h a t women choose n o t t o r e l a t e 

s e x u a l l y and e m o t i o n a l l y t o men, a r e l o g i c a l w i t h i n a 

r a d i c a l f e m i n i s t c o n t e x t , b u t can l e a d t o i d e o l o g i c a l and 

p e r s o n a l d i f f i c u l t i e s when t h e y c o n f l i c t w i t h s o c i a l r e a l i t y 

when, f o r e x a m p l e , t h e woman has a male c h i l d . 

N e i t h e r o f t h e s e p o s i t i o n s - and I emphasise t h a t t h e s e 

a r e two e x t r e m e v i e w s - a l l o w s f o r t h e complex r e a l i t y o f 

women's r e l a t i o n s h i p s , a t a d o l e s c e n c e o r any o t h e r t i m e . 

P o s i t i o n s w h i c h a r e e s s e n t i a l l y d e p e n d e n t on t h e o r y can a l s o 

f a i l t o t a k e t n e r e a l i t y o f f r i e n d s h i p i n t o a c c o u n t , and 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n s o f t h e a d o l e s c e n t g i r l i n t o d a y ' s s o c i e t y a r e 

o f t e n t o o p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h g i r l s ' r e a c t i o n t o t h e d o u b l e 

s t a n d a r d o f s e x u a l m o r a l i t y t o a n a l y s e t h e e s s e n c e o f t h e i r 

f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h each o t h e r . Nina A u e r b a c h r e m i n d s us t h a t 
1 1 1 

f e m a l e c o m m u n i t i e s a r e complex e n v i r o n m e n t s : 

The c o m m u n i t i e s o f women w h i c h have h a u n t e d 
o u r l i t e r a r y i m a g i n a t i o n ... a r e emblems o f 
f e m a l e s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y w h i c h c r e a t e t h e i r 
own c o r p o r a t e r e a l i t y , e v o k i n g b o t h w i s h e s 
and f e a r s . 
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The w r i t e r s o f t h e n o v e l s I e x a m i n e i n P a r t Two a r e , on 

t h e w h o l e , u n c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e o r y , a l t h o u g h t h e i r n o v e l s 

a r e r e c o g n i s a b l y t h e p r o d u c t s o f p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l 

c o n d i t i o n s . I n t h e n o v e l , t h e p e r f e c t f o r u m f o r t h e 

e x p l o r a t i o n o f human r e l a t i o n s h i p s , t h e y have e v o k e d t h e 

w i s h e s and f e a r s o f v a r i o u s f i c t i v e c o m m u n i t i e s and have 

w r i t t e n a b o u t f r i e n d s h i p b e t w e e n a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s i n a way 

w h i c h c e l e b r a t e s n o t t h e i d e a l b u t t h e i r v i s i o n o f t h e 

c o mplex r e a l i t y o f f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p . 
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I l l . The G i r l s ' S c h o o l S t o r y 

E l i z a b e t h Eowen, i n h e r i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e V i r a g o 

e d i t i o n o f A n t o n i a W h i t e ' s F r o s t i n May makes t h e a r b i t r a r y 

b u t u s e f u l d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n what she c a l l s t h e ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y p r o p e r , w r i t t e n f o r s c h o o l age c h i l d r e n and t h e s c h o o l 
102 

n o v e l , w r i t t e n f o r t h e grownup.' Her a t t i t u d e t o t h e 

f o r m e r i s i n d i c a t e d i n h e r c l a i m t h a t : " ' " ^ ^ 
t h o s e f o r boys a r e i n f i n i t e l y b e t t e r t h a n 
t h o s e f o r g i r l s . The c u r l - t o s s i n g tomboys 
o f t h e F o u r t h a t S t . D i t h e r i n g ' s a r e 
m a n i f e s t l y and i n s u l t i n g l y u n r e a l t o any 
g i r l c h i l d who has l e f t t h e n u r s e r y . 

Eowen's o p i n i o n o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s a u s e f u l 

i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e w i d e s p r e a d c o n t e m p t i n w h i c h t h e g e n r e 

has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been h e l d . I s h a l l bo r e v i e w i n g t h e 

v a r i o u s f o r m s w h i c h t h i s c r i t i c a l c o n t e m p t has t a k e n o v e r 

t h e decades and s u g g e s t i n g r e a s o n s why t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y has been t h e f o c u s o f such s c o r n . 

The g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y was l i t e r a t u r e ' s i n e v i t a b l e 

r e s p o n s e t o t h e i n c r e a s e i n g i r l s ' s e c o n d a r y and h i g h e r 

e d u c a t i o n , as w e l l as t o t h e b o y s ' p u b l i c s c h o o l s t o r y w h i c h 

f l o u r i s h e d a f t e r t h e s u c c e s s o f Tom Frown's S c h o o l d a y s 1 0 4 

i n 1857. The f i r s t examples o f t h e g e n r e were d i d a c t i c i n 

t o n e , i n k e e p i n g w i t h t h e m a j o r i t y o f l i t e r a t u r e f o r g i r l s 

a t t h e end o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , w h i c h , on t h e w h o l e , 

aimed t o r e i n f o r c e c o n t e m p o r a r y i d e a l s o f f e m i n i n e 
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s e l f - s a c r i f i c e and s e r v i c e t o God and t h e f a m i l y . When 

A n g e l a B r a z i l ' s f i r s t s c h o o l s t o r y , The F o r t u n e s o f 

P h i l i p p a , was p u b l i s h e d i n 1906, t h e c h o i c e o f a g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s e t t i n g was n o t , i n i t s e l f , r a d i c a l . L.T. Meade among 

o t h e r s had been w r i t i n g o f g i r l s ' s c h o o l s and c o l l e g e s f o r 

some t i m e . What d i s t i n g u i s h e d B r a z i l ' s w ork and t h a t o f t h e 

d o z e n s , p e r h a p s h u n d r e d s o f w r i t e r s who f o l l o w e d h e r , was 

t h e c o n c e r n f o r c h a r a c t e r and e n v i r o n m e n t and t h e d e s i r e t o 

e n t e r t a i n r a t h e r t h a n t o m o r a l i s e . E r a z i l ' s h e r o i n e s 

e x i s t on t h e i r own t e r m s ; t h e y a r e n o t mere v e h i c l e s f o r 

d e l i v e r i n g s ermons. 

Many c r i t i c s whose k n o w l e d g e o f t h e t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s s u p e r f i c i a l c o n c e n t r a t e t h e i r 

d i s c u s s i o n s on A n g e l a B r a z i l as t h e name w h i c h has become 

synonymous w i t h t h e g e n r e . A n g e l a E r a z i l was p r o b a b l y t h e 

f i r s t e x p o n e n t o f t h e t y p e o f s c h o o l s t o r y we r e c o g n i s e 

t o d a y as t y p i c a l o f t h e g e n r e , b u t she was n o t t h e f i r s t , 

n o r i n d e e d t h e most p r o l i f i c g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y w r i t e r , and 

c e r t a i n l y n o t ' t h e o n l y w e l l - k n o w n name among g i r l s ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y w r i t e r s . ' ~̂®~> Her p o p u l a r i t y among t h o s e t h o s e who 

c o n t i n u e t o r e a d and c o l l e c t g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s i n t h e 

1990s i s c o n s i d e r a b l y l e s s t h a n t h a t o f E l i n o r v.. E r e n t -

C yer, E l s i e J . Oxenham and D o r i t a F a i r l i e B r u c e . 

I h e r e can be no d o u b t t h a t , j u d g e d o b j e c t i v e l y , many 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s were l a c k i n g i n l i t e r a r y m e r i t , 



e s p e c i a l l y when t h e g e n r e became v e r y p o p u l a r b e t w e e n t h e 

w a r s . I t i s i n c o r r e c t , h o w e v e r , t o assume t h a t b e c a u s e some 

were bad, t h e y were a l l bad, an a r r o g a n t and e r r o n e o u s 

p r e s u p p o s i t i o n on w h i c h t o o much c r i t i c i s m o f t h e s c h o o l 

s t o r y i s b a s e d . E l e a n o r Graham, f o u n d e r o f P u f f i n Books, 

a s s e r t e d i n 1S80 t h a t 'many p e o p l e assumed a l l c h i l d r e n ' s 
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books were on t h e A n g e l a B r a z i l l e v e l ' , m a k i n g i t c l e a r 

t h a t f o r h e r A n g e l a B r a z i l i s synonymous w i t h m e d i o c r i t y . I n 

f a c t , w h i l e t h e r e a r e a s p e c t s o f h e r books w h i c h l e n d 

t h e m s e l v e s e a s i l y t o c a r i c a t u r e , s h o u l d one be so m i n d e d , 

B r a z i l c r e a t e d l i v e l y i f a t t i m e s i m p r o b a b l e p l o t s and- some 

c o n v i n c i n g c h a r a c t e r s . E l i n o r M. B r e n t - D y e r , whose ' C h a l e t 

S c h o o l ' s e r i e s w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n some d e t a i l i n t h e n e x t 

c h a p t e r , c r e a t e d a f i c t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n w h i c h o u t l i v e d many 

r e a l - l i f e ones and w h i c h i s s t i l l i n p r i n t t o d a y , 

H a r p e r C o l l i n s h a v i n g r e c e n t l y ( 1 9 9 8 ) p r o d u c e d a new e d i t i o n . 

E l s i e Cxenham's l e i s u r e l y and r o m a n t i c 'Abbey' s t o r i e s , 

w h i c h f o c u s on c o u n t r y d a n c i n g and f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p , a r e 

s t r a n g e l y s e d u c t i v e w i t h t h e i r ' s e r i o u s n e s s and d e p t h o f 
1 03 

c a a r a c t e r i s a t i o n ' . D o r i t a F a i r l i e Druce c o u l d be 

c r i t i c i s e d f o r an o v e r - r e l i a n c e on t h e p l o t d e v i c e o f t h e 

l a b o u r e d c o i n c i d e n c e , b u t so, i t can be a r g u e d , c o u l d 

Thomas K a r d y , and i t d i d n o t p r e v e n t h e r p r o d u c i n g ' c l e a r l y 

a e f i n e d , l i k e a b l e h e r o i n e s ' and ' a u t h e n t i c b a c k g r o u n d s ' 

Even E n i d B l y t o n , w r o t e s c h o o l s t o r i e s w h i c h a r e am u s i n g 

and memorable and, l i k e t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l , s t i l l i n p r i n t 

t o d a y . A n t o n i a F o r e s t ' s \Marlow' b o o k s , f o u r o f w h i c h a r e 
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g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s , a r e s u b t l y w r i t t e n n o v e l s and t h e 

s u b j e c t o f a f u r t h e r c h a p t e r i n t h i s t h e s i s . O t h e r 

w r i t e r s , l a r g e l y f o r g o t t e n t o d a y , w r o t e s t o r i e s w h i c h b e a r 

e x a m i n a t i o n . C h r i s t a b e l K a r l o w e ' s S h i r l e y a t C h a r t e r t o n , 

f o r e x a m p l e , t o t a k e a random t i t l e f r o m t h e d ozens o f 

shabby o l d books I was b e q u e a t h e d as a c h i l d , c o u l d be 

c o n s i d e r e d a ' c l a s s i c ' g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y and i s a 

w e l l - s t r u c t u r e d and t h o r o u g h l y r e a d a b l e example o f t h e 
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g e n r e 

S e t a g a i n s t t h e s e doyennes o f t h e g e n r e , t h e r e were 

u n d o u b t e d l y w r i t e r s whose a t t e m p t s t o 'cash i n ' on t h e 

immense p o p u l a r i t y o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y b e t r a y e d t h e i r l a c k 

o f r e a l i n t e r e s t i n g i r l s and t h e i r c o n c e r n s . These 

w r i t e r s , q u i c k l y o u t o f p r i n t and g e n e r a l l y n o t c o l l e c t e d 

t o d a y , i n a c l i m a t e where even r e p r i n t s o f E r e n t - C y e r s , 

Oxenhams and F a i r l i e E r u c e s can f e t c h p r o h i b i t i v e p r i c e s , 

have f a d e d i n t o d e s e r v e d o b s c u r i t y . T h e i r p l o t s a r e f u l l o f 

s e c r e t p a s s a g e s , i n t e r m i n a b l e h o c k e y matches and s h i f t y 

f o r e i g n e r s , and t h e i r f i c t i o n a l s c h o o l s a r e as i n s t a n t l y 

f o r g e t t a b l e as t h e c a r d b o a r d c u t - o u t s c h o o l g i r l s who romp 

t h r o u g h t h e i r c o r r i d o r s . 

Why have c r i t i c s o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y f o u n d i t 

a c c e p t a b l e t o f a i l t o d i s t i n g u i s h b e t w e e n t h e good and t h e 

bad w r i t e r s o f t h e g e n r e , c a t e g o r i s i n g a l l as bad? I n 

d o i n g so, t h e y b e t r a y t h e i r own p r e j u d i c e , b u t because t h e i r 
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c r i t i c i s m , u n l i k e i t s s u b j e c t , has been t a k e n s e r i o u s l y , 

t h e y a r e g u i l t y o f m i s r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y 

and c o n t r i b u t i n g t o t h e c o n t e m p t i n w h i c h i t has l o n g been 

h e l d . R e c e n t l y t h e r e has been a r e s u r g e n c e o f i n t e r e s t i n 

t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , w h i c h i s l a r g e l y c e l e b r a t o r y t h o u g h 

by no means u n c r i t i c a l , and on t h e w h o l e t h i s i s 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d by c a r e f u l s c h o l a r s h i p and a t t e n t i o n t o 

d e t a i l . S t u d i e s s u c h as Rosemary Auchmuty's e x e m p l a r y A 
1 12 

W o r l d Of G i r l s , D a v i d E a t h u r s t ' s e x u b e r a n t S i x o f t h e 

B e s t 1 1 " * and The C h a l e t S c h o o l R e v i s i t e d 1 1 4 have gone some 

way t o r e - e v a l u a t e t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , b u t books l i k e ' t h e s e 

w i l l i n e v i t a b l y be r e a d by t h o s e who v a l u e and e n j o y s c h o o l 

s t o r i e s i n any c a s e , and i t c a n n o t be hoped t h a t t h e y w i l l 

v i n d i c a t e t h e s c h o o l s t o r y i n t h e mind o f t h e c r i t i c a l 

r e a d i n g p u b l i c . 

L i t e r a r y / c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m o f t h e g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s t o r y nas e x p r e s s e d i t s d i s t a s t e f o r t h e g e n r e i n 

s e v e r a l ways. T h e r e i s , as we have a l r e a d y seen i n t h e 

d i s c o u r s e on f e m a l e a d o l e s c e n c e and on a d o l e s c e n t 

f r i e n d s h i p , a f r e q u e n t t e n d e n c y s i m p l y t o i g n o r e t h e g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s t o r y , u s u a l l y i n c r i t i c i s m w h i c h p u r p o r t s t o d i s c u s s 

t h e s c h o o l s t o r y as a g e n r e , b u t w h i c h i s a c t u a l l y c o n c e r n e d 

o n l y , o r p r i m a r i l y , w i t h t h o s e w r i t t e n f o r b o y s . Where t h e 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y _is d i s c u s s e d , c r i t i c s seem t o f e e l 

t h e i r f o r e m o s t d u t y i s t o p o i n t o u t t h e weaknesses i n t h e 

g e n r e , even i f t h i s i n v o l v e s c o n v e n i e n t l y f o r g e t t i n g i t s 
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u n d o u b t e d s t r e n g t h s . I n t h e s e c o n d h a l f o f t h e t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y t h e r e has been a f a s h i o n f o r b u r l e s q u i n g t h e g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s t o r y l a r g e l y i n t h e ' S t . T r i n i a n ' s - s e x y - s c h o o l g i r l s -

o n - t h e - r a m p a g e ' mode. A l l i e d t o t h i s , t h e r e i s t h e 

' r e d i s c o v e r y ' o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , w h i c h i n v o l v e s so-

c a l l e d ' s o p h i s t i c a t e d ' r e r e a d i n g s o f ( u s u a l l y ) A n g e l a 

B r a z i l , w h i c h seem t o be o b s e s s e d w i t h p o i n t i n g o u t t h a t 

a l l t h e c h a r a c t e r s a r e l e s b i a n s , and wh a t a j a p e t h a t s i l l y 

o l d A n g e l a n e v e r n o t i c e d . None o f t h e s e r e s p o n s e s i n v o l v e s a 

s u s t a i n e d r e a d i n g o f t h e t e x t w i t h i n i t s c u l t u r a l and 

l i t e r a r y c o n t e x t . 

L e t us examine f i r s t o f a i l t h e t e n d e n c y s i m p l y t o 

i g n o r e t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y . E l i z a b e t h Bowen 1 s 

a s s u m p t i o n t h a t b o y s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s were b e t t e r t h a n g i r l s ' 

i s s n a r e d by many c r i t i c s . J u s t as many books s u p p o s e d l y 

on a d o l e s c e n c e were a c t u a l l y on male a d o l e s c e n c e , a 

c o n s i d e r a b l e p r o p o r t i o n o f s c h o o l s t o r y c r i t i c i s m i s r e a l l y 

a b o u t t h e b o y s ' s c h o o l s t o r y . T h e r e i s no o b j e c t i o n t o 

c r i t i c s ' c h o o s i n g t o f o c u s on t h e b o y s ' s c h o o l s t o r y : a f t e r 

a l l , I make no a p o l o g i e s f o r f o c u s i n g e x c l u s i v e l y on t h e 

g i r l s ' . I do o b j e c t , however, t o c r i t i c s o r p u b l i s h e r s who 

do n e t make i t c l e a r t h a t t h e i r s t u d i e s a r c d e v o t e d w h o l l y 

o r m a i n l y t o t h e b o y s ' s t o r y . T h i s r e i n f o r c e s t h e 

c o n v i c t i o n t h a t g i r l s ' e x p e r i e n c e i s m a r g i n a l , and 

u n d e s e r v i n g o f c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n i t s own r i g h t . 



F o r e x a m p l e , i n S t o r i e s and S o c i e t y : C h i l d r e n ' s 

l i t e r a t u r e i n i t s s o c i a l c o n t e x t 1 1 * ^ , a 1992 c o l l e c t i o n o f 

e s s a y s , J e f f r e y R i c h a r d s ' c o n t r i b u t i o n e n t i t l e d 'The 

S c h o o l S t o r y ' m e n t i o n s t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , w h i c h one 

m i g h t n a i v e l y have supposed t o be p a r t o f t h i s g e n r e , o n l y 

i n t h e n o t e s , where he c i t e s c o n s t r a i n t s o f space as an 

e x c use f o r i g n o r i n g t h i s huge body o f l i t e r a t u r e . 

D i s m i s s i n g t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y as m a i n l y an i m i t a t i o n o f 

t h e b o y s ' , as R i c h a r d s d o e s , i s somewhat o v e r - s i m p l i s t i c . 

C e r t a i n l y , b o t h g e n r e s s h a r e d t h e e m p h a s i s on ' p l a y i n g t h e 

game' and ' h o nour' w h i c h , i t has been a r g u e d , express-ed t h e 

n i n e t e e n t h and e a r l y t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y i d e o l o g y o f 

I m p e r i a l i s m 1 1 ^ * ; b o t h s t r e s s e d t h e r o l e o f f r i e n d s h i p and t h e 

s c h o o l c o m m u n i t y i n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f c h a r a c t e r , and b o t h 

p r e s e n t e d s c h o o l as t h e w o r l d i n m i c r o s o s m . However, t h e s e 

c o n s t r u c t s f o u n d d i f f e r e n t e x p r e s s i o n i n t h e g i r l s ' and 

b oys' b o o k s . 1 ' I r o n i c a l l y , R i c h a r d s , r e f e r r i n g t o modern 

s c h o o l s t o r i e s s u c h as t h o s e by W i l l i a m Mayne, and t h e 

l o n g - r u n n i n g EEC t e l e v i s i o n drama, 'Grange H i l l ' , s p e c i f i e s 
11C 

' t h e p r e s e n c e o f g i r l s ' as an i m p o r t a n t d e v e l o p m e n t i n 

t h e s c h o o l s t o r y . T h i s assumes t h a t g i r l s have o n l y r e c e n t l y 

been ' i n c l u d e d ' i n t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , e m p h a s i s i n g t h a t f o r 

him ' t h e s c h o o l s t o r y ' means ' t h e b o y s ' s c h o o l s t o r y ' . 

R i c h a r d s ' e s s a y d i s c u s s e s p o p u l a r f i c t i o n as s o c i a l c o n t r o l , 

s e l e c t i v e i n what i t choose t o show: h i s own e s s a y , i n t h e 

way i t t r e a t s g i r l s ' f i c t i o n , c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h i s i n j u r i o u s 

s e l e c t i v i t y . 
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I s a b e l Q u i g l y ' s The H e i r s o f Tom Brown: The E n g l i s h 

S c h o o l S t o r y c o n t a i n s a c h a p t e r on t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , 

b u t i t i s t h e b o y s ' s t o r y w h i c h seems t o be h e r r e a l 

i n t e r e s t . One f e e l s , r e a d i n g t h i s c h a p t e r , t h a t C u i g l y 

i n c l u d e s some d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e g i r l s ' s t o r y b e cause she 

f e e l s she m u s t . The c h a p t e r seems t o l a c k t h e e n t h u s i a s m o f 

t h e r e s t o f t h e book, and b e t r a y s n o t o n l y Q u i g l y ' s 

d i s d a i n f u l o p i n i o n o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y ( w h i c h i s h e r 

p r e r o g a t i v e ) , b u t a s u r p r i s i n g l a c k o f k n o w l e d g e a b o u t t h e 

g e n r e . T h i s i s s u r e l y c u r i o u s i n a book w h i c h c l a i m s t o 

d i s c u s s ' t h e E n g l i s h s c h o o l s t o r y ' , b u t i s an i l l u m i n a t i n g 

e xample o f what I see as a s o r t o f w i d e s p r e a d c u l t u r a l 

b l i n d n e s s t o t h e m a t e r i a l i t y o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y . 

T h a t i s , t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s an a r e a o f 

l i t e r a t u r e / p o p u l a r c u l t u r e a b o u t w h i c h most p e o p l e seem t o 

f e e l some c o n f i d e n c e . I t i s a c c e s s i b l e and u n t h r e a t e n i n g : i t 

h o l d s no m y s t i q u e . Memories o f r e a d i n g v a l o r y Towers o r 

w a t c h i n g C h r i s t m a s r e p e a t s o f S t . T r i n i a n ' s have p e r h a p s 

c o n t r i b u t e d t o a s h a r e d c u l t u r a l c o n v i c t i o n t h a t we 'know' 

t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y . To t h e g e n e r a l B r i t i s h p u b l i c , t h e 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s synonymous w i t h 'The Four M a r y s ' , 

' j o l l y h o c k e y s t i c k s ' , m i d n i g h t f e a s t s and r o m p i n g , p i g -

t a i l e d g i r l s i n g y m s l i p s . 

I am a w a r e , o f c o u r s e , t h a t I am h y p o t h e s i s i n g h e r e 
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a b o u t s o m e t h i n g w h i c h i s v e r y d i f f i c u l t t o s u b s t a n t i a t e . I 

can o f f e r o n l y some h y p o t h e s e s , i d e a s and o b s e r v a t i o n s , 

based on my own r e a d i n g and on e i g h t y e a r s o f i n t e r p r e t i n g 

p e o p l e ' s a t t i t u d e s t o t h e s u b j e c t o f t h i s s t u d y . 

F i r s t l y , t h e a l a r m i n g t e n d e n c y f o r v e r y r e s p e c t e d 

c r i t i c s t o make f a c t u a l e r r o r s o r s w e e p i n g , d i s t o r t i n g 
119 

a s s u m p t i o n s i n t h e i r r e a d i n g s o f g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s 

a l e r t e d me t o t h e f a c t t h a t t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y seemed 

t o i n s p i r e a s o r t o f c r i t i c a l o r c u l t u r a l m yopia i n c r i t i c s . 

What c o u l d e x p l a i n t h i s ? C e r t a i n l y , i t has t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

been a c c e p t a b l e t o d e n i g r a t e t h e g e n r e as t r i v i a l , 
120 

c u l t u r a l l y m a r g i n a l , e l i t i s t and ' l e s b i a n ' , b u t t h i s 

a l o n e c o u l d h a r d l y e x p l a i n a f a i r l y common - and a p p a r e n t l y 

u n c h a l l e n g e d - c r i t i c a l f a i l u r e t o see what i s a c t u a l l y i n 

t h e books r a t h e r t h a n what one i m a g i n e s t o be t h e r e . I must 

s t r e s s h e r e t h a t I am n o t r e f e r r i n g t o s u b j e c t i v e o p i n i o n s 

w i t h w h i c h I happen n o t t o a g r e e , b u t t o t a n g i b l e t e x t u a l 
121 

m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , d i s t o r t i o n s o r s i m p l y i n a c c u r a c i e s . 

N i c h o l a s T u c k e r , who has w r i t t e n w i d e l y on c h i l d r e n ' s 

l i t e r a t u r e and p s y c h o l o g y , r e f e r s i n g e n e r a l t e r m s t o t h e 

t e n d e n c y f o r g e n e r a l i s a t i o n and s u b j e c t i v i t y i n some 

c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , s u g g e s t i n g t h a t a d u l t s ' 

f l a w e d memories o f t h e books t h e y r e a d as c h i l d r e n c o u l d be 
] 22 

p a r t l y r e s p o n s i b l e . 



G e n e r a l i s a t i o n s based on s u c h memories may 
a r i s e f r o m n a r r o w e x p e r i e n c e and c o n f u s e d 
r e c o l l e c t i o n . 

I n t h e case o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y t h i s i s c e r t a i n l y 

compounded by t h e f a c t t h a t one need n o t even have r e a d a 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y t o have a c c e s s t o a c u l t u r a l memory o f 

i t , ' c o n f u s e d ' as t h i s may be. T u c k e r a d m i t s t h a t 'some 

s u b j e c t i v e f e e l i n g f o r t h e p a r t i c u l a r charm o f c e r t a i n 

c h i l d r e n ' s b o o k s ' i s i n e v i t a b l e as ' t h e r e can n e v e r be a 

c o m p l e t e l y o b j e c t i v e , d e p e r s o n a l i s e d a c c o u n t o f a s u b j e c t 
123 

such as t h i s . ' . ( I r o n i c a l l y , as i f t o p r o v e h i s own 

t h e s i s , T u c k e r ' s e s s a y on ' S c h o o l s t o r i e s , 1S 7 C - 1980' 

c o n t a i n s an i l l u m i n a t i n g r e f e r e n c e t o ' t h e munching o f t u c k ' 

i n A n t o n i a F o r e s t ' s End o f Term w h i c h a c t u a l l y has no 
124 

f o u n d a t i o n i n t h e t e x t ! C l e a r l y , T u c k e r ' s own ' c o n f u s e d 

r e c o l l e c t i o n ' o f s c h o o l s t o r i e s i s a t p l a y h e r e ! ) The i s s u e 

o f w h e t h e r one can e v e r be o b j e c t i v e i n l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m 

i s a huge one, o f c o u r s e , and o u t s i d e t h e scope o f t h i s 

t h e s i s , b u t I w o u l d s u g g e s t here, t h a t c r i t i c s have f o u n d i t 

e s p e c i a l l y d i f f i c u l t t o be o b j e c t i v e and open-minded a b o u t 

t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y p a r t l y b e c a u s e o f t h i s s h a r e d 

c u l t u r a l ' h a l f - k n o w l e d g e ' o r ' c o n f u s e d r e c o l l e c t i o n ' . 

T h e r e i s a l s o , p e r h a p s , a l l i e d t o t h i s and t c t h e low 

s t a t u s a c c o r d e d t o t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i n t h e p o p u l a r 

i m a g i n a t i o n and i n l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y , a c e r t a i n r e l u c t a n c e t o 

be seen t c t a k e t h e g e n r e s e r i o u s l y . I f we, as c r i t i c s , 
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w r i t e s e r i o u s l y a b o u t t h i s ' t r i v i a l ' l i t e r a t u r e , w h a t does 

t h a t say a b o u t us? How can we j u s t i f y o u r i n t e r e s t ? 

Nowadays, as I have s u g g e s t e d , t h e w o r k o f s c h o l a r s I l k a 

Auchmuty and T i n k l e r has made, i t much more a c c e p t a b l e and 

r e s p e c t a b l e t o be i n t e r e s t e d i n g i r l s ' s t o r i e s and t o r e a d 

thexi on t h e i r own t e r m s , b u t t h i s was c e r t a i n l y n o t t h e c a s e 

i n t h e 1970s and 1980s, l e t a l o n e e a r l i e r t h i s c e n t u r y . 

C.S. L e w i s i s w i d e l y r e c o r d e d as p r o t e s t i n g a t ' t h e 

p l a y f u l l y a p o l o g e t i c t o n e ' he f e l t o b l i g e d t o a d o p t when 

d i s c u s s i n g h i s i n t e r e s t i n c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e w i t h f e l l o w 
125 

s c h o l a r s . Much more r e c e n t l y , i n 1992, P e t e r H u n t , i n t h e 

I n t r o d u c t i o n t o L i t e r a t u r e f o r C h i l d r e n : C o n t e m p o r a r y 
1 " 6 

C r i t i c i s m s t a t e d t h a t : ^ 
C h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e , a l t h o u g h w i d e l y 
a c c e p t e d i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y , has t e n d e d t o 
r e m a i n u n c a n o n i c a l and c u l t u r a l l y 
m a r g i n a l i s e d . 

And, o f c o u r s e , some c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e has been more 

m a r g i n a l i s e d t h a n o t h e r s . Hunt s u g g e s t s t h a t E r i t i s h 

c u l t u r e ' s ' p a t r o n i s i n g ' a t t i t u d e t o c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e 

( w h i c n he l i k e n s t o c o l o n i s i n g c o u n t r i e s ' a t t i t u d e s t o t h e i r 

c o l o n i s e d p e o p l e s and t h e i r w r i t i n g s ) has e s t a b l i s h e d a 
, 127 n i e r a r c h y : 

a d u l t male l i t e r a t u r e 

women's l i t e r a t u r e 

c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e 

As t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s w r i t t e n by, f o r and a b o u t 
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w o m e n / g i r l s , one c a n i m a g i n e where i t m i g h t f i t i n t o t h i s 

m o d e l . 

As w i l l become e v i d e n t t h r o u g h o u t t h i s s t u d y , much o f 

t h e t h e o r y a b o u t women's p o p u l a r l i t e r a t u r e , i n p a r t i c u l a r 

t h e romance, i s v e r y r e l e v a n t t o d i s c u s s i o n s o f t h e s c h o o l 

s t o r y . T a n i a M o d l e s k i w r i t e s o f t h e ' p e r v a s i v e s c o r n f o r a l l 
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t h i n g s f e m i n i n e ' i n c r i t i c i s m o f p o p u l a r c u l t u r e , and i t 

w o u l d seem t h a t t h i s s c o r n i s e x a c e r b a t e d when t h e 

' f e m i n i n e ' i s a l s o ' a d o l e s c e n t ' . As a r e s u l t , M o d l e s k i 

a r g u e s , c r i t i c s can be d e f e n s i v e a b o u t t h e i r i n t e r e s t i n 

such an a r e a , a d o p t i n g an a t t i t u d e o f d i s m i s s i v e n e s s , 
n c s t i l i t y o r a ' f l i p p a n t k i n d o f mo c k e r y ' t o v i n d i c a t e 
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t h e m s e l v e s . A l l t h e s e s t r a t e g i e s have been w i d e l y 

p r a c t i s e d i n c r i t i c i s m o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , even by 

c r i t i c s who have shown c o n s i d e r a b l e i n t e r e s t i n t h e 
1 "0 

f i e l d . 

I n e r e i s n o t n i n g new a b o u t t h i s r e c o g n i t i o n . C. S. 

l a t n a m , i n an a r t i c l e on ' Y e s t e r d a y ' s S c h o o l g i r l s ' w r i t t e n 

s h o r t l y a f t e r t h e d e a t h i n 1 959 o f E l i n o r M. E r e n t - C y e r 

n o t e s t h a t : 

I t i s f a s h i o n a b l e t o d e r i d e a l l t h e g i r l s ' 
b ooks o f t h i s p e r i o d and t h e y a r e seldom 
c r i t i c i s e d even w i t h a c c u r a c y . 

A l m o s t t h i r t y y e a r s l a t e r , h owever, we can b e g i n , as I have 

t r i e d t o do, t o c o n s i d e r t h e r e a s o n s f o r what P e t e r Hunt 
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c a l l s t h i s " s o f t r e s e a r c h ' , and h o p e f u l l y t h i s i s w i t h i n 

a more open c r i t i c a l c l i m a t e w h i c h w i l l r e i n s t a t e t h e t e x t 

o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y w i t h i n i t s own c u l t u r a l , a e s t h e t i c and 

i d e o l o g i c a l c o n t e x t as t h e l e g i t i m a t e s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r any 

d i s c u s s i o n s . 

C e n t r a l t o much c r i t i c i s m and. r e v i e w i n g o f s c h o o l 

s t o r i e s , e s p e c i a l l y s i n c e t h e end o f t h e Second W o r l d War, 

have been t h e a r g u m e n t s t h a t t h e y a r e a n a c h r o n i s t i c and 

e l i t i s t , o u t o f t o u c h w i t h s o c i a l r e a l i t y and p e r p e t u a t i n g 

m i d d l e c l a s s and I m p e r i a l i s t v a l u e s . Of c o u r s e t h e s c h o o l 

s t o r y was n o t a l o n e i n a t t r a c t i n g t h i s s o r t o f a t t e n t i o n . 

The c h i l d r e n ' s ' r e a l i s t i c ' n o v e l had g e n e r a l l y come t o be 

seen as a t b e s t t h e ' h a r m l e s s , h y g i e n i c s t o r y o f c o m f o r t a b l e 

b o u r g e o i s l i f e , w r i t t e n , i t seemed, by c o m f o r t a b l e b o u r g e o i s 
l 33 

a d u l t s f o r c o m f o r t a b l e b o u r g e o i s c h i l d r e n . ' " By t h e 1970s 

c r i t i c s and s o c i a l c o m m e n t a t o r s were a c u t e l y aware o f t h e 

f a c t t h a t B r i t a i n had become a p l u r a l i s t s o c i e t y and t h e r e 

was an u n d e r s t a n d a b l e demand f o r c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e t o 

r e f l e c t t h i s . I t c a n n o t be d i s p u t e d t h a t , as one J un i o r 

E o o k s h e l f r e v i e w e r s t a t e s i n a r e v i e w o f A n t o n i a F o r e s t ' s 

1974 The C r i c k e t I e o b ' : 

L i f e a t an e x p e n s i v e b o a r d i n g s c h o o l f o r 
g i r l s i s o u t s i d e t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 
m a j o r i t y o f young r e a d e r s t o d a y . 

However, much o f what we r e a d i s o u t s i d e o u r own e x p e r i e n c e , 

and t h e r e i s a c o n s i d e r a b l e w e i g h t o f c r i t i c a l o p i n i o n w h i c h 
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sees t h e d e s i r e t o e s c a p e i n t o an u n r e a l i s t i c o r 

i n a c c e s s i b l e f i c t i o n a l r e a l i t y as a c e n t r a l m o t i v a t i o n f o r 

r e a d i n g . N i c h o l a s T u c k e r , r e j e c t i n g t h e i d e a ( c e n t r a l t o 

much l e f t - w i n g c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m i n t h e 1970s) 

t h a t c h i l d r e n p r e f e r r e d f i c t i o n t o r e f l e c t t h e i r own 
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b a c k g r o u n d s , s u g g e s t e d t h a t : 

The c h a n c e t o i d e n t i f y w i t h t h o s e who a r e 
l e a d i n g more l u x u r i o u s . . . e x i s t e n c e s has a l w a y s 
been one o f t h e m a i n a p p e a l s i n r e a d i n g n o v e l s . 

The w h o l e s a l e r e j e c t i o n o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y on s o c i a l 
13 6 

g r o u n d s n o t o n l y - w i t h i n a c r i t i c i s m w h i c h p u r p o r t s t o 

p r i o r i t i s e t h e c h i l d - i g n o r e s t h e f a c t t h a t c h i l d r e n seem 

t o 1 i k e s c h o o l s t o r i e s ; i t p r e s e n t s a v e r y l i m i t e d v i e w o f 

s o c i a l r e a l i t y and ' r e l e v a n c e . ' As e a r l y as 1976, C.J. 

D r i v e r ' s e s s a y 'The r e l e v a n c e o f r e l e v a n c e ' c h a l l e n g e d t h i s 

n a r r o w v i e w , a r g u i n g f o r 'a v e r s i o n o f t h e a c t u a l i t i e s o f 
13"? 

l i v i n g w h i c h a l l o w s a p r o p e r p l a c e t o t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . ' 

Any c r i t i c a l a n a l y s i s w h i c h h i g h l i g h t s one a s p e c t o f a t e x t , 

s e e i n g t h i s i n i s o l a t i o n f r o m o t h e r s , w i l l i n e v i t a b l y 

d i s t o r t and l i m i t t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f t h e t e x t . For 

ex a m p l e , a f o c u s on what m i g h t be c o n s t r u e d as n e g a t i v e 

messages a b o u t s o c i a l c l a s s i n t h e ' e l i t i s t ' g i r l s ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y c o u l d o b s c u r e a t e x t ' s p o t e n t i a l l y p o s i t i v e messages 

a b o u t g e n d e r r o l e s and o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r women. 

R o b e r t Leeson a s s e r t s t h a t t o d a y ' " p e o p l e " must mean 

a l l p e o p l e ; " c h i l d r e n " must mean a l l c h i l d r e n , n o t one 
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s e c t i o n deemed t o r e p r e s e n t t h e r e s t . ' However, t h e r e i s 

a d a n g e r t h a t , as a b a c k l a s h a g a i n s t t h e d o m i n a t i o n o f t h e 

m i d d l e - c l a s s c h i l d i n l i t e r a t u r e , ' a l l c h i l d r e n ' c o u l d be 

m o d i f i e d t o mean a l l c h i l d r e n who a r e n o t w h i t e and m i d d l e -

c l a s s . S u r e l y , s uch a t t i t u d e s can o n l y l i m i t o u r 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f what l i t e r a t u r e can o f f e r r e a d e r s ? 

I m p l i c i t i n a l l t h i s , o f course, i s t h e c o n v i c t i o n t h a t 

t h e w r i t e r f o r c h i l d r e n has a d u t y p r i m a r i l y t o r e f l e c t 

c o n t e m p o r a r y s o c i a l r e a l i t y , t h a t t h e c h i l d r e n ' s n o v e l i s t 

has n o t t h e same a r t i s t i c f r e e d o m as t h e a d u l t s ' , and t h a t 

c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e s h o u l d be j u d g e d by o t h e r t h a n 

a e s t h e t i c s t a n d a r d s . As P h i l i p p a Pearce p u t s i t , 

' C h i l d r e n ' s w r i t e r s so o f t e n have t h e i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s 
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p o i n t e d o u t t o them. ' T h e r e has been a l o n g - r u n n i n g 

a r g u m e n t i n c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m between ' c h i l d 

p e o p l e ' and 'book p e o p l e ' , a t u s s l e b e t w e e n t h e p r i o r i t i s i n g 

o f t h e p e r c e i v e d needs o f t h e c h i l d r e a d e r and t h e l i t e r a r y 
1 £ 0 

m e r i t s o f t h e t e x t . ' T h i s p l a c e s t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y 

i n a d o u b l e b i n d . As we have seen, i t i s r e j e c t e d by ' c h i l d 

p e o p l e ' on t h e g r o u n d s o f e l i t i s m and s o c i a l i r r e l e v a n c e , 

w h i l e i t i s o f t e n assumed by 'book p e o p l e ' t h a t a l l s c h o o l 

s t o r i e s a r e o f a m e d i o c r e l i t e r a r y s t a n d a r d . The d i f f e r e n c e 

between f i c t i o n f o r a d u l t s and f i c t i o n f o r c h i l d r e n seems t o 

have l e s s t o do w i t h t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e work t h a n w i t h t h e 

c r i t e r i a by w h i c h i t i s j u d g e d ; w h i l e a d u l t s a r e a l l o w e d t o 

make up t h e i r own minds a b o u t what t h e y r e a d , c h i l d r e n ' s 



l i t e r a t u r e i s much more v u l n e r a b l e t o s h i f t i n g s o c i a l 

t r e n d s . 

The demand f o r more s o c i a l l y r e l e v a n t / ' p o l i t i c a l l y 

c o r r e c t ' c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e i s a commendable one, and 

t o d a y t h e p r o t a g o n i s t s o f B r i t i s h c h i l d r e n ' s n o v e l s r e f l e c t 

much more a c c u r a t e l y t h e m u l t i p l i c i t y o f e x p e r i e n c e s o f 

g r o w i n g up i n c o n t e m p o r a r y s o c i e t y . T h i s i s no mere 

o b e d i e n c e t o c r i t i c a l demands, h o w e v e r , b u t a conseq u e n c e o f 

t h e f a c t t h a t , where c h i l d r e n ' s w r i t e r s were once a l m o s t 

e x c l u s i v e l y w h i t e and m i d d l e - c l a s s , w i t h l i t t l e k n o w l e d g e o f 

t h e r e a l i t y o f o t h e r ways o f l i f e , t h i s i s no l o n g e r t h e 
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c a s e . 

I n t h e 1970s, however, c r i t i c s and l i b r a r i a n s ( ' c h i l d 

p e o p l e ' ) seemed t o be r a t h e r n a r r o w i n t h e i r a s s e s s m e n t o f 

what was r e a c t i o n a r y and e l i t i s t , r e l u c t a n t t o l o o k beyond 

what i s s u p e r f i c i a l l y a p p a r e n t , and l e s s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e 

l i t e r a r y m e r i t o f t h e work u n d e r r e v i e w t h a n w i t h i t s 

p e r c e i v e d s o c i a l i m p l i c a t i o n s . I t i s assumed, f o r e x a m p l e , 

t h a t g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s , because o f t h e i r ' e l i t i s t ' 

s e t t i n g , c a n n o t be s o c i a l l y r e l e v a n t , even t h o u g h , as I go 

on t o d i s c u s s i n P a r t Two, A n t o n i a F o r e s t ' s n o v e l s a b o u t t h e 

Marlow f a m i l y , f o u r o f w h i c h a r e s c h o o l s t o r i e s , t r e a t w i t h 

d e p t h and o r i g i n a l i t y s u ch c o m p l e x and ' r e l e v a n t ' i s s u e s as 

d e a t h , d i v o r c e , a n t i - s e m i t i s m , t e e n a g e b o y / g i r l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s , s e x u a l m o r a l i t y and r e l i g i o n . She i s r a r e l y 
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g i v e n c r e d i t f o r t h e s e q u a l i t i e s b e c a u s e c r i t i c s can be t o o 

busy r e m i n d i n g us t h a t s c h o o l s t o r i e s s h o u l d n o t s t i l l e x i s t 

t o l o o k a t what she a c t u a l l y w r i t e s a b o u t and how she does 

i t , o r t o c o n s i d e r why, a g a i n s t t h e o d d s , t h e s c h o o l s t o r y 

d i d s t i l l e x i s t , a l b e i t i n F o r e s t ' s m o d i f i e d f o r m . 

Those c r i t i c s who a r e more c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e l i t e r a r y 

q u a l i t i e s o f t e x t s a r e u n i t e d i n p r a i s i n g A n t o n i a F o r e s t f o r 
14 2 

t h e 'sound l i t e r a r y s t y l e ' o f h e r n o v e l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

h e r s o p h i s t i c a t e d c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n . John Rowe Townsend, 

h i m s e l f a w r i t e r f o r c h i l d r e n , i s p r e p a r e d t o a d o p t t h e 

u n f a s h i o n a b l e p o s i t i o n o f p r a i s i n g t h e s c h o o l s t o r i e s o f 

F o r e s t and o t h e r s . He i s l e s s c o n c e r n e d w i t h n a r r o w 

d e f i n i t i o n s o f s o c i a l r e a l i s m t h a n w i t h t h e i n d i s p u t a b l e 

f a c t t h a t t h e s c h o o l s o c i e t y i s i n many ways t h e i d e a l f o c u s 

f o r a w r i t e r , because ' t h e s c h o o l s t o r y has many a d v a n t a g e s . 

S c h o o l i s a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d w o r l d i n w h i c h boys - c r g i r l s -

a r e f u l l c i t i z e n s . ' F r e d I n g l i s , i n 19 £ 1 , a l t h o u g h 

a c k n o w l e d g i n g , n o t w i t h o u t j u s t i f i c a t i o n , t h e ' s t u n n i n g 

s n o b b e r i e s ' o f s c h o o l s t o r i e s , r e c o g n i s e s t h a t f o r t h e 

r e a d e r s , t h e s e a r e s e c o n d a r y t o t h e ' c e l e b r a t i o n s o f 

f r i e n d s h i p ' w h i c h he sees - as do 1 - as a b s o l u t e l y c e n t r a l 
144 

t o t r i e COCKS e n a u r i n g a p p e a l : 
The s c h o o l s t o r y , i n a l l i t s e x t r a o r d i n a r y 
v a r i e t y and v i t a l i t y , i s one o f t h e b i g g e s t 
monuments i n p o p u l a r c u l t u r e t o t h e i n s t i t u t i o n 
o f f r i e n d s h i p . 

As t h i s v e r y b r i e f o v e r v i e w o f ' s e r i o u s ' l i t e r a r y 

- 65 -



c r i t i c i s m o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y has shown, a l t h o u g h a 

few c r i t i c s have been p r e p a r e d t o a c k n o w l e d g e t h e s t r e n g t h s 

o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , more o f t e n t h a n n o t , f o r v a r i o u s 

r e a s o n s , c r i t i c s have been r e l u c t a n t t o do so. I n t h e i r 

e n d e a v o u r s , d e l i b e r a t e o r n o t , t o d e v a l u e t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , 

some c r i t i c s have t e n d e d t o a d o p t a f a c e t i o u s t o n e , 

e x p l o i t i n g s c h o o l s t o r y c l i c h e s ( w h i c h o f t e n , as we have 

s e e n , do n o t even have t h e i r o r i g i n s i n t h e books 

t h e m s e l v e s ) as i f , p e r h a p s , t o p r o v e t h e i r own s u p e r i o r 

s o p h i s t i c a t i o n and s o c i a l a w a r e n e s s . I n t h e c r i t i c a l c l i m a t e 

o f t h e 1970s and 1980s t h i s was p e r h a p s i n e v i t a b l e . I n t h e 

1990s, i t need n o t be. 

What o f r e s p o n s e s t o t h e s c h o o l s t o r y w h i c h do n o t 

p r e t e n d t o be s e r i o u s ? As e a r l y as 1935, when t h e g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s t o r y was s t i l l f l o u r i s h i n g , A r t h u r M a r s h a l l was 

p a r o d y i n g J t , and most p e o p J t t o d a y a r e f a m i l i a r w i t h S t . 

T r i n i a n ' s , w h i c h began as a R o n a l d S e a r l e c a r t o o n and was 
1 -1 G 

l a t e r d e v e l o p e d i n t o a s e r i e s o f f i l m s by E a l i n g S t u d i o s . 

D a i s y P u l l s I t O f f i s a c l e v e r and a f f e c t i o n a t e p a r o d y , much 

more c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o i t s o r i g i n a l s o u r c e , w h i c h r a n as a 
s u c c e s s f u l West End p r o d u c t i o n f o r some y e a r s i n t h e 

I ̂  7 

19s0s . These c a r i c a t u r e s o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y a r e l a r g e l y 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o e t h e p e r p e t u a t i n g o f t h e ' j o k e ' image o f t h e 

s c h o o l g i r l , and p o s s i b l y , as I have s u g g e s t e d , have made a 

m a j o r c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e c o l l e c t i v e c u l t u r a l ' k n o w l e d g e ' 

a b o u t t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , w h i c h seems t o be so p o w e r f u l 
- U o -



t h a t , as we have seen, i t has i n f l u e n c e d even ' s e r i o u s ' 

l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m o f t h e g e n r e . 

O f t e n , t h e d e s i r e t o d i s t i n g u i s h b etween t h e 

' s o p h i s t i c a t e d ' modern o u t l o o k o f t h e c r i t i c and t h e 

i n g e n u o u s ' n a i v e t y ' o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y w r i t e r , i n s p i r e s a 

r e i n v e n t i o n o f t h e s t o r i e s based on a w a r e n e s s o f s e x u a l i t y , 

a t e n d e n c y w h i c h r e a c h e s i t s a p o t h e o s i s i n t h e nymphomaniacs 

o f S t . T r i n i a n ' s . I t i s q u i t e r i g h t t o p o i n t o u t t h a t 

s c h o o l s t o r y w r i t e r s were p e r h a p s u n i q u e i n t h e i r 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n on f r i e n d s h i p s b e t w e e n g i r l s , and . i t i s 

c e r t a i n l y t h e case t h a t t h e y o f t e n w r o t e w i t h a l a c k o f 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s w h i c h w o u l d be u n t h i n k a b l e t o d a y . To 

assume, however, as some c r i t i c s have a t e n d e n c y t o do, t h a t 

i n f a c t , B r a z i l & co were w r i t i n g a b o u t l e s b i a n i s m - and 

d i d n ' t r e a l i s e i t ! - i s t o impose an u n h e l p f u l and 

i n a p p r o p r i a t e a..3cene.SS o n t o t h e t e x t . Have we become so 

na r r o i - . -m i «)ded i n o u r d e f i n i t i o n o f nu.ua n r e l a t i o n s t h a t we 

can o n l y a e f i n e i n t e n s e f e e l i n g as ' s e x u a l ' ? G i l l i a n A v e r y 

r e f e r s t o t h e d e p i c t i o n o f ' f e m a l e f o r f e m a l e ' l o v e i n t h e 
1 £• c 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , a s s e r t i n g t h a t : 

One must assume t h a t t h e s e a u t h o r s . . . 
had n o t t h e f a i n t e s t i d e a i n t h i s i n s t a n c e 
what t h e y were w r i t i n g a b o u t . 

S u r e l y t h e w r i t e r s knew e x a c t l y what t h e y were w r i t i n g 

a b o u t : l c v e and f r i e n d s h i p b e t w e e n g i r l s and women, o f t e n 

c o n t a i n i n g an i n t e n s i t y and a p h y s i c a l a f f e c t i o n w h i c h 
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w e r e , a t l e a s t u n t i l t h e l a t e 1920s, c o n s i d e r e d v a l i d 

a s p e c t s o f f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p . I t i s u n h e l p f u l t o impose t h e 

v a l u e s and 'awareness' o f a d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r e o n t o t h e s e 

t e x t s and t o say t h a t , a c c o r d i n g t o o u r v a l u e s , t h e w r i t e r s 

d i d n o t know what t h e y were w r i t i n g a b o u t . C. S. Tatham, i n 

t h e a r t i c l e m e n t i o n e d a b o v e , r e m a r k e d t h a t t h e s c h o o l s t o r y 

' i s u s u a l l y l o o k e d a t o u t o f c o n t e x t and j u d g e d by t h e 
14 9 

s t a n d a r d s o f an age o t h e r t h a n i t s own' . T h i s i s p e r h a p s 

most s t r i k i n g i n t h e a r e a o f s e x u a l i t y , and i t may be 

h e l p f u l h e r e t o c o n s i d e r t h e t e r m s i n w h i c h t h i s was 

d i s c u s s e d i n t h e 1970s and 1980s and t h e p o s s i b i l i t y , -in t h e 

1990s,. o f m o v i n g beyond t h e s e ' s o p h i s t i c a t e d ' r e a d i n g s t o a 

more, open-mi need a p p r o a c h . The comment, f o r e x a m p l e , made 

i n 1978, t h a t 'Angela E r a z i l way t o t a l l y i n n o c e n t o f any 
1 5 G 

u n d e r l y i n g f o r c e s g u i d i n g h e r s u b c o n s c i o u s ' 1 seems t o 

i g n o r e t h e f a c t t h a t E r a z i l , b o r n i n 1 869, grew up as a 

V i c t o r i a n and i n many ways s i m p l y r e f l e c t e d V i c t o r i a n 

' r o m a n t i c ' i d e a s a b o u t f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p . Assuming t h a t she 

* as g u i d e d s u b c o n s c i o u s l y by ' u n d e r l y i n g f o r c e s ' , and c h a t 

t h e s e were l i b i d i n o u s , c o u l d ba d.rgue4 as s a y i n g more a b o u t 

t h e 197Gs t h a n a b o u t C r a z i l ' s n o v e l s . 

P e t e r H o l l i n d a l e , i n h i s i n s i g h t f u l e s say ' I d e o l o g y and 
1 5 ] 

t h e C h i l d r e n ' s Eook p o i n t s o u t : 

Vie o f t e n i g n o r e t h e huge c o m m o n a l i t i e s o f an 
age, and t h e c a p t i v i t y o f mind we u n d e r g o by 
l i v i n g i n o u r own t i m e and o l a c e and no o t h e r . 
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I b e l i e v e t h i s d e s c r i b e s v e r y a c c u r a t e l y t h a t p r o b l e m o f 

o b j e c t i v i t y and open-mindedness i n c o n s i d e r i n g t h e 

l i t e r a t u r e o f a n o t h e r t i m e , a t e n d e n c y t o w h i c h , as we have 

seen, t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s p e c u l i a r l y v u l n e r a b l e . 

R e c e n t l y , as I have p o i n t e d o u t , t h e r e has been a 

r e n a i s s a n c e o f i n t e r e s t i n t h e s c h o o l s t o r y . A l t h o u g h 

c r i t i c s have been p r o n o u n c i n g t h e d e a t h o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y 

s i n c e t h e 1940s, t h e g e n r e has r e f u s e d t o d i e . A n t o n i a 

F o r e s t , ' s p l e n d i d l y . . . [ g o i n g ] h e r c h o s e n way, i g n o r i n g t h e 

c h a n g i n g f a s h i o n s i n w r i t i n g f o r c h i l d r e n w h i c h l i t t e r h e r 

p a t h ' ^ " 1 ^ p r o d u c e d two s c h o o l s t o r i e s i n t h e l S 7 0 s , w h i c h i s 

p a r t l y why h e r work was t h e o b j e c t o f s u c h i n t e n s e c r i t i c i s m 

i n t h a t d e cade. E n i d B l y t o n ' s s c h o o l s t o r i e s r e m a i n i n p r i n t 

t o d a y , as do many o f t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l t i t l e s . Tn f a c t , o n l y 

i n t h e m i d 19 90s d i d H a r p e r C o l l i n s f i n i s h t h e mammoth t a s k , 

begun i n t h e l a t e 1950s, o f p u b l i s h i n g t h e w h o l e C h a l e t 

S e r i e s i n p a p e r b a c k , and i n 1998 t h e y began t o p r i n t a new-

e d i t i o n . Anne D i g b y ' s ' T r e b i z o n ' b o o k s , w h i c h a r e s e t i n a 

c o n t e m p o r a r y /.est C o u n t r y b o a r d i n g s c h o o l , a r e f a i r l y s l i g h t 

t i l e s compared t o t n e X i n g s c o t e o r C h a l e t b o o k s , b u t t h e y 

a r e i n t e r e s t i n g f o r t h e i r c o n t i n u i n g c e l e b r a t i o n o f f e m a l e 

f r i e n d s h i p i n a more r e l a x e d s o c i a l c l i m a t e w h i c h a l l o w s 
. . . 153 g u i t e a p i t o f m i x i n g w i t h b o y s . L i k e V i v i e n n e G r i f f i t h s , 

who c o n c l u d e d t h a t ' F r i e n d s h i p s b e t w e e n g i r l s a r e deep, 

i n t e n s e and l o n g - l a s t i n g and o f t e n c o n t i n u e a l o n g s i d e 
J. 5 A 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h b o y s ' , Anne D i g b y r e c o g n i s e s t h a t even 
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i n a ' n o n - p o l a r i s e c ' f e m a l e c o m m u n i t y , t h e s u p p o r t o f 

f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i s p r e c i o u s . 

Many s o c i e t i e s e x i s t t o p r o m o t e u n d e r s t a n d i n g , 

s c h o l a r s h i p and e n j o y m e n t o f w r i t e r s s uch as E l i n o r M. 

B r e n t - D y e r , E l s i e Oxenham and D o r i t a F a i r l i e E r u c e and t h e s e 

i n c l u d e members o f b o t h s e x e s , a l l ages and f r o m a l l o v e r 

t h e w o r l d . Many members r e c a l l r e a d i n g t h e books i n t h e i r 

c h i l d h o o d and r e f e r t o t h e j o y o f r e d i s c o v e r i n g them i n 

a d u l t h o o d and o f b e i n g i n t o u c h w i t h o t h e r r e a d e r s who s h a r e 

t h e i r e n t h u s i a s m . The E e t t a n y P r e s s was s e t up i n 1.994 t o 

p u b l i s h books w i t h a B r e n t - D y e r i n t e r e s t , and i n c r e a s e s i t s 

l i s t r e g u l a r l y . Second hand h a r d b a c k c o p i e s o f C h a l e t and 

Abbey t i t l e s i n p a r t i c u l a r have become e x t r e m e l y c o l l e c t a b l e 

and c o n s e q u e n t l y e x p e n s i v e . A Day S c h o o l on g i r l s ' s t o r i e s 

has been r u n n i n g a t L o u g h b o r o u g h f o r t h e p a s t f i v e y e a r s , 

w i t h t h e 1998 programme d e v o t e d t o t h e 'Big T h r e e ' g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s t o r y w r i t e r s , D o r i t a F a i r l i e E r u c e , E l i n o r .Y. 

B r e n t - D y e r and E l s i e ' J . Cxenhsm. 

Cf t h e r e c e n t c r i t i c a l s t u d i e s w h i c h f o c u s on t h e 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , t h e most n o t a b l e i s Rosemary Auchaiuty's 

A W o r l d o f G i r l s . P u b l i s h e d by t h e Women's P r e s s i n 1992, 

Aucnmuty's book, a c l o s e s t u d y o f t h e n o v e l s o f t h e ' B i g 

T h r e e ' and En.id E l y t o n , t a k e s up a f a i r l y r a d i c a l 

t h e o r e t i c a l p o s i t i o n , a r g u i n g t h a t t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , 

v s i t h i t s d e p i c t i o n c f g i r l s and women i n s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t 
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c o m m u n i t i e s , r e p r e s e n t e d a t h r e a t t o p a t r i a r c h a l v a l u e s and 

was s y s t e m a t i c a l l y d e s t r o y e d by t h e c r i t i c s , l i b r a r i a n s and 

p u b l i s h e r s on t h e g r o u n d s t h a t i t was ' n o t h e t e r o s e x u a l 

enough' 

M a i n s t r e a m c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e c r i t i c i s m , h a v i n g gone 

t h r o u g h f i r s t o f a l l a v e r y h i s t o r i c a l l y based a p p r o a c h , 

d e d i c a t e d m a i n l y t o e s t a b l i s h i n g a t r a d i t i o n o f w r i t i n g f o r 
1 c 5 

c h i l d r e n ""' , and t h e n a v e r y s o c i o l o g i c a l l y based a p p r o a c h , 

c o n c e r n e d p r i m a r i l y , as we have s e e n , w i t h ' s o c i a l r e a l i t y ' , 

t h e r e d e f i n i t i o n o f t h a t t r a d i t i o n and t h e ' b a t t l e ' b e t w e e n 

'book p e o p l e ' and ' c h i l d p e o p l e ' , i s now l a r g e l y p r e o c c u p i e d 

w i t h t h e o r i e s o f l a n g u a g e , i d e o l o g y and t h e r e a d e r . How 

c h i l d r e n r e a d i s now r e g a r d e d as o f more c o n c e r n t h a n w h a t 

t n e y r e a d . A n a l y s i n g what happens when c h i l d r e n r e a d and how 

t h e y c o n s t r u c t meaning o u t o f t e x t s has i n t e r e s t i n g 

i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t n e e n d u r i n g a p p e a l o f 

t h = s c h o o l s t o r y ( b o t h t h r o u g h o u t h i s t o r y and beyond 

cKi tdhood}. Ifc a l s o h e l p s t o e x p l a i n t h e t e n d e n c y t o d e v a l u e 

Lnsse u e x t s and t h e i r r e a d e r s . 

For a l o n e t i m e i t was a c c e p t e d t h a t t h e c h i l d ' s 

r e a d i n g was c h a r a c t e r i s e d by ' i n v o l v e m e n t a r e a d i n g 

a p p r o a c h r e g a r d e d by t h e m o d e r n i s t a e s t h e t i c as e s s e n t i a l l y 

' i m m a t u r e ' . Henry James, f o r e x a m p l e , f e l t t h a t d e t a c h m e n t 
15 7 t h Q 

was ' t h e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e good r e a d e r ' ' 
i m p l i c a t i o n b e i n g t h a t i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h t h e t e x t was 'bad' 
r e a d i n g . O t h e r c r i t i c s a g r e e d : 
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O n l y i m m a t u r e r e a d e r s can e v e r r e a l l y i d e n t i f y 
w i t h any c h a r a c t e r , l o s i n g a l l sense o f d i s t a n c e 
and hence a l l chance o f an a r t i s t i c e x p e r i e n c e . 

A l t h o u g h more r e c e n t l y ' i t i s a c k n o w l e d g e d t h a t even t h e 

most j u d i c i o u s r e a d e r s do become i n v o l v e d i n t h e books t h e y 

r e a d ' ^, t h e p r i v i l e g i n g o f m e t a f i c t i o n a l and e x p e r i m e n t a l 

t e x t s w h i c h ' d e n [ y ] t h a t l a n g u a g e i s i n v i s i b l e and p r e v e n t 
150 

t o t a l a b s o r p t i o n i n o r i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h a book' c o u l d 

be seen t o downgrade t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f r e a d i n g t h e d o m e s t i c 

r e a l i s t t e x t , w h i c h , b r o a d l y , t h e s c h o o l s t o r y i s . 

A b s o r p t i o n and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n a r e c l o s e l y a l l i e d t o 

e s c a p i s m . As G i l l i a n A v e r y says:'''^ 

A d u l t s have a l w a y s been d i s t r u s t f u l o f c h i l d r e n ' s 
e s cape r e a d i n g . They a c c e p t t h e need f o r e s c a o e , 
b u t t h e y l i k e t o d i c t a t e t h e f o r m i t t a k e s . 

Fred J n g l i s , as e a r l y as 1 5 7 1 , a r g u e d a g a i n s t s e e i n g 

'escape' as a s i m p l e c o n s t r u c t , p a i n t i n g ovt t h a t t h e 

m o t i v a t i o n s f o r escape a r e c o m p l e x : 'escape may be n a r c o t i c 
, 1 G2 

or r e a s s u r i n g . We must a s * o u r s e l v e s , what does a c h i l d 

( o r an a d u l t ) p r o j e c t o n t o o r d e r i v e f r o m an e s c a p i s t t e x t ? 

l.narc i s p e r h a p s a tendc-ney to s e e e s c a p i s t r e a d i n g as 

p a r t i c u l a r l y p a s s i v e : i t may a c t u a l l y be i n t e n s e l y c r e a t i v e , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y as t h e meanings and v a l u e s t h e r e a d e r b r i n g s t o 

t h e t e x t change o v e r t i m e . Today's c h i l d r e n , r e a d i n g t h e 

e a r l y C h a l e t S c h o o l n o v e l s , w i l l have a somewhat d i f f e r e n t 

c u l t u r a l s e m i o t i c s f r o m t h e c h i l d r e n o f t h e 1920s who were 



t h e o r i g i n a l i n t e n d e d r e a d e r s h i p . 
153 

us : 

As Tony W a t k i n s r e m i n d s 

The meanings w h i c h c h i l d r e n o r a d u l t s t a k e 
f r o m a t e x t w i l l be d i f f e r e n t f o r d i f f e r e n t 
g r o u p s a t d i f f e r e n t p o i n t s i n h i s t o r y . . . The 
meanings o f a t e x t depend upon t h e h i s t o r y o f 
i t s r e c e p t i o n and t h e way meanings a r e 
m o b i l i s e d i n human e x p e r i e n c e s and h i s t o r y . 

The r e s p o n s e o f t h e ' o r i g i n a l ' r e a d e r s o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y i s l a r g e l y l o s t t o us t o d a y , b u t I wonder i f , l i k e t h e 

women i n J a n i c e Radway's s t u d y o f r o m a n t i c f i c t i o n , t h e y 

v a l u e d t h e ' p r i v a c y o f 

l i t e r a t u r e e s p e c i a l l y 

p r i v a t e e x p e r i e n c e because a d u l t s d i d n o t r e a d them, had n o t 

r e a d them as c h i l d r e n and, v e r y o f t e n , d i d n o t a p p r o v e o f 

them. S h e i l a E g o f f , c o n s i d e r i n g why some ' o l d - f a s h i o n e d ' 

c h i l d r e n ' s boc.^s r e t a i n t h e i r power w i t h g e n e r a t i o n a f t e r 
16 5 

g e n e r a t i o n , s u g g e s t s t h a t : ' 

P erhaps t h e r e a r e c e r t a i n needs t h a t a r e p a r t 
o f t h e u n c h a n g i n g h e a r t and e v e r y age c a n n o t 
s u p p l y them a l l . . . C h i l d r e n s t i l l go t o nooks 
of t h e p a s t i n s e a r c h o f s e c u r i t y , m o r a l i t y , 
e x t r a v a g a n t i m a g i n a t i o n , s e n t i m e n t , o r , f o r 
d o w n r i g h t f u n . 

A d u l t r e a d e r s , asked t o e x p l a i n t h e i r c o n t i n u i n g 

i n t e r e s t i n s c h o o l s t o c i . e s , o f t e n c i t e t h e p l e a s u r e s o f 

' e s c a p i n g ' i n t o a more s t a b l e , s e c u r e s o c i e t y : " ' 0 ^ 

They make me f e e l s a f e and s e c u r e w i t h t h e i r 
f a m i 1 i a r i t y . . . i t ' s a p l a c e I escape t o com­
p l e t e l y ~ away f r o m t h e demands o f l i f e and 
Work 

t h e a c t ' " , f e e l i n g t h a t h e r e was a 

f o r them, a l l o w i n g an e s s e n t i a l l y 
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I t may be t h a t t h e t e x t s p r o v i d e f o r a d u l t r e a d e r s s o m e t h i n g 

o f t h e ' c o m p e n s a t o r y f u n c t i o n ' ''' that- r e a d i n g r o m a n t i c 

f i c t i o n does f o r t h o u s a n d s o f o t h e r women. J a n i c e Radway 

s u g g e s t s a l s o t h a t ' t h r o u g h romance r e a d i n g ... women a r e 

p r o v i d i n g t h e m s e l v e s w i t h a n o t h e r k i n d .of f e m a l e c o m m u n i t y 

c a p a b l e o f r e n d e r i n g . . . a f f e c t i v e s u p p o r t . T h i s i s v e r y 

r e m i n i s c e n t o f Auchmuty's a s s e r t i o n t h a t women r e a d s c h o o l s 
169 

s t o r i e s t o escape i n t o a 'a w o r l d o f g i r l s ' . I t i s a l s o 

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e s u c c e s s o f o r g a n i s a t i o n s l i k e F r i e n d s o f 

t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l and The New C h a l e t C l u b , which- g i v e 

r e a d e r s t h e s t r o n g sense o f b e l o n g i n g t o a r e a d i n g 

c o m m u n i t y , a n d, i n some way, t o t h e f i c t i v e community o f t h e 
] 7 n 

C h a l e t S c h o o l i t s e l f : 
I t [ i e . t h e C n a l e t S c h o o l ] i s such a happy, 
c o m f o r t i n g p l a c e and you r e a l l y do f e e l 'one 
c f t h e f a m i l y ' - a f e e l i n g t h a t i s d u p l i c a t e d 
i n FCCS. 

I n t h e 1950s and 1960s, Chambers r a n a C n a l e t C l u b , w i t h 

r e g u l a r n e w s l e t t e r s w r i t t e n by E r e n t - D y e r . T'rr_- t o n e o f t h e 

l e t t e r s f r o m some o f t h e t h o u s a n d s o f g i r l s i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y 

who were members, a l s o s u g g e s t s s o m e t h i n g c f t h i s d e s i r e f o r 

coa;muni t y . 

A v e r y i m p o r t a n t c o n c e r n o f c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c i s m , w h i c h has s i g n i f i c a n t i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r a s t u d y 

such as t;\n, w h i c h aims t o c > i s i.a-2C a v a r i e t y o f t e x t s 

a g a i n s t a c h a n g i n g c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d . I s t h e Impa c t on t h e 



t e x t and t h e r e a d e r o f i d e o l o g y . P e t e r H o l l i n d a l e ' s e s s a y , 

r e f e r r e d t o above, p o i n t s o u t t h a t i d e o l o g y i s n o t a 

s e p a r a t e e n t i t y w h i c h can be d e t a c h e d f r o m a t e x t o r a 

r e a d i n g e x p e r i e n c e and e x a m i n e d o u t o f c o n t e x t : ' i n s e p a r a b l e 
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f r o m l a n g u a g e ' , i t i s an i n e x t r i c a b l e p a r t or t h e t e x t , 

and o f o u r r e s p o n s e t o i t , and p e r v a d e s t h e t e x t on s e v e r a l 

l e v e l s . 

Most c o n s p i c u o u s l y , t h e r e a r e t h e ' e x p l i c i t s o c i a l , 

p o l i t i c a l o r m o r a l b e l i e f s o f t h e w r i t e r and h i s w i s h t o 

recommend them t o c h i l d r e n t h r o u g h t h e s t o r y . ' ^ ^ ^ These a r e 

more l i k e l y t o be e x p r e s s e d ' c o v e r t l y ' i n a modern 

c h i l d r e n ' s n o v e l , b u t i n t h e n i n e t e e n t h and e a r l y t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y , when c h i l d r e n ' s w r i t e r s t e n d e d t o m o r a l i s e , o v e r t 

d i d a c t i c i s m was common. E a r l y s c h o o l s t o r i e s l i k e Tom 
17 A 

Erown's S c h o o l d a y s and E r i c were i n t e n d e d t o i m p r o v e and 

i n s t r u c t . One r e a s o n , I wou l d s u g g e s t , f o r t h e p o p u l a r i t y o f 

A n g e l a E r a z i l e a r l y t h i s c e n t u r y , i s t h a t she d i d n o t 

a t t e m p t t h i s . A l t h o u g h h e r n o v e l s c o n t a i n an i m p l i c i t m o r a l 

s e n s e , sne aimed t o e n t e r t a i n r a t h e r t h a n i m p r o v e . 

S e c o n d l y , a t an u n c o n s c i o u s l e v e l , t h e r e a r e ' t h e 
17 q 

i n a i v i a u a l w r i t e r ' s unexaminec a s s u m p t i o n s ' " Tt i s t h e s e , 

p e r h a p s , w h i c h hav = t r a d i t i o n a l l y a t t r a c t e d most a t t e n t i o n 

i.n th± c r i t i c a l d e b a t e s a b o u t t h e m o r a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e . v\hen t h e a p p a r e n t l y i n n o c e n t 

a d v e n t u r e s o f t h e Famous F i v e a r e a n a l y s e d , f o r e x a m p l e , 
- 75 -



t h e y r e v e a l i m p l i c i t r a c i s m , s e x i s m and e l i t i s m , as i s now 

w e l l known. (They a l s o , o f c o u r s e , r e v e a l a b e l i e f i n t h e 

power and r e s o u r c e f u l n e s s o f c h i l d r e n , w h i c h c o u l d be seen 

as a r e s i s t a n c e t o a c u l t u r e w h i c h d e v a l u e d and d i s c o u n t e d 

t h e y oung. T h i s c o u l d h e l p e x p l a i n t h e i r e n d u r i n g 

p o p u l a r i t y : r a t h e r as t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l 'empowers' g i r l s , 

t h e Famous F i v e empowers c h i l d r e n . ) ' W r i t e r s f o r c h i l d r e n , ' 

s a y s H o l l i n d a l e , ' l i k e w r i t e r s f o r a d u l t s , c a n n o t h i d e what 

t n e i r v a l u e s a r e ' a n d when t h e s e v a l u e s a r e 

u n f a s h i o n a b l e , as we have s e e n , i t i s v e r y easy t o use them 

as e v i d e n c e a g a i n s t a p a r t i c u l a r t e x t . 

An i n t e r e s t i n g t e n s i o n can a r i s e when ' t h e c o n s c i o u s 

s u r f a c e i d e o l o g y and t h e p a s s i v e i d e o l o g y o f a n o v e l a r e a t 

odds w i t h each o t h e r and ' o f f i c i a l ' i d e a s c o n t r a d i c t e d by 
"i 77 

u n c o n s c i o u s a s s u m p t i o n s . ' Thus, a w r i t e r may i n s i s t , on 

an e x p l i c i t l e v e l , t h a t women and men a r e e q u a l , b u t m i g h t 

p r e s e n t wOm3n i n m a r g i n a l and i n f e r i o r r o l e s , t h u s i m p l y i n g 

t n e o p p o s i t e . 

The most i m p o r t a n t l e v e l a t w h i c h i d e o l o g y o p e r a t e s , 

a c c o r d i n g t o H o l l i n d a l e , i s t h e a l l - p e r v a s i v e one w h i c h 

p e r m e a t e s e v e r y a s p e c t o f l a n g u a g e and e x p e r i e n c e , so t h a t 

' t h e i d e a o f i n d i v i d u a l a u t h o r s h i p ' becomes s e c o n d a r y t o 
1 7 8 

' t h e huge c o m m o n a l i t i e s o f an age.': 

A l a r g = p a r t o f any book i s w r i t t e n n o t by i t s 
a u t h o r b u t by t h e v . o r l - i t s a u t h o r l i v e s i n . 
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We have a l r e a d y seen t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s t h i s has f o r 

c r i t i c i s m , and how i t can a c t u a l l y l i m i t o u r c r i t i c a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 'As a r u l e , ' K o l l i n d a l e s a y s , ' w r i t e r s f o r 

c h i l d r e n a r e t r a n s m i t t e r s n o t o f t h e m s e l v e s u n i q u e l y , b u t o f 
17 9 

t n e w o r l d s t h e y s h a r e . ' T h i s does n o t mean t h a t w r i t e r s 

m e r e l y r e f l e c t - p r e v a i l i n g i d e o l o g i e s . For a s t a r t , an age 

can embrace many d i v e r g e n t i d e o l o g i e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y - as 

s o c i e t y becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y p l u r a l i s t and c o m p l e x . 

S e c o n d l y , w r i t e r s do n o t s t a n d i n an u n p r o b l e m a t i c r e l a t i o n 

t o p r e v a i l i n g i d e o l o g i e s , d e s t i n e d t o a c t as c i p h o n s o r 

f i l t e r s . The t e x t s i n t h i s s t u d y h a v e , we s h a l l see, v a r i o u s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o t h e c h a n g i n g i d e o l o g i c a l c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h 

p r o d u c e d them. Sometimes t h e y r e f l e c t them; sometimes t h e y 

seek t o r e s i s t them; o f t e n , a more complex p r o c e s s i s a t 

work . 

A f u r t h e r c o m p l i c a t i n g f a c t o r i n any academic s t u d y 

v . n i c h c o n c e r n s i t s e l f w.i t h c h i l d r e n ' s ] j t e r a t u r e i s t h a t , as 

c r i t i c s , we a r e n e c e s s a r i l y r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e s e t e x t s as 

a d u l t s . i\e rr.av f ee 1 t h a t we remember t h e i m o a c t t h e y had on 

us as c h i l d r e n , b u t n a t u r a l l y we c a n n o t t o t a l l y r e c a p t u r e 

t h a t f i r s t r e e d i n g e x p e r i e n c e . As M i c h a e l B e n t o n , i n a 

l e c t u r e on ' C h i l d r e n ' s Responses t o t h e T e x t ' c u t s i t , 'Each 

' r e a d i n g ' i s a u n i q u e e x p e r i e n c e : t h i s i n c l u d e s r e r e a d i n g s 

o f t n e same t e x t by t h e same p e r s o n . . . t h e n a t u r e o f t h e 
1 c C 

r e a c e r ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n has ch a n g e d . ' u f u r t h e r , as c r i t i c s 

we must r e a d w i t h some measure o f d e t a c h m e n t and an 



awareness o f t h e t e x t w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r e : w i t h 

c h i l d r e n , t h i s i s l e s s l i k e l y t o be t h e c a s e . 

A l l i e d t o t h i s , and o f c e n t r a l i m p o r t a n c e t o my s t u d y , 

i s t h e c o m p l i c a t e d d e b a t e a b o u t what a c t u a l l y c o n s t i t u t e s a 

c h i l d r e n ' s book. T h i s d i s c u s s i o n has i n v o l v e d c r i t i c s f o r 

g e n e r a t i o n s and i t seems p r o b a b l e t h a t t h e r e w i l l n e v e r be 

c o n s e n s u s . I n t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n t o C h i l d r e n ' s L i t e r a t u r e : t h e 

d e v e l o p m e n t o f c r i t i c i s m P e t e r Hunt states:''" 1'"'" 

T h i s i s a s p e c i e s o f l i t e r a t u r e whose- b o u n d a r i e s 
a r e v e r y h a zy; i t c a n n o t be d e f i n e d by t e x t u a l -
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s e i t h e r o f s t y l e o r c o n t e n t , and 
i t s p r i m a r y a u d i e n c e , t h e ' c h i l d - r e a d e r ' i s 
e q u a l l y e l u s i v e . 

A g r e a t d e a l has been w r i t t e n t o t r y t o d e f i n e more c l e a r l y 

t h e s e 'hazy b o u n d a r i e s ' . Marcus C r o u c h , f o r exam p i e , 

d e c l a r e d t h a t 'There a r e nc c h i l d r e n ' s books. '"'"̂  ^ - v e r a l 
c h i l d r e n ' s a u t h o r s nave a g r e e d * i t h t h e v i e w t h a t ' t h e 

none-st w r i t e r ' s i m p l y ' w r i t e s f i r s t and f i n d s t h e 

a p p r o p r i a t e m a r k e t , i f i t e x i s t s . ' l u " John Rowe Tov.nsend 

c o n t e n d e d i n 1S 71 t h a t t n e d i s t i n c t i o n between c h i l d r e n ' s 

an:; a d u l t l i t e r a t u r e was a r b i t r a r y , c r e a t e d by p u b l i s h e r s , 

a r g u i n g t h a t : 

Tne o n l y p r a c t i c a l d e f i n i t i o n o f a c h i l d r e n ' s 
book t o d a y ... i s 'a boo.-: w h i c h a p p e a r s on t h e 
c h i l d r e n ' s l i s t o f a c u b l i s h e r . 

However, t h i s d i s m i s s e s t h e q u e s t i o n o f why p u b l i s h e r s make 

Sucn d e c i s i o n s and i g n o r e s t h e p r e s e n c e o f t e * k s whe'eh ar e 

a v a i l a b l e on b o t h adu) t s 1 and j u v e n i l e l i s t s wi t'\ i d e n t i c a l 

- 18 -



t e x t , f o r e x a m p l e , Jane Garcam's A Long Way From Verona and 
185 186 /5 ̂  B i l g e w a t e r , W a t e r s h i p Down and L i t t l e Women, t o 

m e n t i o n o n l y a few. 

Most d i s c u s s i o n s o f t h e d e f i n i n g o f c h i l d r e n ' s 

l i t e r a t u r e a s s e r t t h e anomolous s i t u a t i o n o f a l i t e r a t u r e 

w h i c h i s d e f i n e d i n t e r m s o f i t s a u d i e n c e , y e t o f t e n 

c r i t i c i s e d w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e t o t h a t a u d i e n c e . The d e b a t e 

b e t w e e n ' c h i l d ' and 'book' p e o p l e was m o t i v a t e d p a r t l y by 

t h i s p r o b l e m , and has made i t i m p o s s i b l e t o c r i t i c i s e 

c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e on p u r e l y a e s t h e t i c g r o u n d s . The 

c o n c e p t o f c h i l d h o o d b e i n g a s h i f t i n g s o c i a l c o n s t r u c t : o n 

f u r t h e r c o m p l i c a t e s t h e s i t u a t i o n . 

More t e x t - b a s e d d i s c u s s i o n s a b o u t t h e c h i l d / a d u l t 

d i v i d e i n c l u d e A i d a n Chambers' p o w e r f u l e ssay on t h e i m p l i e d 

r e a d e r , w h i c h a n a l y s e s t h e r e a d e r ' s r e s p o n s e and t h e r o l e o f 

w c i t e c and r e a d e r i n c o n s t r u c t i n g meani ng. Chai.ibetrs a r g u e s 

p e r s u a s i v e l y t h a t a t e x t u a l r e a d i n g based on t h i s t h e o r y can 

h e l p us d e t e r m i n e what k i n d o f r e a d e r a boo.< demands and, by 

i m p l i c a t i o n , w h e t h e r i t i s f o r c h i l d r e n o r not.''" 2" I n n i s 

own r e a d i n g o f Lucy E o s t o n ' s w r i t i n g f o r a d u l t s and c h i l d r e n 

he r e m i n d s us t h a t d i f f e r e n t ' e x p e r i e n t i a l demands [ w i l l b e ] 
13 9 

made on t h e r e a d e r . ' A g a i n , t h i s i s made more com p l e x by 

t n e f a c t t h a t , when a book i s r e a d o u t o f i t s own s o c i a l and 

h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t , t h e s e demands c a n n o t be t a k e n f o r 



g r a n t e d . 

V i c t o r "Watson s u g g e s t e d t h a t 'The most s i g n i f i c a n t 

c h o i c e a r e a d e r . . . c a n make i s , s u r e l y , t o r e a d a bock 

a g a i n . . . P e r h a p s c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e means ' t h e books 

c h i l d r e n r e r e a d ' ? ' 1 3 0 T h i s has i n t e r e s t i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r 

t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , w h i c h seems t o be r e c e a d c o n s t a n t l y . Not 

o n l y do s c h o o l s t o r y r e a d e r s r e a d s c h o o l s t o r i e s c o n s t a n t l y , 

t h e i r c h o i c e o f m a i n s t r e a m / a d u l t n o v e l s w h i c h r e p e a t t h e 

s c h o o l s e t t i n g i s a n o t h e r k i n d o f r e r e a d i n g o f t h e same t e x t . 

T a k i n g i n t o a c c o u n t t h e many a e s t h e t i c , m o r a l and 

t h e o r e t i c s 1 i s s u e s i n v o l v e d , and t h e f a c t t h a t c h i l d h o o d 

i t s e l f i s an u n s t a b l e c o n s t r u c t , i t seems l i v e l y t h a t t h e r e 

i . ' i l l n e v e r be a g r e e d w o r k a b l e c r i t e r i a f o r d e t e r m i n i n g 

w h e t h e r a beck i s ' f o r ' a d u l t s o r c h i l d r e n . 

One common a s s u m p t i o n i s t h a t an a d u l t n o v e l w i l l d e a l 

w i t h i t s themes i n a more complex manner t n a n e. c h i l d r e n ' s 

n o v e l . C e r t a i n l y , w r i t e r who i s c o n s c i o u s l y w r i t i n g f c r a 

j u v e n i l e m a r k e t may be more c o n s t r a i n e d by t a b o o s , u s u a l l y 

s e x u a l , b u t i t does n o t f o l l o w t h a t s/he w i l l a l s o have t o 

d e a l w i t h i s s u e s i n a s i m p l i s t i c way. C h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e 

i s o f t e n seen as p a r t o f p o p u l a r l i t e r a t u r e , b u t t h i s f a i l s 
account: Uie. 

t o t a k e into Av£St r a n g e o f t e x t s i n v o l v e d . R e m a i n i n g w i t h i n 

t h e bounds o f t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , f o r e x a m p l e , A n t o n i a F o r e s t 

o f f e r s a mere complex a n a l y s i s o f f r i e n d s h i p i n h e r 

K i n g s c o t e books ( p u b l i s h e d by P u f f i n ) t h a n A n g e l a L a m b e r t 
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a t t e m p t s i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s ( p u b l i s h e d by P e n g u i n ) . 

K. X. P e y t o n , a c e l e b r a t e d a u t h o r f o : c h i l d r e n and a d u l t s , 
191 

s a y s : 

I f e e l t h a t t h e o n l y p o s s i b l e l i m i t a t i o n 
i n w r i t i n g i n t h i s s p h e r e i s t h e n e c e s s i t y 
t o w r i t e w i t h i n t h e f r a m e w o r k o f t h e r e a d e r ' s 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g , b u t as t h i s i s as w i d e o r 
as n a r r o w as t h e w r i t e r c a r e s t o make i t . . . 
i t i s h a r d l y t o be t h o u g h t o f as l i m i t i n g . 

C l e a r l y , t h e r e w i l l be n o v e l s p u b l i s h e d f o r c h i l d r e n w h i c h 

s t r e t c h t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , and n o v e l s p u b l i s h e d f o r a d u l t s 

w h i c h w i l l o p e r a t e w i t h i n a v e r y n a r r o w f r a m e w o r k . 

A l l t h e n o v e l s i n t h i s s t u d y have as t h e i r f o c u s t h e 

c o n c e r n s o f a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s , and t h i s makes a v e r y s t r o n g 

bond between them. They w i l l a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y have been 

an j o y e d by b o t h c h i l d r e n and a d u l t s . I r e a d F r o s t i n y.ay as 

a c h i l d , a t t r a c t e d by i t s a f f i n i t i e s t o t h e s c h o o l s t o r i e s I 

l o v e d , b u t d i d n o t rea d Cxenham's 'Abbey' books u n t i l X v.as 

i n my l a t e - t w e n t i e s . .1 v.oul c a r g u e t h a t t h e c o n t e x t u a l and 

t h e m a t i c bonds between such t e x t s make a c o n n e c t i o n w h i c h 

t r a n s c e n d s d i v i s i o n s a l o n g a d u l t / c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a t u r e l i n e s 

and a l l o w s - i n d e e d demands - t h a t each t e x t be rea d so f a r 

a s p o s s i b l e i n t h e s ime way. 

I s a b e l C u i g l y , i n t r o d u c i n g n e r c h a p t e r on t h e g i r l s ' 

s c h o o l s t o r y i n The H e i r s o f Tom Erown, a d m i t s t n a t 'There 

h i v e been b r i l l l e n t e d u l t n o v e l s s e t i n g i r l s ' s c h o o l s . . . b u t 

t h e s e do n o t r e a l l y b e l o n g t o t h e g e n r e . >lS>*. T h i s 
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d i s t i n c t i o n need o n l y be made i f one d e f i n e s t h e g e n r e i n 

t h e n a r r o w , v a l u e - l a d e n and f l a w e d way i n w h i c h many 

c r i t i c s , as we have seen, have. As f a r as t h e y a r e 

c o n c e r n e d , g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s a r e p o o r l i t e r a t u r e and i t 

w o u l d be i n s u l t i n g t o r e g a r d ' b r i l l i a n t ' a d u l t n o v e l s as 

p a r t o f tins same g e n r e . 

I w o u l d a r g u e t h a t we must move away f r o m s u c h l i m i t e d 

a p p r o a c h e s t o t e x t s . I n t h e second h a l f o f t h i s s t u d y , where 

1 l o o k i n d e t a i l a t a number o f n o v e l s w h i c h c o n s i d e r t h e 

theme o f g i r l s ' f r i e n d s h i p s , I s h a l l t r y t o do s o . 



CHAPTER ONE 

Exploding the myths of the school s t o r y : Angela Lambert's No 

Tal k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i n r e l a t i o n t o E l i n o r M. Brent-Dyer's 

•Chalet School' s e r i e s 

As r e c e n t l y as t h e p r e s e n t decade, w r i t e r s on fem a l e 

a d o l e s c e n c e c o n t i n u e t o s e t t h e i r n o v e l s i n g i r l s ' s c h o o l s . 

The most r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d n o v e l d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s s t u d y i s 

Angela Lambert's No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s , f i r s t p u b l i s h e d i n 

1990. The n o v e l d e s c r i b e s one summer term a t a g i r l s ' 

b o a r d i n g s c h o o l i n t h e 1950s, and i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e 

e x p e r i e n c e s of C o n s t a n c e K i n g , a shy, b e s p e c t a c l e d new g i r l 

who h a t e s h e r new s c h o o l on s i g h t . Raeburn, 'a b e a u t i f u l 

s c h o o l i n t h e h e a r t of t h e country'"^, i s based on t he s c h o o l 

which Lambert h e r s e l f a t t e n d e d , ' f o r a f t e r spending s e v e n 
2 

y e a r s t h e r e I would f i n d i t h a r d t o imagine any o t h e r . ' 

No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s a s c h o o l n o v e l i n t h e 

t r a d i t i o n of F r o s t i n May, S e c r e t P l a c e s , e t c . and l i k e most 

n o v e l s s e t i n g i r l s ' s c h o o l s , i t s h a r e s w i t h t h e ' j u v e n i l e ' 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y not o n l y t h e s c h o o l s e t t i n g but many of 

i t s themes and c o n c e r n s . But t h e r e a r e major d i f f e r e n c e s , 

m a i n l y i n t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n of t h e s e x u a l i t y of p u p i l and 

t e a c h e r , and i n t h e emphasis on c r u e l t y . No T a l k i n g A f t e r 

L i g h t s i s a sad book: I s a b e l Q u i g l y , r e v i e w i n g i t f o r t h e 
3 

F i n a n c i a l Times, comments t h a t : 
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I t s 1950s t a l k r i n g s t r u e - t h e d a t e d s l a n g , 
t h e o f f h a n d c r u e l t i e s ; so, more tha n a n y t h i n g , 
does i t s s a d n e s s . 

T h i s a l o n e would s e t the n o v e l a p a r t from t h e g e n e r a l run o f 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s , which were, by and l a r g e , a 

c e l e b r a t i o n , a r o m a n t i c i s a t i o n , of b o a r d i n g s c h o o l l i f e . 

G i l l i a n A very, i n The B e s t Type of G i r l s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e 

' j o l l y t i m e s ' evoked by Angela B r a z i l i n t h e 1920s and '30s 

'must have done a l o t . . . t o make b o a r d i n g s c h o o l d e s i r a b l e t o 
4 

e l e v e n and t w e l v e y e a r o l d s . 1 The r e a l i t y however, was 

o f t e n v e r y d i f f e r e n t , as A v e r y ' s s t u d y , w i t h i t s wide .use of 

o f t e n p a i n f u l p e r s o n a l r e m i n i s c e n c e s as w e l l as more 

academic s o u r c e s , shows. 

By t h e 1950s t h e heyday of t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y was 

long p a s t . However, t h e genre was f a r from dead. A n t o n i a 

F o r e s t , whose n o v e l s I w i l l be examining i n d e t a i l , had 

begun t o w r i t e her ' remarkable'^ s e r i e s of n o v e l s about the 

Marlow f a m i l y , f o u r of which were s c h o o l s t o r i e s , and E l i n o r 

B r e n t - D y e r , 'the o u t s t a n d i n g r o m a n t i c among modern s t o r y 

t e l l e r s ' ^ , a l t h o u g h she had w r i t t e n h e r b e s t work, was 

e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y p r o d u c t i v e i n t h e 1950s, p u b l i s h i n g no fewer 

than twenty f o u r of her famous C h a l e t S c h o o l books, i n 

a d d i t i o n t o o t h e r t i t l e s . The f i n a l two books i n E n i d 

B l y t o n ' s 'Malory Towers' s e r i e s were a l s o p u b l i s h e d i n t h e 

e a r l y f i f t i e s , and whatever we t h i n k of B l y t o n ' s l i t e r a r y 

m e r i t t h e r e i s no doubt t h a t Malory Towers remains p r o b a b l y 
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the most w i d e l y known f i c t i o n a l g i r l s ' s c h o o l . Cheap 

r e p r i n t s of t h e 'Dimsie' n o v e l s , t h e 'Abbey' s e r i e s and 

o t h e r s c h o o l s s t o r i e s e n s u r e d t h a t a new g e n e r a t i o n of 

g i r l s , whose mothers had r e a d t h e s e books as th e y were 

o r i g i n a l l y p u b l i s h e d , d e v e l o p e d an i n t e r e s t i n s c h o o l 

s t o r i e s . The c h a r a c t e r s i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s r e a d 

B l y t o n and D o r i t a F a i r l i e B r u c e , much t o t h e d i s d a i n of 

b o o k i s h C o n s t a n c e , who a l r e a d y a t t w e l v e f i n d s p o e t r y 'a 

f r i e n d ' 7 and r e a d s t h e c l a s s i c s : ' t h e y ' r e a l l s t u p i d , w i t h 

t h e i r s t u p i d r e c o r d s and b a b y i s h books: s t u p i d Dimsie and 
g 

E n i d B l y t o n . 1 

I t i s my c o n t e n t i o n t h r o ughout t h i s s t u d y t h a t n o v e l s 

l i k e No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s and g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s can 

u s e f u l l y be looked a t t o g e t h e r and most of the n o v e l s I 

have i n v e s t i g a t e d owe a debt t o t h e s c h o o l s t o r y g e n r e . No 

T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s , however, does r a t h e r more t h a n echo 

themes and s i t u a t i o n s : i t borrows t h e c o n v e n t i o n s of t h e 

genre and f i t s i n t o t h e s c h o o l s t o r y t r a d i t i o n even more 

e a s i l y t h a n F r o s t i n May because a l l t h e a c t i o n ( w i t h t h e 

e x c e p t i o n of some f l a s h b a c k s ) i s compressed i n t o one term, 

as was u s u a l i n most g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s , t h e h o l i d a y s 

p r o v i d i n g a n a t u r a l framework; and because t h e s e t t i n g , a 

Sus s e x b o a r d i n g s c h o o l , q u i n t e s s e n t i a l l y E n g l i s h , m i d d l e 

c l a s s and A n g l i c a n , w i l l be more f a m i l i a r t o r e a d e r s t h a n 

t h e r a r i f i e d atmosphere of an Edwardian c o n v e n t . The r u r a l 

s i t u a t i o n of Raeburn, t h e s c h o o l r i t u a l s - P a r e n t s ' Weekend, 



h a l f term, t h e themes of f r i e n d s h i p , l o n e l i n e s s , t h e games 

of ' k i c k t h e can' up by t h e p e t s ' shed, even t h e m y s t e r i o u s 

t h e f t s which p e r p l e x t h e whole s c h o o l , a r e so v e r y f a m i l i a r 

t o r e a d e r s of s c h o o l s t o r i e s t h a t t h e y throw i n t o s h a r p 

r e l i e f t h e d i f f e r e n c e s between t h i s n o v e l and t h e s t o r i e s i t 

' i m i t a t e s ' . What Lambert does i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s 

t o adopt t h e s t r u c t u r e of t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y and u s e i t 

t o explode c e r t a i n myths (about g i r l h o o d , s e x u a l i t y , 

f r i e n d s h i p , e t c . ) which most s c h o o l s t o r i e s , d e l i b e r a t e l y o r 

not, sought t o p e r p e t u a t e . 

These myths had a l r e a d y been exploded, o r a t l e a s t 

c h a l l e n g e d , by an e a r l i e r w r i t e r , A n t o n i a F o r e s t . But 

F o r e s t ' s s u b v e r s i o n of t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i s much l e s s 

r a d i c a l t h a n L a m bert's. Although i t has been p o i n t e d out 

t h a t her 'themes and i n t e r e s t s a r e not a l w a y s a c c e s s i b l e t o 
9 

the c h i l d r e a d e r ' and t h a t 'Antonia F o r e s t i s d i s t i n c t i v e 

as a c h i l d r e n ' s w r i t e r , as h e r books do not f i t e a s i l y i n t o 

the c a t e g o r y marked Books For C h i l d r e n ' 1 ^ * , her n o v e l s a r e 

p u b l i s h e d f o r t h e j u v e n i l e market so she does not have t h e 

same l i c e n c e as an ' a d u l t ' w r i t e r . My i n t e r e s t i n F o r e s t ' s 

work i s c h i e f l y because of t h e 'complex p s y c h o l o g y ' 1 1 of t h e 

n o v e l s and her s u b t l e and p e r s u a s i v e t r e a t m e n t of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s between young p e o p l e and t h e i r f r i e n d s and t h e 
s c h o o l and f a m i l y community. F o r e s t ' s ' c h a r a c t e r s a r e f l e s h 

12 

and b lood' whereas Lambert's a r e more or l e s s s k i l f u l l y 

drawn c a r i c a t u r e s - t h e unhappy, homesick c h i l d ; t h e 
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f r u s t r a t e d l e s b i a n t e a c h e r ; t h e f e a t h e r - b r a i n e d beauty; t h e 

d i s t u r b e d c h i l d from a broken home - c o n v i n c i n g 

c o n s t r u c t i o n s but not t o t h e same e x t e n t as t h e Marlow 

t w i n s , Tim or L o i s , who a r e v i t a l enough t o s u s t a i n our 

i n t e r e s t o v e r s e v e r a l n o v e l s . T h i s i s p a r t l y b e c a u se No 

T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s a s i n g l e n o v e l , r a t h e r t h a n p a r t of 

a s e r i e s , so Lambert does not have t h e same o p p o r t u n i t y t o 

d e v e l o p her c h a r a c t e r s , but i t i s a l s o b e c a u s e her p r i n c i p a l 

c o n c e r n i s not w i t h c h a r a c t e r a s s u c h but w i t h t h e dynamics 

of a d o l e s c e n c e and s e x u a l i t y : she i s e x p l o r i n g a s i t u a t i o n 

r a t h e r t h e n d e v e l o p i n g p e r s o n a l i t i e s . Her c h a r a c t e r s have a 

f u n c t i o n a l r o l e r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g of i n t r i n s i c i n d i v i d u a l 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l i n t e r e s t : i n t h i s , h e r c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n 

r e s e m b l e s t h a t of E n i d B l y t o n who i n h e r Malory Towers and 

S t . C l a r e ' s s e r i e s c r e a t e d what Rosemary Auchmuty c a l l s 
13 

' p e r f e c t s t e r e o t y p e s ' 

What a r e t h e myths I t a l k about, which pervaded t h e 

s c h o o l s t o r y ? I n s e e k i n g t o d e t e r m i n e t h i s I s h a l l f o c u s 

m a i n l y on t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l s e r i e s by E l i n o r M. B r e n t - D y e r . 

T h i s i s t h e second l o n g e s t j u v e n i l e s e r i e s e v e r w r i t t e n , 

spanning a c o n s i d e r a b l e p e r i o d of h i s t o r y , 1925 - 1969, and 

s t i l l i n p r i n t i n 1998, a l m o s t t h i r t y y e a r s a f t e r t h e 

a u t h o r ' s d e a t h . The q u a l i t y o f t h e books i s v e r y v a r i a b l e : 

a t t h e i r b e s t , t h e y a r e among t h e most r e s p e c t a b l e and 

o r i g i n a l examples of t h e genre, and a t t h e i r w o r s t ( m a i n l y , 

t o be f a i r , w r i t t e n i n the 1960s when B r e n t - D y e r was o l d and 



i n f i r m ) t h e y embody a l l t h e w e a k n e s s e s of t h e s c h o o l s t o r y 

a t i t s most c a r i c a t u r a b l e , w i t h i mprobable p l o t s and 

i n s i p i d c h a r a c t e r s . A good number of t h e t i t l e s were w r i t t e n 

i n t h e 1950s, t h e decade when No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s s e t 

and where a p p r o p r i a t e I s h a l l f o c u s on t h e 1950s t i t l e s , a s 

No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s so s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y a g l a n c e 

backwards a t t h e 1950s. The C h a l e t S c h o o l , a s we s h a l l 

s e e , i s a v e r y f i n e example of t h e 'Utopian' community of 

women, which s e t s i t f i r m l y a t t h e o p p o s i t e end of t h e 

s pectrum from Raeburn, which i s e s s e n t i a l l y a ' d y s t o p i a n ' 

v i s i o n . 

The myths p e r p e t u a t e d by w r i t e r s l i k e B r e n t - D y e r and 

B l y t o n , s u c c e s s f u l l y and s u b t l y c h a l l e n g e d by A n t o n i a 

F o r e s t , and d e m o l i s h e d by Lambert, were l i t t l e w h i t e l i e s -

or thumping b l a c k ones: about s c h o o l communities, about 

a d o l e s c e n c e and s e x u a l i t y , and about t h e a d u l t w o r l d beyond 

the s c h o o l g a t e s . Even a t i t s b e s t and most s e r i o u s 

( p r o b a b l y t h e wartime books) t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l w o r l d l a c k s 

r e a l i s m t o some e x t e n t . C h a l e t S c h o o l h e r o i n e s do not s u f f e r 

the u s u a l a d o l e s c e n t traumas. They have, f o r example, no 

need f o r p r i v a c y : when a new g i r l a p p r o v e s of t h e s l e e p i n g 

a r r a n g e m e n t s , on the grounds t h a t t h e i n d i v i d u a l c u b i c l e s 

a l l o w p r i v a c y , t h e o l d C h a l e t S c h o o l g i r l s a r e amazed: 

'Whoever h e a r d o f a g i r l of f o u r t e e n demanding p r i v a c y ! ' 1 4 

The i r o n y i s t h a t P r u n e l l a i s d e l i b e r a t e l y p r e t e n d i n g t o be 

o u t r a g e o u s ! C h a l e t g i r l s n e v e r t h i n k of boys e x c e p t as 
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'chums' (one g i r l who does t a l k about boys, much t o t h e 

embarrassment of h e r c l a s s m a t e s , i s Joan Baker, but Joan i s 

q u i t e d e f i n i t e l y 'common' and B r e n t - D y e r n e v e r a l l o w s her t o 

be p r o p e r l y a s s i m i l a t e d ) , n e v e r g e t s p o t s o r g r e a s y h a i r 

and, n a t u r a l l y , n e v e r m e n s t r u a t e . Of c o u r s e , t h e s e a r e 

c h i l d r e n ' s books, and b elong, moreover, t o a n o t h e r e r a , but 

A n t o n i a F o r e s t was a b l e t o w r i t e r a t h e r more h o n e s t l y of 

a d o l e s c e n c e : 

T a c t f u l l y , no one e n q u i r e d t h e e x a c t n a t u r e 
of h e r i n d i s p o s i t i o n : i n Upper V.A.'s 
e x p e r i e n c e , t h e s h o r t e r t h e i l l n e s s , t h e 
more e m b a r r a s s i n g i t was l i k e l y t o have been. • 

T h i s r e f e r e n c e t o p e r i o d s may be o b l i q u e , but a t l e a s t 

F o r e s t does not j o i n i n t h e u s u a l c o n s p i r a c y of s i l e n c e . As 

Cadogan and C r a i g put i t : " ^ 

Of a l l b i o l o g i c a l p h a s e s , a d o l e s c e n c e s u r e l y 
i s t h e one i n which b o d i l y e x p e r i e n c e s a r e 
of paramount i m p o r t a n c e ; y e t ... c h i l d r e n ' s 
a u t h o r s u n t i l r e c e n t l y have been p r o h i b i t e d 
from m e n t i o n i n g many of i t s most fundamental 
a s p e c t s . 

The s c h o o l community, a c c o r d i n g t o B r e n t - D y e r and h e r 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , i s benign and s u p p o r t i v e , one b i g happy 

f a m i l y . D i s c i p l i n e i s never o p p r e s s i v e , but A u t h o r i t y i s 

a l w a y s r i g h t , and any g i r l who f i n d s h e r s e l f 'agin t h e 

government' ( a p a r t from out of p e r m i s s i b l e y o u t h f u l h i g h 

s p i r i t s ) w i l l be made t o s e e t h e e r r o r of her ways. Most 

C h a l e t S c h o o l p u p i l s a r e happy: f a i l u r e t o s e t t l e down and 

conform i n d i c a t e s d e v i a n c e on t h e p a r t of t h e g i r l h e r s e l f : 
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p o s s i b l y she has been s p o i l t by a f o o l i s h u p b r i n g i n g or an 

i n a d e q u a t e p r e p a r a t o r y e d u c a t i o n a t a s c h o o l i n f e r i o r t o t h e 

C h a l e t . At any r a t e , she w i l l soon be c o m p e l l e d t o admit 

t h a t t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l way of doing t h i n g s i s t h e r i g h t one. 

Theodora, f o r example, has been e x p e l l e d from t h r e e s c h o o l s 

b e f o r e t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l t a k e s o v e r : she p r o v e s h e r s e l f t o 

be m i s u n d e r s t o o d r a t h e r t h a n bad, and r e f o r m s m a g i c a l l y , 

showing l i t t l e s i g n of r e b e l l i o n . J u l i e t C a r r i c k , L a v e n d e r 

L e i g h , E u s t a c i a Benson, E l i z a b e t h A r n e t t , C o r n e l i a F l o w e r -

the l i s t of naughty, s p o i l t o r r e s e n t f u l g i r l s who 'make 

good' i s a long one. But t h e c h a r a c e r i s a t i o n i s not 

s i m p l i s t i c . E l i z a b e t h Janeway, i n an e s s a y on L i t t l e Women, 

a t t r i b u t e s some o f t h a t n o v e l ' s e n d u r i n g s u c c e s s t o t h e f a c t 
17 

t h a t t h e c h a r a c t e r s were not p e r f e c t : 

Her g i r l s were j e a l o u s , mean, s i l l y and l a z y ; 
and f o r hundreds of y e a r s j e a l o u s , mean, s i l l y 
and l a z y g i r l s have been a r d e n t l y g r a t e f u l f o r 
the chance t o r e a d about t h e m s e l v e s . 

The a p p e a l of c h a r a c t e r s who a r e e s s e n t i a l l y f l a w e d but 
18 

s t i l l a t t r a c t i v e was c l e a r l y u n d e r s t o o d by B r e n t - D y e r . 

T e a c h e r s a t t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l a r e u n d e r s t a n d i n g and 

f u n - l o v i n g : any member of s t a f f who does not a g r e e w i t h t h e 

C h a l e t S c h o o l e t h o s w i l l be d i s p o s e d o f , o f t e n by 

r e s o u r c e f u l s c h o o l g i r l s , b e f o r e she i s a l l o w e d t o do any 

r e a l harm. C h a l e t S c h o o l p u p i l s w i l l n e v e r have t o f e a r t h e 

wrath of someone l i k e 'Batey' S y l v i a P a r r y , whose 

i n t e r n a l i s e d , b a r e l y c o n t r o l l e d anger makes her a danger t o 
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h e r s e l f and h e r p u p i l s . Rosemary Auchmuty s u g g e s t s t h a t 

' E l i n o r B r e n t - D y e r was u n i q u e l y s k i l l e d i n d e p i c t i n g 

s c h o o l m i s t r e s s e s ' I t i s c e r t a i n l y t r u e t h a t t h e C h a l e t 

S c h o o l s t a f f , a l t h o u g h somewhat i d e a l i s e d , a r e much more 

f u l l y d e v e l o p e d than t h o s e i n most o t h e r s c h o o l s t o r i e s : 

t h e y a r e not m e r e l y s t e r e o t y p e s , as i n B l y t o n ' s s c h o o l 

s t o r i e s where 'Mamzelle' i s f a t and humorous, t h e 

h e a d m i s t r e s s 'grave' and d i g n i f i e d , and Matron k i n d and 

c o s y . B r e n t - D y e r i s a t p a i n s t o show t h a t t h e s t a f f have 

t h e i r p o i n t of view, and she d e v e l o p s t h i s most f u l l y i n The 

New M i s t r e s s a t t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l , w h i c h shows t h e C h a l e t 

S c h o o l from t h e p e r s p e c t i v e of a young, i n e x p e r i e n c e d 

t e a c h e r , who makes m i s t a k e s i n h e r f i r s t term but soon 

s e t t l e s down t o a l i f e t i m e of p r o d u c i n g s c h o o l p l a y s and 

e s c o r t i n g g i r l s around S w i t z e r l a n d , reminded c o n s t a n t l y of 

how l u c k y she i s compared t o c o l l e a g u e s who do not t e a c h i n 

the C h a l e t S c h o o l : 2 0 

'When I t h i n k what I ' v e h e a r d from some 
of t h e p eople I was a t Oxford w i t h and 
c o n t r a s t t h e s o r t of s c h o o l l i f e t h ey 
have w i t h mine h e r e , I can s c a r c e l y 
b e l i e v e my l u c k . ' 

One a d v a n t a g e of t e a c h i n g a t t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l i s t h e 

l i k e l i h o o d of meeting an a t t r a c t i v e and a v a i l a b l e young 

d o c t o r , o f t e n e n c o u n t e r e d , most p r o p i t i o u s l y , when a g i r l i n 

one's c h a r g e f a l l s i n t o a l a k e or r i v e r . Thus H i l a r y Burn 

meets Dr. G r a v e s i n C a r o l a Storms t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l , and 

Biddy O'Ryan meets Doktor C o u r v o i s i e r i n The C h a l e t S c h o o l 
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Does I t A g a i n . But t h o s e who a r e not ' r e s c u e d ' i n t h i s way 

and n e v e r marry seem t o be p e r f e c t l y happy i n t e a c h i n g , and 

th e C h a l e t S c h o o l becomes t h e f o c u s of t h e i r l i v e s . I t i s 

p r a i s e w o r t h y , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e e a r l i e r p a r t of t h e 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , t o d e p i c t women w h o l l y s a t i s f i e d by t h e i r 

c a r e e r s ( a l b e i t i n l o o k i n g a f t e r o t h e r p e o p l e ' s c h i l d r e n ) 

and e m o t i o n a l l y f u l f i l l e d by t h e i r c o n t a c t w i t h o t h e r women 

- as Auchmuty s u g g e s t s t h o s e bosom f r i e n d s Kathy F e r r a r s 

and Nancy Wilmot a r e . As a c h i l d , I r e a d e n v i o u s l y and 

c r e d u l o u s l y about t h e s e w o n d e r f u l l y e n t h u s i a s t i c , e n e r g e t i c 

and u n d e r s t a n d i n g women. As an a d u l t and a grammar s c h o o l 

t e a c h e r m y s e l f , I f i n d m y s e l f s u s p e n d i n g d i s b e l i e f , an 

example of t h e d i f f e r e n t e x p e r i e n t i a l codes which r e a d e r s 

b r i n g t o t e x t s a t d i f f e r e n t s t a g e s . 

B r e n t - D y e r was h e r s e l f u n m a r r i e d , a t e a c h e r and 

e v e n t u a l l y a h e a d m i s t r e s s , and c l e a r l y wanted t o show 

t e a c h e r s i n a p o s i t i v e l i g h t . I b e l i e v e t h a t h er a t t e m p t s t o 

show t h e s t a f f ' s p o i n t of vie w stemmed from a s i n c e r e e f f o r t 

to p r e s e n t a ' r e a l i s t i c ' , rounded p o r t r a y a l of s c h o o l l i f e . 

However, she cannot r e s i s t t h e t e m p t a t i o n t o r o m a n t i c i s e . 

I t i s e a s y t o say t h a t a l i t t l e more a m b i v a l e n c e towards 

s t a f f and g i r l s would have r e s u l t e d i n a more ' a u t h e n t i c ' 

p o r t r a y a l of s c h o o l l i f e . The f a c t i s t h a t t h e C h a l e t S c h o o l 

manages t o be t h e most r o m a n t i c , and r o m a n t i c i s e d , s c h o o l 

s t o r y s e r i e s w i t h o u t b e i n g t h e l e a s t c r e d i b l e . T h i s i s 

perhaps because B r e n t - D y e r r o o t s t h e s e r i e s so f i r m l y i n 
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domestic - some would say t r i v i a l - d e t a i l . D e s p i t e t h e 

school's m o s t l y e x o t i c l o c a t i o n s , Brent-Dyer and her re a d e r s 
21 

d e l i g h t i n 'the massive a c c u m u l a t i o n o f minute d e t a i l . ' 

I n f o c u s i n g i n t h e ' i d e a l i s e d ' n a t u r e o f t h e C h a l e t 

School w o r l d , t h e Chalet School s U t o p i a n f a n t a s y , I must 

s t r e s s t h a t t h i s c o n s t i t u t e s a s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t o f t h e 

s e r i e s ' phenomenal success and e n d u r i n g a p p e a l . I n r e r e a d i n g 

the books f o r t h i s c h a p t e r I have a t ti m e s been aware o f a 

t e n s i o n between my c r i t i c a l a n a l y s i s o f them and my 

wholehearted enjoyment: t h e t e n s i o n between an ' o b j e c t i v e ' 

and an ' i n v o l v e d ' r e a d i n g . T h i s enjoyment c o u l d c e r t a i n l y 

be regarded as e s c a p i s t , as d i s c u s s e d i n t h e p r e v i o u s 

c h a p t e r , and t h e c h a l l e n g e o f m a i n t a i n i n g a balanced 

approach between a n a l y s i s and enthusiasm, w i t h o u t l a p s i n g 

i n t o t h e ' s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e ' o f which some c h i l d r e n ' s l i t e r a r y 
22 

c r i t i c s have been accused , has been a r e a l concern 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f t h i s t h e s i s . 

Most o f t h e a d u l t s i n Brent-Dyer's w o r l d are almost 

u n f a i l i n g l y k i n d , n u r t u r i n g and u n d e r s t a n d i n g . T h i s 

i d e a l i s a t i o n reaches an a p o t h e o s i s i n t h e a d u l t Joey 

Maynard, who embodies t h e s p i r i t o f t h e Cha l e t School. 

Joey, a s o r t o f i d e a l i s e d g i r l / m o t h e r , i n a d d i t i o n t o b e i n g 

'the e t e r n a l s c h o o l g i r l ' i n her o u t l o o k - a l t h o u g h w i t h a 

w e l l - d e v e l o p e d g i f t o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g , i s a s u c c e s s f u l 

a u t h o r ( o f , among o t h e r t h i n g s , g i r l s ' s c h ool s t o r i e s ) , 
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mother o f e l e v e n and adopted mother o f c o u n t l e s s w a i f s and 
23 

s t r a y s : 

Jack Maynard to o k t h e baby f r o m Joey and k i s s e d 
her i n f a t h e r l y f a s h i o n . 'Room f o r any baby 
l e f t a l o n e , ' he s a i d . 

Joey's w i l l i n g n e s s t o ta k e i n 'any baby l e f t a l o n e ' 

c o n t i n u e s a t r a d i t i o n begun i n t h e v e r y f i r s t C h a l e t School 

book o f a l l , when J u l i e t C a r r i c k i s l i t e r a l l y dumped on t h e 

scho o l by p a r e n t s who are as a s t o n i s h i n g i n t h e i r 

c a l l o u s n e s s as t h e Ch a l e t School a d u l t s a re i n t h e i r 

boundless a l t r u i s m . Twenty f o u r year o l d Madge B e t t a n y , 

Joey's s i s t e r and t h e foundress o f t h e s c h o o l , adopts J u l i e t 

as her ward w i t h s c a r c e l y a second t h o u g h t and t h e C a r r i c k 

p a r e n t s a re subseq u e n t l y k i l l e d o f f i n a car c r a s h . 

Abandoned and orphaned, J u l i e t s u f f e r s remarkably l i t t l e 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l damage, changing almost o v e r n i g h t from an 

i n s u b o r d i n a t e p u p i l t o a model C h a l e t g i r l , g r a t e f u l f o r t h e 

l o v e and u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e Ch a l e t and 'our dear Madame.' 

Wicked people are a l l o w e d t o e x i s t i n t h e Brent-Dyer schema, 

bu t t h e y a re not a l l o w e d t o p r o s p e r , and a l t h o u g h 

i n d i v i d u a l s a re shown t o be s e l f i s h and u n l o v i n g , t h e Ch a l e t 

School r e p r e s e n t s such a f o r c e f o r good t h a t a g e n e r a l l y 

f a v o u r a b l e view o f t h e w o r l d i s p r e s e n t e d . 

When events i n t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d suggest a more 

f a r - r e a c h i n g breakdown i n o r d e r - f o r example, t h e Second 

World War - t h e Cha l e t School i s n o t c o m p l e t e l y powerless 
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t o w i t h s t a n d e v i l . I t s C h a l e t School Peace League (which 
24 

Cadogan and C r a i g d i s m i s s as ' s e n t i m e n t a l ' b u t whose 

d e s i r e f o r i n t e r n a t i o n a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g and r e c o g n i t i o n o f 

the d i s t i n c t i o n between Nazis and Germans a t a t i m e when 

many c h i l d r e n ' s w r i t e r s were c a s h i n g i n on wartime 

xenophobia i s commendable, and - u n u s u a l l y f o r Brent-Dyer -

ahead o f i t s t i m e ) becomes an i m p o r t a n t focus f o r for m e r 
25 

p u p i l s caught up i n t h e nightmare o f Nazi Germany . T h i s 

nightmare i s acknowledged h o r r i f i c a l l y t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

wartime books, as we hear o f t h e f a t e o f p o p u l a r ( b u t never 

c e n t r a l ) c h a r a c t e r s l i k e 'Onkel' F l o r i a n Marani. I t i s n o t 

the w o r l d i t s e l f which Brent-Dyer p r e s e n t s as a U t o p i a , b u t 

the w o r l d o f t h e Cha l e t School. 

For t h e C h a l e t School i s more th a n a school - i t i s a 

f a m i l y , an i d e a l , and a p o w e r f u l f o r c e f o r good. I t aims t o 

educate i t s g i r l s t o be s t r o n g women - n o t , as i t p o i n t s 
22 

out f r e q u e n t l y , ' s p i n e l e s s j e l l y f i s h ' : 

'The g i r l s must know,' decreed Matron. 
. . ' I d o n't b e l i e v e i n t r y i n g t o s h i e l d 
g i r l s from a l l sorrow and t r o u b l e . We 
want t o make s t r o n g , h e l p f u l women o f 
them - n o t s p i n e l e s s j e l l y f i s h . ' 

T h i s s t r e n g t h and t h e i d e a l s o f t h e Ch a l e t School w i l l be 

passed on t o t h e next g e n e r a t i o n , and former C h a l e t School 

p u p i l s and t e a c h e r s are u n u s u a l l y p r o l i f i c i n t h e i r 

p r o d u c t i o n o f f u t u r e p u p i l s . C l e a r l y , t h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f 

the C h a l e t School as a beacon i s a f a n t a s y : an engaging 



i d e a , and, a l t h o u g h no more t h a n a myth, t h e power o f t h e 

f a n t a s y f o r w r i t e r and r e a d e r s cannot u n d e r e s t i m a t e d . No 

school c o u l d embody such d a u n t l e s s v i r t u e , and Brent-Dyer 

h e r s e l f must have r e a l i s e d t h i s i n t h e t e n years t h a t she 

ra n her own sch o o l i n H e r e f o r d . At some l e v e l , t o o , t h e 

reader i s aware o f p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n a f a n t a s y . N o r t h r o p Frye 

argued t h a t t h e p o p u l a r appeal o f t h e romance was t h a t i t 

d i s s o l v e d t h e boundaries between t h e a c t u a l and t h e 

p o t e n t i a l , o f f e r i n g a v i s i o n o f 'the p o s s i b l e o r f u t u r e o r 
27 

i d e a l . 1 The Cha l e t School i s c e r t a i n l y a v i s i o n o f t h e 

i d e a l and t h e w i l l i n g n e s s o f g e n e r a t i o n s o f reade r s t o share 

t h e v i s i o n i n d i c a t e s i t s power and f a s c i n a t i o n . 

2 8 
Auchmuty and o t h e r s have f o r a few years now been 

demanding a r e a p p r a i s a l o f t h e g i r l s ' s c h ool s t o r y , 

c o n t e n d i n g t h a t i t s p r e s e n t a t i o n o f s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t 

a l l - f e m a l e communities, governed by and f o r women, was a 

p o w e r f u l f e m i n i s t paradigm, and a source o f s t r e n g t h f o r 

g e n e r a t i o n s o f women. Thvs t h e o r y , i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e 

s u g g e s t i o n t h a t i t was h e l p f u l f o r g i r l s t o see t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h o t h e r women p r i o r i t i s e d and c e l e b r a t e d i n 

a c u l t u r e w h i c h , t h i s c e n t u r y a t any r a t e , has devalued and 

m i s t r u s t e d female f r i e n d s h i p , i s p e r s u a s i v e . Penny T i n k l e r 

a l s o h i g h l i g h t s , i n her 1995 C o n s t r u c t i n g G i r l h o o d , t h e 

'freedom from t h e c o n s t r a i n t s o f f e m i n i n i t y ' which t h e 

l i v e l y s c h o o l g i r l c h a r a c t e r s i n f i c t i o n a l b o a r d i n g schools 

o f f e r e d r e a d e r s , c o n t e n d i n g t h a t t h e books o f f e r e d 'a space 
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untouched by g i r l s ' p r o s p e c t s i n t h e l a b o u r and m a r r i a g e 
29 

markets. ' 

What o f t h e Chalet School p u p i l s ? There i s no need -

or indeed space - t o analyse c h a r a c t e r here. What I am 

concerned about i s t h e myth o f a d o l e s c e n t g i r l h o o d 

p e r p e t u a t e d by Brent-Dyer (and o t h e r w r i t e r s o f her 

g e n e r a t i o n ) . Brent-Dyer, o f c o u r s e , produced a c a s t o f 

thousands. The c h a r a c t e r s i n t h e e a r l y books, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

th e a d o l e s c e n t Joey B e t t a n y and t h e group o f 'middles' l e d 

by Margia Stevens, are engaging and v i t a l . The o l d - f a s h i o n e d 

charm o f t h e l o s t w o r l d o f pre-war A u s t r i a combines w i t h t h e 

g i r l s ' e n d u r i n g a d o l e s c e n t t e n s i o n s about growing up, 

f r i e n d s h i p , r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and change t o c o n s t i t u t e , I would 

argue, a s i g n i f i c a n t aspect o f t h e s e r i e s ' appeal. 

By t h e 1950s, t h e C h a l e t School i s a more p r o s a i c 

a f f a i r . Even r e l o c a t i o n t o S w i t z e r l a n d cannot r e s t o r e i t s 

pre-war charm. The c h a r a c t e r s a r e l e s s f i n e l y drawn and seem 

t o owe more t o Brent-Dyer's o b s e r v a t i o n s of 1920s/30s 

s c h o o l g i r l s t h a n t o t h e new g e n e r a t i o n o f 1950s teenagers 

which t h e y p u r p o r t e d t o r e p r e s e n t . However, I would n o t be 

i n c l i n e d t o endorse E l i z a b e t h Bowen's a l l e g a t i o n t h a t : 'The 

c u r l - t o s s i n g tomboys o f t h e F o u r t h a t S t . D i t h e r i n g ' s are 

m a n i f e s t l y and i n s u l t i n g l y u n r e a l t o any g i r l c h i l d who has 

l e f t t h e n u r s e r y . ' 3 0 As I have shown, t h i s u n w i l l i n g n e s s 

t o a l l o w t h e g i r l s ' s chool s t o r y any r e a l v a l i d i t y i s based 
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an a s u p e r f i c i a l and p r e j u d i c e d a t t i t u d e t o t h e genre. The 

c o u n t e r argument, t h a t 'a v e r y r e a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

g i r l s . . . w a s one o f [ t h e s c h o o l s t o r y ' s ] g r e a t e s t 
31 

s t r e n g t h s ' does need, however, t o be i n t e r p r e t e d w i t h 

c a r e . W i t h i n t h e c o n t e x t o f j u v e n i l e f i c t i o n , c e r t a i n l y t h e 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y was t h e n a t u r a l environment f o r w r i t e r s 

t o e x p l o r e g i r l s ' c h a r a c t e r s , and many d i d so w i t h 

c o n s i d e r a b l e success, b u t these g i r l s a r e o n l y c o n v i n c i n g t o 

a c e r t a i n e x t e n t : t h e y a r e , on t h e whole, u n c o n v i n c i n g as 

a d o l e s c e n t s t o a modern reader and p o s s i b l y a l s o t o re a d e r s 

i n t h e 1950s and 1960s when t h e s e r i e s was s t i l l . g o i n g 

s t r o n g , because o f t h e w r i t e r s ' d e n i a l o f t h e p h y s i c a l and 

e m o t i o n a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f p u b e r t y and i t s consequences. 

Of course, as an a n a l y s i s o f t h e books w r i t t e n about 

adolescence e a r l i e r t h i s c e n t u r y demonstrates, s o c i e t y d i d 

not l i k e t o t h i n k o f i t s m i d d l e - c l a s s a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s i n 

terms o f t h e i r s e x u a l i t y . W r i t e r s who p o r t r a y e d g i r l s who 

m a i n t a i n e d a c e r t a i n c h i l d i s h n e s s were thus e n d o r s i n g t h e 

i d e a l o f t h e u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d c h i l d who became an a d u l t on 

marriage w i t h o u t t h e i n t e r v e n i n g v u l g a r i t y o f adolescence. 

I f i t i s t r u e , as Peter Hunt suggest, t h a t 'More t h a n any 
o t h e r t e x t s , [ c h i l d r e n ' s books] r e f l e c t s o c i e t y as i t wishes 
t o b e ' 3 1 , t h e n w r i t e r s l i k e Brent-Dyer p r e s e n t e d a view o f 
a d o l e s c e n t g i r l h o o d which owed a l o t t o how s o c i e t y would 
wish these g i r l s t o be and which became i n c r e a s i n g l y 
o u t d a t e d . 

The g i r l s o f t h e C h a l e t School and t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s 

- 98 -



a t Malory Towers, St. C l a r e ' s , e t c . are n e a r l y a l l i n t h e i r 

t e e n s , b u t r a r e l y , i f ever, do t h e y g i v e any i n d i c a t i o n o f 

being a t a ' d i f f i c u l t ' age. I n d i v i d u a l g i r l s a re d i f f i c u l t , 

b u t t h i s i s seen as more t o do w i t h t h e i r u p b r i n g i n g and 

p e r s o n a l i t y t h a n w i t h t h e i r age. I n f a c t , i n most cases, 

these g i r l s g r a d u a t e w i t h minimum c o n f l i c t from c h i l d i s h , 

cheeky j u n i o r t o naughty m i d d l e , t o s e r i o u s , dependable 

s e n i o r , ready t o go out and t a k e her p l a c e i n t h e w o r l d . 

They a r e l i t t l e g i r l s , and t h e n t h e y are young women: i n 

between, t h e y are not s p o t t y a d o l e s c e n t s , or moody 

teen a g e r s . '"The e a r l y teens a r e a f u s s y age,"' as the- s t a f f 
32 

of t h e C h a l e t School know w e l l b u t t h i s ' f u s s m e s s ' 

expresses i t s e l f i n n o t h i n g much more t h a n middle s c h o o l 

n a u g h t i n e s s . I n t h e 1950s and 1960s e d i t i o n s o f t h e C h a l e t 

School s e r i e s d e c l a r e d r a t h e r c o y l y on t h e f l y l e a f t h a t 

'Nowhere i s t h e t r a n s i t i o n from r o l l i c k i n g g i r l h o o d t o 

joyous womanhood more n a t u r a l l y p o r t r a y e d ' , b u t i t would be 

t r u e r t o say t h a t t h e t r a n s i t i o n i s merely rendered 

u n p r o b l e m a t i c . 

Pubescent Chalet School g i r l s a r e l i t h e and g r a c e f u l , 

r a r e l y f a t , s p o t t y , g r e a s y - h a i r e d o r clumsy. The o c c a s i o n a l 

f a t g i r l i s f i r m l y i n t h e Bessy Bunter t r a d i t i o n - l i k e 

clumsy, good-natured H i l d a Jukes. But i n g e n e r a l , t h e r e i s 

l i t t l e mention o f t h e p h y s i c a l , and no sense t h a t t h e i r 

d e v e l o p i n g bodies are embarrassing o r burdensome t o t h e s e 

g i r l s . I f a g i r l goes t h r o u g h an awkward stage , t h i s i s 

- 99 -



shown by her s p r o u t i n g up v e r t i c a l l y : she becomes 'leggy' or 

' l i k e a young c o l t ' : t h e language r e i n f o r c e s t h e androgyny 

o f t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n . When a C h a l e t School g i r l i s s a i d t o 

be growing up, t h i s n o r m a l l y means t h a t she i s becoming more 

t h o u g h t f u l and/or more b e a u t i f u l : i t does not r e f e r t o her 

p h y s i c a l s e x u a l development. 

Since these are c h i l d r e n ' s books, and o l d - f a s h i o n e d 

ones a t t h a t , we should n o t expect t h i s , b u t t h e f a c t i s 

t h a t t h e u s u a l a d o l e s c e n t problems are so s y s t e m a t i c a l l y 

i g n o r e d as t o r e s t r i c t s e r i o u s l y i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e 

c h a r a c t e r s . As f a r as t h e e a r l i e r books i n t h e s e r i e s are 

concerned, t h i s n e g l e c t was o n l y p a r t o f a w i d e r s i l e n c e : 

m e n s t r u a t i o n , f o r example, f o r a good p a r t o f t h i s c e n t u r y , 

was a s u b j e c t so unmentionable t h a t i t was t h e norm f o r 

g i r l s t o remain i n t o t a l i g n o r a n c e u n t i l t h e i r f i r s t , 

t r a u m a t i c p e r i o d , and i t would be n a i v e and u n r e a l i s t i c t o 

expect t h e w r i t e r s of s c h o o l g i r l f i c t i o n t o have broken t h e 

s i l e n c e . C e r t a i n l y , d e s c r i b i n g d e v e l o p i n g young women as 
33 

'leggy c o l t s ' denies t h e i r s e x u a l i t y , r e n d e r s them 

androgynous and perhaps l i m i t s r e a d e r s ' i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h 

them, b u t we s h o u l d n o t be s u r p r i s e d a t i t . A d o l e s c ent 

g i r l s today have access t o magazines which d e a l f r a n k l y w i t h 

most teenage i s s u e s , but f o r most o f t h e c e n t u r y t h i s was 

not t h e case. The f i r s t r e a d e r s o f t h e C h a l e t School must 

have had p e r i o d p ains and acne, and w o r r i e d about t h e i r 

breasts, and perhaps t h e y longed t o read o c c a s i o n a l l y o f 
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o t h e r g i r l s who had e x p e r i e n c e d t h e same traumas, b u t t h e y 

h a r d l y expected t o . Even i n t h e 1950s, C h a l e t School 

re a d e r s would n o t have expected t o see s a n i t a r y t o w e l s i n 

t h e S p l a s h e r i e s ! The ' r e a l i s t ' / 1 problem' n o v e l was g a i n i n g 

p o p u l a r i t y i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s , i n t h e wake o f J.D. 
34 

S a l i n g e r ' s The Catcher i n t h e Rye , and a genre o f 

'teenage' f i c t i o n was d e v e l o p i n g . However, g i r l s ' s c h ool 

s t o r i e s , d e s p i t e t h e age o f t h e i r c h a r a c t e r s and t h e i r 

appeal t o g i r l s a t adolescence and w e l l beyond, belonged t o 

c h i l d r e n ' s f i c t i o n where, i n 1950s B r i t a i n , such p o l i t e 

s i l e n c e was t h e norm. I t c o u l d a l s o be argued t h a t , t h e i r 

v e r y s i l e n c e on these m a t t e r s c o n s t i t u t e d some o f t h e books' 

app e a l : t h e C h a l e t School w o r l d o f f e r e d a f i c t i o n a l space 

i n which g i r l s d i d n o t have t o t a k e on board t h e p h y s i c a l 

f a c t s about f e m i n i n i t y . 

So androgynous are t h e g i r l s o f t h e C h a l e t School (and 

I use t h e word t o express t h e i r e m o t i o n a l o u t l o o k o n l y , f o r 

i t i s n o t t r u e , as some c r i t i c s have suggested, t h a t t h ese 
35 

g i r l s are 'boyish hoydens' ) t h a t t h e y have no i n t e r e s t 

i n t h e o p p o s i t e sex - except as 'chums'. Again, as f a r as 

t h e e a r l i e r books are concerned, t h i s i s not t o be wondered 
3 6 

a t . And, as Auchmuty and Hennegan have r i g h t l y p o i n t e d 

o u t , t h e s c h o o l s t o r y was a r a r e o p p o r t u n i t y f o r t h e g i r l t o 

see female f r i e n d s h i p e x p l o r e d and c e l e b r a t e d , i n a s o c i e t y 

which a l r e a d y p r i o r i t i s e d h e t e r o s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Only 

one C h a l e t School g i r l , i n t h e f o r t y f i v e years o f t h e - 101 -



s e r i e s ' e x i s t e n c e , t h i n k s o f boys i n a way which Brent-Dyer 

sees as d e v i a n t (and many re a d e r s c o n s i d e r r e f r e s h i n g l y 

'normal' i n a f i f t e e n year o l d g i r l i n t h e mid 1950s.) Joan 

Baker i s a w o r k i n g c l a s s , brash and v u l g a r , c o n f o r m i n g v e r y 

n e a t l y t o t h e s t e r e o t y p e o f t h e w o r k i n g - c l a s s g i r l as 

s e x u a l l y p r e c o c i o u s . She i s c o n t i n u a l l y r e f e r r e d t o as ' b i g ' 

Joan Baker, denied t h e t h i n , l o n g - l e g g e d ' c o l t i s h n e s s ' o f 

her n i c e , m i d d l e - c l a s s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , and i s never p r o p e r l y 

accepted i n t h e s c h o o l . The f a c t t h a t Joan's t a l k ' " w e l l , 
37 

about - boys"' ren d e r s c o n f i d e n t s e n i o r g i r l Mary-Lou r e d 

and speechless w i t h embarrassment ( i n 1956?) does seem t o 

add f u e l t o t h e o f t - c i t e d a c c u s a t i o n t h a t t h e s e r i e s i s 

' a n a c h r o n i s t i c ' by t h e f i f t i e s . 

D e s p i t e t h i s t o t a l u n i nvolvement i n teenage s e x u a l i t y , 

even i n t h e l a t e r books, C h a l e t School g i r l s t e n d t o marry 

young - a b s u r d l y so, i n a few cases - and h a p p i l y . J u s t as 

they pass from c a r e f r e e c h i l d t o r e s p o n s i b l e p r e f e c t w i t h 

th e pubescent stage i n between passed over l i g h t l y , so th e y 

p r o g r e s s from s e x l e s s g i r l , who t h i n k s o f boys as n o t h i n g 

more t h a n 'chums', t o b r i d e and w i f e . The myths p e r p e t u a t e d 

by t h i s c o n v e n t i o n are t w o f o l d : i n t h e f i r s t p l a c e , i t 

r e i n f o r c e s t h e idea o f 'good' women as i n n o c e n t and s e x u a l l y 

i n e x p e r i e n c e d , m a r r y i n g t h e f i r s t o b j e c t o f t h e i r a f f e c t i o n 

Secondly, i n p r e s e n t i n g men as f i r s t chums and the n l o v i n g 

f a t h e r s , male s e x u a l i t y i s a l s o , i f n o t de n i e d , a t l e a s t 

rendered u n t h r e a t e n i n g . C h a l e t School g i r l s a re n o t 
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v u l n e r a b l e , e i t h e r as c h i l d r e n o r as women. Of course, one 

would h a r d l y expect t h e pages o f g i r l s ' s c h ool s t o r i e s t o be 

peopled by r a v e n i n g sex b e a s t s , b u t n e i t h e r , should i t be 

necessary, a t l e a s t by t h e 1950s, t o p r e s e n t such a v e r y 

narrow and r o m a n t i c i s e d view o f a d u l t human r e l a t i o n s . Even 

E l s i e Oxenham, who has been c r i t i c i s e d f o r t h e u n r e a l i s t i c 

way i n which she de a l s w i t h h e t e r o s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 

a l l o w s her young a d u l t c h a r a c t e r s t o e x p e r i e n c e some complex 

f e e l i n g s r e g a r d i n g m a r r i a g e ( a l t h o u g h never t o t h e e x t e n t 

t h a t t h e y agonise over t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h o t h e r women). 

Jen Robins' c o u r t s h i p w i t h Kenneth Marchwood i s r u d i m e n t a r y , 

but i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e 1920s n o t t o t a l l y u n c o n v i n c i n g . 

There i s even an a l t e r n a t i v e s u i t o r ! On t h e o t h e r hand, 

s i x t h - f o r m e r Len Maynard's sudden engagement i n 1969, t o a 

man t e n years her s e n i o r , i s l a u g h a b l y a n a c h r o n i s t i c and 
3 8 

unbearably coy: 

' I t a k e i t we're engaged. L i k e i t d a r l i n g ? ' 
Len c h u c k l e d . 'So much I c a n ' t t h i n k why I 
d i d n ' t know i t b e f o r e . ' 

Brent-Dyer p r e s e n t s t h e whole area o f sexual r e l a t i o n s 

as t h o r o u g h l y u n p r o b l e m a t i c : chums become husbands, and 

bouncing or i n t e r e s t i n g l y d e l i c a t e babies f o l l o w i n due 

course. Both Oxenham and Brent-Dyer were unmarried, and 

wrote about m a r r i a g e because i t was t h e expected and 

accepted d e s t i n a t i o n o f t h e g i r l s t h e y wrote about. When 

Oxenham w r i t e s o f f r i e n d s h i p between g i r l s and women, t h e 

Abbey g i r l s ' i n t e n s e r e l a t i o n s h i p s a r e pr e s e n t e d w i t h much 
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more c o n v i c t i o n , as Rosemary Auchmuty d i s c u s s e s i n A World 

Of G i r l s . 

I f t h e r e has been a tendency, t h r o u g h o u t t h e t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y , t o devalue female f r i e n d s h i p and t o r e g a r d i t w i t h 

t h e w o r l d l y - w i s e s u s p i c i o n o f p o s t - F r e u d i a n s o p h i s t i c a t i o n , 

we must a l s o guard a g a i n s t t h e dangers o f i d e a l i s i n g women's 

f r i e n d s h i p s , as I argued i n P a r t One. Suzanna Rose p o i n t s 

out i n her Foreword t o Pat O'Connor's F r i e n d s h i p s Between 

Women: A C r i t i c a l Review t h a t t h e ' r o s e - c o l o u r e d ' view o f 

female f r i e n d s h i p a c t u a l l y denies t h e ' r i c h , complex r e a l i t y 
3 8 

of f r i e n d s h i p . ' F r i e n d s h i p , as seen by O'Connor and Rose, 

and as e x p e r i e n c e d by r e a l g i r l s and women, can be t h e 

source o f c o n f l i c t , a n x i e t y and p a i n , as w e l l as rewards. 

Oxenham's view o f female f r i e n d s h i p c e r t a i n l y a l l o w s f o r 

t h i s r e a l i t y , even i f her s e t t i n g s are r o m a n t i c . A n t o n i a 

F o r e s t , perhaps u n i q u e l y i n t h e g i r l s ' s c h ool s t o r y , (and 

i t must be s t r e s s e d t h a t most o f t h e 'Abbey' books are n o t 

school s t o r i e s a l t h o u g h t h e y a r e o f t e n d i s c u s s e d i n t h a t 

c o n t e x t ) e x p l o r e d t h i s p o t e n t i a l f o r p a i n i n a 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y u n d e r s t a t e d and unem o t i o n a l f a s h i o n , and 

i n so d o i n g p r e s e n t e d a much r i c h e r and more complex 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of a d o l e s c e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s than w r i t e r s l i k e 

B rent-Dyer, who tended towards t h e r o s e - c o l o u r e d approach. 

C o n f l i c t , f r e q u e n t l y i n t h e form o f j e a l o u s y , does 

e n t e r i n t o C h a l e t School f r i e n d s h i p s , b u t i t i s u s u a l l y 
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r e s o l v e d f a i r l y e a s i l y . More o f t e n t h a n n o t , one g i r l i s 

be i n g unreasonable and she can u s u a l l y be made t o see sense. 

Sometimes C h a l e t g i r l s e x p e r i e n c e j e a l o u s y more t o h e l p t h e 

p l o t t h a n a n y t h i n g e l s e . When we are t o l d i n Ruey 

Richardson, C h a l e t i a n t h a t F r a n c i e W i l f o r d i s j e a l o u s o f new 

g i r l Ruey, who i s t h e l a t e s t a d d i t i o n t o t h e Maynard f a m i l y , 

because 'years ago she had t a k e n a deeply hidden f a n c y t o 
40 

Margot Maynard 1 we can o n l y marvel a t F r a n c i e ' s powers o f 

d i s s e m b l i n g , f o r we have known her f o r years and been q u i t e 

unaware t h a t she harboured such an a f f e c t i o n . F r a n c i e , by 

the end o f t h e book, r e a l i s e s how s i l l y she has been, and 

she and Ruey develop 'a r e a l f r i e n d s h i p ... which had f a r 

more i n i t tha n t h e one-sided a d o r a t i o n she had f e l t f o r 
41 

Margot Maynard' b u t n e i t h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p i s p r e s e n t e d i n 

much depth. 

E x c l u s i v e f r i e n d s h i p s are frowned on: Brent-Dyer would 

have w h o l e h e a r t e d l y endorsed t h e L i p p i n g t o n d i c t u m t h a t : 

'the s c h ool r u l e does n o t approve o f p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s . 
They ... l e a d ... t o dangerous and u n h e a l t h y i n d u l g e n c e o f 

42 
f e e l i n g . ' S e n t i m e n t a l i t y , as I have a l r e a d y suggested, 
was Brent-Dyer's pet bugbear, and her second n o v e l , A Head 

4 3 
G i r l ' s D i f f i c u l t i e s , focused i n d e t a i l on t h e dangers and 

s i l l i n e s s o f t h e 'crush'. Most o f t h e f r i e n d s h i p s a t t h e 

Chalet School are ' h e a l t h y ' , i e . n o t i n t e n s e o r e x c l u s i v e . 

I n t h e ve r y f i r s t book, Joey B e t t a n y t e l l s j e a l o u s Simone 

L e c o u t i e r , who adores her and i s r a t h e r u n d e r s t a n d a b l y h u r t 
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and i n s e c u r e when new f r i e n d s appears i n t h e scene, t h a t i t 

i s s e l f i s h t o demand such u n d i v i d e d a t t e n t i o n from a f r i e n d , 

and t h i s s e t s t h e scene f o r t h e whole s e r i e s . F r i e n d s , i n 

the C h a l e t School, a r e , as Auchmuty p o i n t s o u t , f o r 

s h a r i n g 4 4 , and those who 'hunt i n c o u p l e s ' are few and f a r 

between. G i r l s form groups: t h e Q u a r t e t t e , t h e T r i u m v i r a t e , 

the Gang. 

Brent-Dyer must have been aware o f t h e 'crush' 

d i s c o u r s e d i s c u s s e d i n P a r t One. The C h a l e t School g i r l s , 

on t h e whole, do not e x p e r i e n c e c r u s h e s : when a g i r l does 

c h e r i s h a p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g a f f e c t i o n or a d m i r a t i o n f o r 

another g i r l , t h e f a c t i s always q u a l i f i e d by a good d e a l o f 

a u t h o r i a l comment: 

Rosamund had l a t e l y t a k e n t o r e g a r d i n g 
[ K a t h a r i n e ] w i t h awe and a d m i r a t i o n -
from a f a r o f f . S e n t i m e n t a l grande passions 
were s e v e r e l y s a t on a t t h e C h a l e t School. 

Tennis s t a r K a t h a r i n e has, o f course, a l r e a d y been 

e s t a b l i s h e d as someone wo r t h y o f Rosamund's a d m i r a t i o n . Even 

such ' h e a l t h y ' h ero-worship f e a t u r e s v e r y l i t t l e i n t h e 

Chal e t School, however. Boyish Tom Gay i s h o r r i f i e d t o f i n d 

h e r s e l f a t t r a c t e d t o p r e f e c t Daisy Venables, b u t 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g Matron r e a s s u r e s her t h a t a d m i r i n g an o l d e r 

g i r l i s ' h e a l t h y ' so l o n g as i t conforms t o t h e model 

o f f e r e d by boys - i e . u n s e n t i m e n t a l and e s s e n t i a l l y 

p r i v a t e : 
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'Boys have t h e i r heroes... j u s t as g i r l s have 
t h e i r h e r o i n e s . They don't express what t h e y 
f e e l i n q u i t e t h e same way ...but t h e n , i n a 
decent s c h o o l , n e i t h e r do g i r l s . . . Y o u won't 
f i n d any o f t h a t nonsense he r e , f o r i n s t a n c e . . . 
The o u t l o o k has always been t o o h e a l t h y and 
sane f o r such r u b b i s h . ' 

Brent-Dyer i s q u i t e unable t o mention h e r o - w o r s h i p , or any 

k i n d o f s t r o n g emotion between g i r l s , w i t h o u t a l e c t u r e 

about t h e h e a l t h y o u t l o o k o f t h e Cha l e t School which 

p r e c l u d e s s e n t i m e n t a l i t y and s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e . When she 

w r i t e s o f t h e a d u l t Jo Maynard, however, she d e s c r i b e s Jo's 

f r i e n d l y n a t u r e i n e x c e s s i v e l y s e n t i m e n t a l terms which do a 

good d e a l t o l i m i t t h e appeal o f a c h a r a c t e r who, as a more 

a m b i v a l e n t l y p r e s e n t e d a d o l e s c e n t , was t h o r o u g h l y l i k e a b l e : 

'the w h o l e - h e a r t e d tenderness t h a t r a d i a t e d from Jo 

Mayna r d ' 4 7 . 

L o n e l i n e s s i s r a r e a t t h e C h a l e t School: most g i r l s 

have l i t t l e d i f f i c u l t y i n f i n d i n g f r i e n d s , and i f th e y are 

f r i e n d l e s s , i t i s u s u a l l y t h e i r own f a u l t . Joan Baker f i n d s 

i t d i f f i c u l t t o make f r i e n d s , b u t Joan, as we have seen, i s 

never p r o p e r l y i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e Cha l e t School w o r l d 

('[Richenda] was a f a s t i d i o u s young person and so f a r she 

had no l i k i n g f o r t h i s g i r l w i t h her assured, r a t h e r 
4 8 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d a i r and her cheaply p r e t t y f a c e . ' ) Even 
a f t e r s e v e r a l terms a t t h e C h a l e t , Joan 'seemed t o belong 

49 
nowhere' : t h e i m p l i c a t i o n i s s u r e l y t h a t , b e i n g w o r k i n g 

c l a s s and h o l d i n g on t o her w o r k i n g c l a s s v a l u e s , she does 

not 'belong* a t t h e Cha l e t School. Her class m a t e s , aware 
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t h a t she i s n o t 'one o f them 1, do n o t b u l l y or p a t r o n i s e her 

but a re p l e a s a n t . 

As, i n d e e d , t h e y a r e , almost u n f a i l i n g l y , t o everyone. 

Of course t h e r e are a few n a s t y g i r l s , l i k e Thekla and B e t t y 

(who are e x p e l l e d , because even t h e C h a l e t School can do 

n o t h i n g f o r them), b u t t h e average C h a l e t School p u p i l i s 

courteous and k i n d . New g i r l s a r e l o o k e d a f t e r w i t h care and 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n : '"They're so f r i e n d l y ! " ' says new g i r l 

Samaris t o h e r s e l f . 'Later she was t o l e a r n t h a t one o f t h e 

s t r i c t e s t u n w r i t t e n laws o f t h e s c h o o l was t h a t new, g i r l s 

were t o be made t o f e e l welcome and one w i t h t h e o t h e r s as 

soon as p o s s i b l e . ' Not o n l y do t h e g i r l s l o o k o u t f o r one 

another b u t t h e s e r i e s abounds w i t h i n c r e d i b l e s t a f f r o o m 

d i s c u s s i o n s , where t h e t e a c h e r s r e v e a l t h e i r e n c y c l o p a e d i c 

knowledge o f every g i r l and her needs. T h i s i s b e l i e v a b l e 

i n t h e f i r s t few books, when t h e s c h o o l i s s t i l l t i n y , b u t 

when t h e r e are s e v e r a l hundred g i r l s i t i s , however 

commendable, l e s s c o n v i n c i n g . I f , by any chance, t h e 

Chalet School s u p p o r t system o f s y m p a t h e t i c g i r l s and s t a f f 

s h ould break down, or i f some s i t u a t i o n should c a l l f o r 

p r e t e r n a t u r a l powers o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g , t h e r e i s always good 

o l d Joey i n t h e background t o hand o u t wise a d v i c e and 

m o t h e r l y a f f e c t i o n . " * 1 

' I s she alone?' 
'No. Joey Maynard has gone t o be w i t h her.' 
L e s l e y Bethune gave a s i g h o f r e l i e f . 'Oh, 
I'm so g l a d ! Mrs Maynard can be j u s t l i k e 
one o f us, but - ' 
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P r u n e l l a t o o k t h e words o u t o f her mouth. ' I 
know. When she l i k e s she can be n o t h i n g b u t a 
mother...Naomi w i l l have a l l t h e m o t h e r i n g 
anyone c o u l d want.' 

Even when her own f a m i l y numbers e l e v e n , n o t t o mention t h e 

v a r i o u s 'adoptees', Jo i s never t o o busy t o o f f e r c o m f o r t t o 

Chalet g i r l s . 

Not o n l y a r e f r i e n d s f o r s h a r i n g a t t h e Cha l e t School/ 

t h e y are f o r l i f e . E a r l y i n t h e s e r i e s t h e ' q u a r t e t ' o f 

Joey and her t h r e e s p e c i a l f r i e n d s , F r i e d a and Marie ( f r o m 

A u s t r i a ) and French Simone, i s s e t up as a model. As t h e 

years pass, d i s t a n c e and f a m i l y commitments ( p r o d u c i n g t h e 

next g e n e r a t i o n o f Chalet School p u p i l s ) l i m i t t h e t i m e and 

energy t h a t t h e f o u r women can expend on t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p , 

but i t i s a p p a r e n t l y always f e l t , i n t h e background, as a 

source o f j o y t o a l l o f them. A c t u a l l y , a f t e r t h e f i r s t few 

years o f m a r r i e d l i f e , F r i e d a , Simone and e s p e c i a l l y Marie 

become shadowy f i g u r e s . We are t o l d o f t h e i r e n d u r i n g 

f r i e n d s h i p , but t h e r e i s l i t t l e e vidence o f i t , a p a r t from a 

few s e t p i e c e s , such as The Coming Of Age Of The C h a l e t 

School and The Chalet School Reunion. 

I s i t a source o f s t r e n g t h t o young women r e a d e r s , t o 

see female f r i e n d s h i p t hus presented? P o s s i b l y , b u t t h e 

almost u n m i t i g a t e d p e r f e c t i o n o f C h a l e t School f r i e n d s h i p s 

cannot have rung v e r y t r u e i n t h e minds o f young women 

s t r u g g l i n g t o cope w i t h r e a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n t h e r e a l 
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w o r l d . A welcome temporary escape from t h a t h a rsher 

r e a l i t y , c e r t a i n l y , b u t h a r d l y a r e a l source o f s t r e n g t h . 

S u r e l y t h e more balanced approach o f , say, F o r e s t , which 

w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n d e t a i l i n Chapter Seven, or even t h e 

torments o f t h e Abbey g i r l s , whose m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s and 

h u r t f e e l i n g s t a k e up hundreds o f t o r t u r e d pages, must have 

been a more genuine source o f s t r e n g t h , as g i r l s a c t u a l l y 

saw m i r r o r e d t h e c o m p l e x i t i e s and angst o f t h e i r own 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s and problems? By p e r p e t u a t i n g a myth t h a t 

female f r i e n d s h i p i s b a s i c a l l y u n p r o b l e m a t i c , t h e C h a l e t 

School books - and o t h e r s l i k e them - r e f u s e t o engage i n 

any s e r i o u s a t t e m p t t o e x p l o r e them. Thus, i n 

r o m a n t i c i s i n g , t h e y devalue, even i f t h e i n t e n t i o n has been 

t o c e l e b r a t e . 

Death and i l l n e s s p l a y t h e i r p a r t i n t h e C h a l e t School, 

but a g a i n , Brent-Dyer's tendency t o r o m a n t i c i s e p r e v e n t s her 

from a t t e m p t i n g a s e r i o u s a n a l y s i s o f these f a c t s o f l i f e 

(as F o r e s t does i n The C r i c k e t Term). I n t h e Chalet School 
5 2 

w o r l d , death i s ' j u s t f a l l i n g a s l e e p t o wake w i t h God' and 

should not be cause f o r g r i e f . People t e n d t o d i e a f t e r a 

l o n g and p a i n f u l i l l n e s s ( u s u a l l y T.B.) so t h a t t h e i r deaths 

can be r e j o i c e d i n as a m e r c i f u l r e l e a s e . S c h o o l g i r l s do 

not d i e ; t h e y may be dangerously i l l and hover between l i f e 

and death f o r days, g i v i n g a l l concerned a t e r r i b l e f r i g h t 

(Joey i n R i v a l s o f t h e C h a l e t School; J u l i e i n B r i d e Leads 

the C h alet School; Mary-Lou i n Mary-Lou o f t h e C h a l e t 
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School) o r t h e y may be l e f t c r i p p l e d f o r years ( E u s t a c i a i n 

E u s t a c i a Goes t o t h e Ch a l e t School) o r l i v e under t h e shadow 

of ' d e l i c a c y ' (Joey, Robin, Margot) : b ut th e y never 

a c t u a l l y d i e . 

An e x c e p t i o n i s Rosamund S e f t o n , teenage s t e p s i s t e r o f 

C h a l e t i a n J e s s i c a Wayne, b u t Rosamund has been an i n v a l i d 

a l l her l i f e . Mary-Lou, an o t h e r o f Brent-Dyer' u n i v e r s a l l y 

empathic c h a r a c t e r s , admonishes J e s s i c a f o r her sadness 
53 

about Rosamund's approaching d e a t h : 

' I f what you f e a r i s coming t o pass, won't 
i t be b e s t f o r Rosamund? She has o n l y h a l f 
a l i f e as i t i s , and she's j u s t a g i r l . . . 
Whatever e l s e you f e e l , don't be a f r a i d . Try 
t o make y o u r s e l f f e e l g l a d f o r her i f i t 
r e a l l y i s - t h a t . Don't grudge her her 
happiness.' 

The p r e s e n t a t i o n o f Rosamund's death i s coy: t h e word 

'death' i s s t u d i o u s l y avoided as t h e g i r l ' k i s s e d J e s s i c a 

and drowsed o f f i n t o a q u i e t s l e e p from which she awoke o n l y 

i n heaven.' 

Brent-Dyer c o u l d n o t bear t o suggest t h a t death can be 

random, u n f a i r , and t r a g i c : i t can be a s s i m i l a t e d i n her 

schema, b u t o n l y when i t i s p a r t o f a benign and 

comprehensible o r d e r . On t h e r a r e occasions when a death 

seems g e n u i n e l y t r a g i c ( t h e death o f Nina R u t h e r f o r d ' s 

f a t h e r , or Daisy and P r i m u l a Venables' mother) a p o s i t i v e 

aspect i s always emphasised: R u t h e r f o r d d i e s s a v i n g a l i f e , 



Margot Venables has gone t o j o i n t h e l i t t l e sons from whose 

death she has never r e c o v e r e d . The Robin's f a t h e r i s k i l l e d 

i n a c l i m b i n g a c c i d e n t , between books, b u t t h i s i s s u r e l y a 

p l o t d e v i c e t o a l l o w Robin t o become more p r o p e r l y p a r t o f 

Madge and Joey's f a m i l y . And o f c o u r s e , should anyone be 

orphaned, t h e r e i s always Joey and t h e s c h o o l : no-one i s 

ever l e f t a l o n e i n t h e C h a l e t School. When Ja c y n t h Hardy's 

au n t , another i n v a l i d , d i e s , l e a v i n g behind a l e t t e r t o 

J a c y n t h which is_ g e n u i n e l y p o i g n a n t , Joey reassures J a c y n t h 

t h a t she i s n o t alone 

'She has t r u s t e d you t o us... You are 
ours now....And never f o r g e t t h a t we are 
yours as much as you are o u r s . ' 

The myths p e r p e t u a t e d by Brent-Dyer and w r i t e r s l i k e 

her are n o t unique t o t h e school s t o r y genre: t h e y pervaded, 

t o an e x t e n t , t h e whole s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e , and t o g e t h e r t h e y 

c o n t r i b u t e t o f a i r l y widespread myths about c h i l d h o o d , 

f e m i n i n i t y , and s e x u a l i t y . I have a l r e a d y shown i n P a r t One 

t h a t female adolescence was l a r g e l y i g n o r e d - or a t l e a s t 

p r e v a r i c a t e d about - i n s o c i a l / p s y c h o l o g i c a l debate i n t h e 

e a r l i e r p a r t o f t h i s c e n t u r y . T h i s r e l u c t a n c e t o engage i n 

reasoned d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e r e a l n a t u r e of female 

adolescence, t h e i n s i s t e n c e on h i d i n g t r u t h s about s e x u a l 

development under a c l o a k o f p r e s c r i p t i v e and o f t e n 

c o n t r a d i c t o r y p a t r i a r c h a l f i c t i o n s (secondary e d u c a t i o n was 

i n i m i c a l t o t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t of a r e g u l a r m e n s t r u a l c y c l e 

and t h e r e f o r e damaging t o t h e g i r l ' s h e a l t h ; m e n s t r u a l p a i n 
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was a l l i n t h e mind and sho u l d n o t be pandered t o ; 

ad o l e s c e n t g i r l s were s e x u a l l y r a p a c i o u s ; t h e y were s e x l e s s ; 

t h e y were s i l l y and t r i v i a l - m i n d e d ; they were t o o 

s e r i o u s . . . ) was p a r t o f a widespread m i s t r u s t o f young women 

on two l e v e l s . F i r s t l y , as women per se - women as sexual 

c r e a t u r e s have t r a d i t i o n a l l y been f e a r e d , and seco n d l y , as 

the emerging c l a s s o f new, l i b e r a t e d women. The s c h o o l g i r l 

may have been p o p u l a r l y seen as something o f a j o k e , b u t 

t h i s may w e l l have been t o h i d e t h e f a c t t h a t she a c t u a l l y 

r e p r e s e n t e d a t h r e a t t o t h e s t a t u s quo. There are two common 

responses t o what i s f e a r e d : t o o v e r - r e a c t h y s t e r i c a l l y (one 

i s reminded o f t h e s i n i s t e r d e p i c t i o n o f t h e s p i n s t e r 

t e a c h e r i n t h e 1920s) or t o i g n o r e - t o p r e t e n d something i s 

no t happening, o r i s o f l i t t l e consequence by d e v a l u i n g i t , 

p a r a l y s i n g i t , t u r n i n g i t i n t o a j o k e . 

There are v a r i o u s s t r a t e g i e s f o r t h i s . One response t o 

the 'problem' o f female adolescence was t o p r e t e n d t h a t 

t h e r e was no problem, t h a t g r owing up was f a i r l y easy. T h i s 

s t r a t e g y depends on f a i t h i n t h e w o r l d as a benign p l a c e , 

and e s p e c i a l l y on a b e l i e f t h a t , as Lambert h e r s e l f p u t s i t : 

' Childhood... i s an i n n o c e n t , unclouded t i m e . C h i l d r e n are 

l i k e t u m b l i n g puppies o r s i n g i n g b i r d s . ' I t i s t h i s view, 

more or l e s s , t h a t Brent-Dyer p u t s across i n her Ch a l e t 

School books, even though o t h e r c h i l d r e n ' s w r i t e r s were, by 

the 1950s, acknowledging t h a t c h i l d h o o d c o u l d be 
57 

d i f f i c u l t . Chalet School g i r l s , i n t h e main, do have 
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happy c h i l d h o o d s , and why sh o u l d t h e y not? They grow up 

surrounded by c a r i n g , u n d e r s t a n d i n g a d u l t s , educated i n a 

s u p p o r t i v e , encouraging environment, s a f e i n t h e c o n v i c t i o n 

t h a t t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p s w i l l c o n t i n u e t o p r o v i d e l o v e and 

support w e l l i n t o a d u l t l i f e , even a f t e r t h e y have m a r r i e d a 

s t r o n g , l o v i n g man and had l o t s o f b e a u t i f u l c h i l d r e n who 

w i l l i n t u r n 'go o u t i n t o t h e w o r l d and make i t j u s t t h a t 

much h a p p i e r and b e t t e r because o f t h e C h a l e t School way o f 
5 8 

t h i n k i n g and d o i n g . ' 

Brent-Dyer, who seems h e r s e l f t o have had r a t h e r a 
59 

d i f f i c u l t l i f e , may n o t r e a l l y have b e l i e v e d i n t h e w o r l d 

she c r e a t e d , b u t i t was a p o w e r f u l f a n t a s y . C l e a r l y her 

reade r s t o o , f o r s e v e r a l g e n e r a t i o n s now, have found t h e 

i l l u s i o n s e d u c t i v e , a welcome escape from harsh r e a l i t y ; an 

a t t r a c t i v e c r e a t i o n , p e r p e t u a t i n g charming myths about t h e 

w o r l d and about b e i n g an a d o l e s c e n t g i r l w i t h i n i t . A w o r l d 

w i t h o u t p e r i o d pains or u n r e q u i t e d l o v e , w i t h o u t c o n f u s i o n 

or d e p r e s s i o n , a w o r l d where e v e r y t h i n g i s more or l e s s as 

i t seems, a w o r l d you can t r u s t . Not, u l t i m a t e l y , a w o r l d 

you can b e l i e v e i n , a l t h o u g h i t can be found - w i t h 

v a r i a t i o n s b u t i n a r e c o g n i s a b l e form - i n many p o p u l a r 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r i e s . A n t o n i a F o r e s t , as I have 

demonstrated, i s an e x c e p t i o n , and Mary K. H a r r i s ' s n o v e l s 

are a l s o n o t e w o r t h y f o r t h e i r honest and u n s e n t i m e n t a l 

p r e s e n t a t i o n o f a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s a t s c h o o l . F o r e s t and 

H a r r i s promote no myths. 
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Angela Lambert goes a s t e p f u r t h e r . As a n o v e l i s t f o r 

a d u l t s she i s a t l i b e r t y t o w r i t e more f r a n k l y t h a n a 

c h i l d r e n ' s a u t h o r about s e x u a l i t y , and t h e t r e a t m e n t o f 

s e x u a l i t y w i l l always be a c r u c i a l d i s t i n c t i o n between 

' a d u l t ' and ' j u n i o r ' f i c t i o n . I t would be t e d i o u s and 

p o i n t l e s s t o a t t e m p t a comparison o f a d u l t and j u n i o r s c h o o l 

s t o r i e s on t h i s b a s i s a l o n e , and t h i s has never been my 

i n t e n t i o n . Lambert, a t s c h o o l i n t h e 1950s and ( I would 

guess from her use of i t s c o n v e n t i o n s ) c o n v e r s a n t w i t h t h e 

s c h o o l s t o r y genre, not o n l y seeks t o w r i t e an 'honest' 

n o v e l about a g i r l s ' s c h o o l , b u t s e t s out a c t i v e l y t o 

d e c o n s t r u c t t h e myths which have surrounded t h e p o p u l a r 

g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y f o r y e a r s . 

I n a sense, she and Brent-Dyer r e p r e s e n t o p p o s i t e ends 

of t h e spectrum: j u s t as t h e C h a l e t School w o r l d i s almost 

u n r e l i e v e d sweetness, as t h e g i r l s p r e p a r e f o r an a d u l t l i f e 

which might have i t s h a r d s h i p s b u t w i l l be, on t h e whole, 

f u l l o f l o v e and j o y , so t h e w o r l d as r e v e a l e d t o Constance 

and her classmates i s almost u n r e l i e v e d b i t t e r n e s s . I n t h e 

C h a l e t School w o r l d , t h e r e i s h a r d l y a man t h a t i s n o t k i n d , 

l o v i n g and s t r o n g ; i n t h e Raeburn w o r l d , t h e r e i s h a r d l y one 

who i s not a r a p i s t . C halet School g i r l s never, ever go t o 

the t o i l e t ; Raeburn g i r l s are e x c e s s i v e l y v u l g a r : ^ 

The g i r l s were p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h s m e l l s . 
F a r t i n g was sure t o prompt an o u t c r y 
of d i s g u s t . . . and unpopular g i r l s would be 
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accused o f 'having l e t o f f and made a f o u l 
pong.'.. J e n n i f e r . . w o u l d c o n f i d e , b r e a t h i l y , 
t h e d e t a i l s o f what happened 'on t h e l a v v y ' 
and once i n v i t e d Constance t o i n s p e c t 
t h e r e s u l t f o r worms. 

Chalet School g i r l s are almost u n f a i l i n g l y k i n d and 

c o u r t e o u s , e s p e c i a l l y t o new g i r l s ; a t Raeburn, Constance's 

'godmother' t e l l s t h e new g i r l ' s d o r m i t o r y mates: '"Don't 

anyone be f o u l t o Constance"' and c o n s i d e r s t h a t she has 

done her d u t y a d m i r a b l y . ^ Lambert i s n o t c o n t e n t t o do 

what H a r r i s and F o r e s t have done, or even what A n t o n i a White 

does i n F r o s t i n May: w h i l e i n some ways s t i c k i n g even 

c l o s e r t o t h e 'school s t o r y f o r m u l a ' t h a n White, she pushes 

the c o n v e n t i o n s o f t h e genre t o t h e i r utmost l i m i t s . I n 

doi n g so, i n t e r e s t i n g l y , she produces a no v e l which i s , i n 

i t s way, as u n c o n v i n c i n g as t h e most h i g h l y r o m a n t i c i s e d 

examples o f t h e genre she seeks t o s u b v e r t . I do not know i f 

i t was Lambert's i n t e n t i o n t o w r i t e an 'honest' s c h o o l 

n o v e l , b u t c e r t a i n l y , i f t h e Chalet School i s an u n l i k e l y 

U t o p i a , Raeburn and t h e w o r l d i n which i t e x i s t s i s an 

e q u a l l y u n l i k e l y d y s t o p i a , as s t e r i l e and p r e d i c t a b l e i n i t s 

gloom as t h e C h a l e t School i s i n i t s g a i e t y . 

A l l t h e f a m i l i a r c o n v e n t i o n s o f t h e school s t o r y genre 

are used, and s u b v e r t e d , i n t h e n o v e l . I f we compare 

Lambert's t r e a t m e n t o f c e r t a i n themes w i t h those o f 

Brent-Dyer, we can see e x a c t l y how she t r i e s t o explode t h e 

myths o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y . Of course, 

th e p r i m a r y concern o f t h i s s t udy i s t h e f i c t i o n a l 
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e x p l o r a t i o n o f f r i e n d s h i p . However, i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o 

c o n s i d e r t h e c o n t e x t o f these f r i e n d s h i p s , and t o see t h e i r 

d e p i c t i o n a g a i n s t t h e background o f t h e w r i t e r ' s v i s i o n o f 

s o c i e t y . 

I have shown t h a t Brent-Dyer's p r e s e n t a t i o n o f a d u l t s , 

and a d u l t r e l a t i o n s h i p s , i s h i g h l y i d e a l i s e d . Lambert goes 

t o t h e o t h e r extreme. The a d u l t s i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s 

a r e , by and l a r g e , s e l f i s h , v a i n , i n s e n s i t i v e and 

h y p o c r i t i c a l , and even, i n t h e case o f S y l v i a P a r r y , 

p a t h o l o g i c a l l y v i c i o u s . The t e a c h e r s a t Raeburn are i n t h e 

main bored and f r u s t r a t e d , t r a p p e d i n a c a r e e r which does 

not f u l f i l them. They t o l e r a t e t h e i r charges o r , i n S y l v i a ' s 

case, do n o t . They do not care f o r them i n t h e way t h a t 

Brent-Dyer's devoted t e a c h e r s do. Only Ginny V a l e n t i n e , 

c h e e r f u l and p r e t t y , r e t a i n s much enthusiasm f o r her j o b . 

Mrs. Birmingham, t h e h e a d m i s t r e s s , i s k i n d but t r o u b l e d , 

p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h t h e d y i n g husband she has never r e a l l y 

l o v e d , and by t r a u m a t i c memories o f her own adolescence. 

The t e a c h e r s i n t o whom we g a i n most i n s i g h t are Diana Monk 

and S y l v i a P a r r y , unhappy, s e x u a l l y f r u s t r a t e d s p i n s t e r s , 

c o n forming t o t h e s t e r e o t y p i c a l image o f t h e p r e d a t o r y 

l e s b i a n t e a c h e r d i s c u s s e d above. 

Ch a l e t School p a r e n t s make s a c r i f i c e s t o send t h e i r 

( g r a t e f u l ) daughters t o t h e b e s t s c h o o l i n t h e w o r l d ; 

p a r e n t s i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s send t h e i r daughters away 

- 117 -



t o g e t r i d o f them, and t o uphold a c e r t a i n s o c i a l s t a t u s . 

And they do not send them t o t h e b e s t s c h o o l a v a i l a b l e , b u t 

t o Raeburn, second r a t e and s t r u g g l i n g . Even t h e t w i n s ' 
6 2 

mother, regarded by Constance as 'a d a r l i n g ' i s something 

of a s t r a n g e r t o her c h i l d r e n , and seems unsure how t o t r e a t 

them when th e y are a t home f o r h a l f t e r m : '"Lovely t o have 

you h e r e . . . " [ h e r v o i c e ] d r i f t e d on t h e wind' [ t o w a r d s 

t h e m ] . ^ These g i r l s , away from home f o r much o f t h e yea r , 

are l i t t l e more th a n v i s i t o r s i n t h e i r p a r e n t s ' homes, 

u n l i k e C h a l e t g i r l s who have no d i f f i c u l t y i n r e c o n c i l i n g 

home and s c h o o l , o r B l y t o n ' s D a r r e l l R i v e r s who i s s i m p l y 

d e l i g h t e d i n her good f o r t u n e a t h a v i n g 'two such l o v e l y 
64 

w o r l d s , home and Malory Towers' . Angela Holdsworth 

suggests t h a t t h e d i f f e r e n t demands o f home and s c h o o l , w i t h 

t h e i r o f t e n c o n f l i c t i n g messages and r o l e models, c o u l d have 
6 5 

been c o n f u s i n g f o r g i r l s : 
I t c o u l d be a c o n f u s i n g u p b r i n g i n g f o r g i r l s ; 
encouraged i n te r m t i m e t o bury t h e i r heads i n 
books and, f l a t t e n i n g t h e i r c h e s t s i n g y m s l i p s , 
t h r a s h t h e n e i g h b o u r i n g s c h o o l a t hockey, then 
i n t h e h o l i d a y s t o appear w i l l i n g and winsome. 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h i s i s an aspect o f g i r l s ' l i v e s l i t t l e 

c o n s i d e r e d i n f i c t i o n , perhaps because most books d e a l t w i t h 

t h e g i r l e i t h e r a t home or a t s c h o o l . A n t o n i a F o r e s t ' s 

N i c o l a Marlow, happy enough i n b o t h her w o r l d s , y e t 

experiences some c o n v i n c i n g d i s o r i e n t a t i o n a t t h e t r a n s i t i o n 

between T r e n n e l s and K i n g s c o t e : ^ 

She f e l t u n c o m f o r t a b l y l i k e a p i n between 
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two magnets l a b e l l e d 'Home' and 'School', t h e 
tu g o f one d e f e a t i n g t h e p u l l o f t h e o t h e r . 

Most o f t h e Raeburn p a r e n t s a r e s h a l l o w , s e l f - c e n t r e d and 

s t u p i d , seeming t o care l i t t l e f o r t h e i r d a u g h t e r s ' w e l f a r e . 

The w o r s t o f f e n d e r i s Charmian Reynold's mother ('Now t h a t 

th e d i v o r c e was agreed, t h e t i m e had come t o come t o drop a 
fi 7 

few h i n t s . ' ) but as Deputy Head Peggy Roberts p o i n t s 

o u t : 
'That goes f o r q u i t e a few o f t h e p a r e n t s . 
There's s e v e r a l I wouldn't mind having a 
word w i t h . Paying o f f g u i l t y consciences or 
j u s t p l a i n i n d i f f e r e n c e by sending t h e i r 
d a u g h t e r s here. And the n t h e y t e l l them t h e y 
a r e n ' t r e a l l y homesick and f u r t h e r m o r e how 
l u c k y t h e y a r e . ' 

Of course, t h e r e are s e l f i s h p a r e n t s o f Cha l e t g i r l s t o o , 

but i t i s v e r y r a r e l y t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l n u c l e a r f a m i l y which 

p r o v i d e s a d y s f u n c t i o n a l background. S t e p f a m i l i e s and 

guard i a n s are much more l i k e l y t o be i n d i f f e r e n t - t h e 

Cochranes, Ted's f a m i l y , Carola's c o u s i n , Annis's a u n t , e t c . 

The n o t a b l e e x c e p t i o n s are J u l i e t C a r r i c k ' s p a r e n t s , b u t 

everyone r e c o g n i s e s t h a t t h e i r c a l l o u s n e s s i s abberant 
69 

( ' V i l l a i n y pure and s i m p l e ' ) and t h e y are soon k i l l e d o f f , 

l e a v i n g J u l i e t t o s t a r t t h e f i n e t r a d i t i o n o f t h e sch o o l ' s 

t a k i n g i n any g i r l l e f t a l o n e . 

Most o f t h e c h i l d r e n i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s , i n 

d i r e c t c o n t r a s t t o t h e C h a l e t g i r l s , are na s t y l i t t l e 

b e a s t s . T h i s i s h a r d l y s u r p r i s i n g , because t h e y themselves 
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have been so b a d l y t r e a t e d by t h e i r f a m i l i e s . V u l n e r a b l e and 

i n s e c u r e , prey t o t h e s e l f i s h whims o f a d u l t s , they t a k e o u t 

t h e i r i n s t a b i l i t y and f e a r on each o t h e r . Charmian, d e v i o u s 

and a r t f u l , s t e a l i n g from t h e o t h e r g i r l s , d e r i v i n g p l e a s u r e 

from her b l a c k m a i l i n g o f bes t f r i e n d S h e i l a and her s a d i s t i c 

t r e a t m e n t o f Flopsy t h e r a b b i t , i s t h e a r c h e t y p a l 

d e p r i v e d / d e p r a v e d c h i l d . But a l l t h e g i r l s a re v i c t i m s t o 

some e x t e n t . Constance's p a r e n t s do not l i s t e n t o h e r , 

r e f u s i n g t o accept t h a t she i s g e n u i n e l y unhappy; Hermione's 

f a t h e r , when h i s daughter i s s e x u a l l y a s s a u l t e d by t h e 

under-gardener, r e g a r d s her as 'damaged goods' and w o r r i e s 

about t h e e f f e c t s o f t h e a t t a c k , n o t on her e m o t i o n a l and 

p h y s i c a l w e l l - b e i n g b u t on her m a r r i a g e p r o s p e c t s . And, o f 

course, t h i s g e n e r a t i o n have themselves been v i c t i m s : S y l v i a 

P a r r y , t h e t e a c h e r who t e r r o r i s e s l i t t l e g i r l s , has been 

abused by her f a t h e r , and Mrs. Birmingham has been raped by 

her b r o t h e r ' s b e s t f r i e n d , a y o u t h her p a r e n t s l i k e d and 

t r u s t e d . 

The c h i l d r e n i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s have some 

awareness o f t h e i r own v u l n e r a b i l i t y and t h e i r l a c k o f any 

choi c e i n t h e i r own f a t e . Being a c h i l d , as Constance 

d i s c o v e r s , means being h e l p l e s s , denied any p e r s o n a l 

autonomy. Constance hates t h e i d e a o f g o i n g t o b o a r d i n g 

s c h o o l , b u t her p a r e n t s r e f u s e t o c o n s i d e r her w i s h e s : 7 0 

[Constance] f e l t u t t e r l y h e l p l e s s . She had 
no say i n t h e a d u l t d e c i s i o n s t h a t governed 
her l i f e . 
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I n t h e Ch a l e t School w o r l d , a d u l t s who t r e a t c h i l d r e n b a d l y 

are i n a t i n y m i n o r i t y ; i n Lambert's w o r l d , t h e y a re t h e 

norm. She s h a t t e r s t h e myths w i t h which c h i l d r e n grow up -

t h a t a d u l t s are b a s i c a l l y i n f a l l i b l e , and t h a t t h e o n l y 

ones t o be f e a r e d are ' s t r a n g e ' . C h i l d r e n a re t a u g h t n o t t o 

speak t o 'strange men' b u t t h e y do n o t always know t h a t t h e 

a d u l t t h e y a r e bro u g h t up t o t r u s t - p a r e n t s and t e a c h e r s -

are sometimes t h e one from whom t h e y are most a t r i s k . 

Lambert's c h a r a c t e r s a l l have t o l e a r n t h i s l e s s o n . When 

Constance encounters a p e r v e r t who ' t a l k s d i r t y ' t o h e r , i t 

i s n o t an o l d man i n an o v e r c o a t i n t h e par k , b u t one o f 

her t e a c h e r s ('"Nasty, d i r t y , over-sexed l i t t l e g i r l . . . you 
71 

l i t t l e s l u t . " ' ) I n t h e Ch a l e t School w o r l d , e v i l i s 

r e l e g a t e d t o t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d . I n Lambert's n o v e l i t 

permeates every f i b r e o f t h e sc h o o l community and t h e r e i s 

no escape. 

One myth which c h i l d r e n have about a d u l t s i s t h a t t h e y 

can do e x a c t l y as t h e y w i s h . C e r t a i n l y , compared t o 

c h i l d r e n , a d u l t s have a degree o f autonomy, b u t Lambert 

makes ve r y c l e a r i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s t h e e x t e n t t o 

which a d u l t s a re a l s o c o n s t r a i n e d and v i c t i m i s e d , o f t e n 

because o f t h e i r own t r a u m a t i c c h i l d h o o d . I n t h e happy w o r l d 

of t h e Ch a l e t School most a d u l t s a r e indeed as ' f r e e ' as 

the y appear, b u t i n t h e bl e a k w o r l d of Lambert's n o v e l i t i s 
7 2 

o n l y t h e c h i l d r e n who b e l i e v e t h i s p a r t i c u l a r myth: 
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Oh, how I wish I were grown up! she t h o u g h t . 
Grown-ups can do whatever t h e y l i k e . They don't 
have t o ask p e r m i s s i o n , nobody c r i t i c i s e s them 
or o r d e r s them about. They're f r e e . I f e e l l i k e 
poor o l d Flopsy, s t u c k i n a cage; and I want t o 
g e t o u t . But they make i t i m p o s s i b l e . 

Of c o u r s e , an o l d e r g i r l t h a n Constance would r e a l i s e -

as P a t i e n c e does i n Secret Places - t h a t a d u l t s a r e ' i n 

cages' t o o , and t h a t cages o f one's own making can be h a r d e r 

t o escape from t h a n t h e more obvious trammels o f c h i l d h o o d . 

When Constance, i n t h e b e s t s c h o o l s t o r y t r a d i t i o n , runs 

away from Raeburn, which i s t h e f o c u s o f her unhappiness, 

she r e a l i s e s t h a t w i t h escape comes danger; t h a t , i n f a c t , 

t h e r e can be no escape. She has seen her l o n e l i n e s s and 

unhappiness, her l a c k o f freedom, as p a r t o f t h e c o n d i t i o n 

o f b e i n g a c h i l d , when i n f a c t t h e y are p a r t o f t h e more 

g e n e r a l human c o n d i t i o n . 

I f c h i l d r e n c h e r i s h myths about a d u l t s , a d u l t s seem t o 

accept myths about c h i l d r e n and c h i l d h o o d , which t h e i r own 

e x p e r i e n c e o f growing up should have warned them about. Or 

perhaps i t would be more c o r r e c t t o i n f e r , g i v e n t h e n a t u r e 

of t h e c h i l d h o o d s d e s c r i b e d i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s , t h a t 

t h e p a i n o f growing up can be so i n t e n s e t h a t as soon as i t 

i s over we choose, as on waking from a n i g h t m a r e , t o f o r g e t 

a l l about i t . Thus, a d u l t s do n o t r e a l l y b e l i e v e t h a t 

c h i l d h o o d i s an 'unclouded' t i m e - t h e w e a l t h o f l i t e r a t u r e 

about unhappy c h i l d h o o d s bears t h i s o u t - b u t t h e y p r e t e n d 

t o , because t h a t i s l e s s p a i n f u l t h a n acknowledging t h e 
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t r u t h and c o n f r o n t i n g t h e p a i n which t h e i r own c h i l d r e n may 

be g o i n g t h r o u g h . They want t o r e w r i t e and e m b e l l i s h an 

u n s a t i s f a c t o r y h i s t o r y , j u s t as people who t a l k about t h e 

'good o l d days' are s e l e c t i v e i n what they choose t o 

remember. There e x i s t p o w e r f u l myths as t o what c h i l d h o o d 

ought t o be ( ' C h i l d r e n are l i k e t u m b l i n g puppies or s i n g i n g 

b i r d s . . . ' ) , b u t , as P h i l i p L a r k i n , f o r example, reminds us 
73 

i n ' I Remember, I Remember' , r e a l e x p e r i e n c e r a r e l y 
74 

adheres t o t h e i d e a l . Lambert s t a t e s t h a t : 

A d u l t s have f o r g o t t e n t h e agony o f growing 
up, when f e e l i n g s a r e v a s t and i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e , 
p r i m i t i v e and t u r b u l e n t . 

b u t i n some cases t h i s may be l e s s a q u e s t i o n o f s i m p l y 

f o r g e t t i n g t h a n o f b e i n g u n w i l l i n g t o remember. As Margaret 

Meek, i n her essay 'What Counts as Evidence i n T h e o r i e s o f 

C h i l d r e n ' s L i t e r a t u r e ? ' puts i t : 7 ^ 

Because [ c h i l d r e n ] are s m a l l i n s t a t u r e and 
immature i n t h o u g h t . . . , we i g n o r e t h e immensity 
o f t h e i r emotions which are never l e s s than 
a d u l t - s i z e d and sometimes ungovernable. 

Of course, as we develop an a d u l t p e r s p e c t i v e , i t i s 

i n e v i t a b l e t h a t we t r i v i a l i s e c h i l d i s h concerns t o a c e r t a i n 

e x t e n t : a d u l t problems can be so w e i g h t y t h a t , i n 

comparison, t h e t r o u b l e s of c h i l d h o o d seem i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l . 

We f o r g e t t h a t problems which appear p e t t y t o an a d u l t can 

overwhelm a c h i l d , and perhaps we are l o a t h t o remember t h a t 

sense o f b e i n g h e l p l e s s which besets Constance. 
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I f w r i t e r s l i k e Brent-Dyer p r e s e n t a view o f l i f e 

dependent on these myths, so t h a t e v e r y t h i n g i s rendered 

i n n o c e n t and s a f e , then Lambert, i n se e k i n g t o d e s t r o y these 

myths, goes t o t h e o t h e r extreme. I t would be a gross o v e r ­

s i m p l i f i c a t i o n t o say t h a t t h e w o r l d she c r e a t e s i n No 

T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s more ' r e a l i s t i c ' than t h e C h a l e t 

School w o r l d , and t h a t what we are d e a l i n g w i t h i s a 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d case o f : c h i l d r e n ' s f i c t i o n = r o s y f a n t a s y ; 

a d u l t f i c t i o n = harsh r e a l i t y , f o r t h i s i s v e r y f a r from 

being t h e case. I n Lambert's case, t h e u n r e l i e v e d v i r t u e o f 

t h e C h a l e t School i s r e p l a c e d by ( a l m o s t ) u n r e l i e v e d v i c e : 

she does n o t merely acknowledge t h e d a r k e r aspects o f human 

ex p e r i e n c e ; she exaggerates them. 

To i l l u s t r a t e what I mean, I s h a l l t a k e s e v e r a l 

examples from t h e t e x t : t h e t r e a t m e n t o f death and o f 

s e x u a l i t y . I have a l r e a d y shown t h a t i n the Chalet School 

w o r l d , death i s i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o a r a t i o n a l o r d e r , so t h a t 

i t l o s e s most o f i t s s t i n g . Death i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r 

L i g h t s , however, i s evidence t h a t t h e r e e x i s t s no r a t i o n a l 

o r d e r : a p a r t from L i o n e l Birmingham, who i s an o l d man, 

people d i e as t h e r e s u l t o f war, f r e a k a c c i d e n t and s u i c i d e 

- deaths n o t merely t r a g i c , b u t monstrous and g r a t u i t o u s . 

The g i r l s o f t h e Cha l e t School, as we have seen, a r e 

unaware o f t h e i r own s e x u a l i t y and u n l i k e l y t o be victimss o f 

anyone e l s e ' s . Lambert's g i r l s , however, are t h e o b j e c t o f a 
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l e s b i a n t e a c h e r ' s f r u s t r a t e d d e s i r e (Hermione); t h e v i c t i m s 

o f a s s a u l t and rape ( H e n r i e t t a , S y l v i a , Hermione) and v e r b a l 

abuse (Constance). They experiment s e x u a l l y i n t h e d o r m i t o r y 

a f t e r ' l i g h t s o u t ' and t h i s i s no q u e s t i o n o f mere 

' t i c k l i n g ' as Baba and C a i t do i n Edna O'Brien's The Country 

G i r l s ( 'Once we too k o f f our k n i c k e r s i n t h e r e and t i c k l e d 
7 6 

one a n o t h e r . The g r e a t e s t s e c r e t o f a l l . ' ) b u t o f 

v i g o r o u s ' h o r s e p l a y ' . Brent-Dyer and w r i t e r s o f her i l k do 

not admit - we would n o t expect them t o admit - t h a t t h e r e 

can be any s e x u a l element a t a l l i n r e l a t i o n s h i p s between 

g i r l s o r women, even though l a t e r c r i t i c i s m o f t h e i r work -

e s p e c i a l l y t h a t o f Angela B r a z i l - i n s i s t s on i t s 

' u n d e r l y i n g h o m o s e x u a l i t y ' ^ We have seen how t h e 'crush 

d i s c o u r s e ' and t h e g e n e r a l development o f :i more s e x u a l 

p e r s p e c t i v e on r e l a t i o n s h i p s c a s t s u s p i c i o n on a f f e c t i o n a t e 

r e l a t i o n s between g i r l s and women, so t h a t o f t e n t h e 

e m o t i o n a l c o n t e n t o f f r i e n d s h i p i s d i s m i s s e d . Lambert, when 

she acknowledges a sexual a s p e c t , reduces i t t o t h e 

a b s o l u t e l y base and p h y s i c a l . Anne and Fiona's game o f 

'hocses' i s t h e rnost crude e x p r e s s i o n o f female a d o l e s c e n t 
7 8 

d e s i r e / f r u s t r a t i o n ('a p a i r o f horses m a t i n g ' ) o f which I 

am aware i n the modern sc h o o l n o v e l . There i s no s u g g e s t i o n 

o? i n t e n s e e m o t i o n a l i n v o l v e m e n t (as i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between Laura and Pat i e n c e i n Sec r e t P l a c e s ) ; o n l y o f mutual 

g r a t i f i c a t i o n : a l t h o u g h a more d i f f u s e p l e a s u r e i s h i n t e d a t 

when she d i s c u s s e s t h e 'pash.-is' w'lich j u n i o r g i r l s m i g h t 

have on p r e t t y s e n i o r s , i t i s s t i l l q u i t e d e f i n i t e l y 



p h y s i c a l r a t h e r t h a n e m o t i o n a l . Most evidence suggests t h a t 

such attachments between s c h o o l g i r l s were p r i m a r i l y 

e m o t i o n a l , as indeed t h e y a r e i n t h e sc h o o l s t o r y . Lambert 

focuses on t h e p h y s i c a l and t h e e m o t i o n a l i s l a r g e l y 

d i s r e g a r d e d . 

N e i t h e r i s t h e r e room f o r much s e n t i m e n t where 

f r i e n d s h i p i s concerned. 'School f r i e n d s h i p s were conducted 
79 

a c c o r d i n g t o a s t r i c t code' , as i n any book about 

s c h o o l g i r l s . R i t u a l and adherence t o an u n o f f i c i a l code o f 

conduct c h a r a c t e r i s e l i f e i n most i n s t i t u t i o n s t o some 

e x t e n t . V i v i e n n e G r i f f i t h s notes t h a t w h i l e home f r i e n d s h i p s 

are l i k e l y t o be based on p r o x i m i t y , e t c . , sc h o o l 

f r i e n d s h i p s are 'more r i g i d l y demarcated' a c c o r d i n g t o 
8 0 

gender, age, e t h n i c i t y , e t c . At Raeburn, t h i s code o f t e n 

gets i n t h e way o f t h e g i r l s ' r e a l f e e l i n g s : S h e i l a and 

Constance, f o r example, are a t t r a c t e d t o each o t h e r , and, 

both being r a t h e r s e n s i t i v e and i n t e l l i g e n t c h a r a c t e r s , 

would s u i t each o t h e r r a t h e r w e l l , b u t S h e i l a i s o f f i c i a l l y 

Charmian 1 s f r i e n d and so, even when Charmian i s making her 

unhappy by a v o i d i n g h er, she i s not a t l i b e r t y t o make 
81 

f r i e n d l y advances t o Constance: 
She was s t i l l Charmie's bes t f r i e n d . Walking 
w i t h anyone e l s e would have been d i s l o y a l . 

F r i e n d s h i p does n o t have q u i t e t h e c e n t r a l r o l e i n No 

T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s t h a t i t has i n many of t h e o t h e r books 

I have s t u d i e d , a l t h o u g h i t s importance i s never 
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u n d e r e s t i m a t e d , and i t i s m a i n l y her i s o l a t i o n and 

u n p o p u l a r i t y t h a t makes Constance so d e s p e r a t e l y unhappy: 
8 2 

having f r i e n d s i s e s s e n t i a l t o happiness: 

I'm n o t happy h e r e . . . I never c o u l d be. I haven't 
got any f r i e n d s . 

The p r o t a g o n i s t s o f t h e n o v e l are pubescent, t h i r t e e n o r 

f o u r t e e n years o l d , and t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p s t e n d t o be 

i n s e c u r e and fragmented. These f r i e n d s h i p s a r e n o t t h e 

s o l i d , dependable comradeships en j o y e d by t h e Cha l e t School 

g i r l s . The one t h i n g t h a t seems t o m o t i v a t e Raeburn g i r l s i n 

t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p s i s f e a r : f e a r o f b e i n g t h e odd one o u t , 

f e a r o f b e i n g seen t o c o n s o r t w i t h o u t s i d e r s ( l i k e 

Constance, who i s shunned n o t f o r any s i n i s t e r reasons, l i k e 

Laura i n Secret Places, o r because she r e a l l y i s a loathsome 

c h a r a c t e r l i k e Marie Dobson i n t h e Ki n g s c o t e n o v e l s , b u t 

more mundanely because she i s b o o k i s h and homely and has 

adopted a d e f e n s i v e a t t i t u d e which r e p e l s ) . 

I n v i t e d t o t h e t w i n s ' home f o r h a l f t e r m , conscious 

t h a t Mick and F l i c k have never been p a r t i c u l a r l y k i n d t o 

her, Constance i s s u r p r i s e d t o f i n d t h a t : 'The t w i n s , away 
8 2 

from s c h o o l , were a c t u a l l y b e i n g q u i t e n i c e t o her.' . Away 

from s c h o o l , o f cou r s e , t h e t w i n s do n o t have t o wo r r y about 

t h e i r own p o p u l a r i t y ; t h e y do not have t o be scared o f 

i d e n t i f y i n g themselves w i t h a s o c i a l p a r i a h . The p e c k i n g 

o r d e r i n t h e Lower F o u r t h i s s a c r o s a n c t , and Constance, 

new, p l a i n and shy, n o t i m m e d i a t e l y a t t r a c t i v e , i s r e l e g a t e d 
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t o t h e bottom a l o n g w i t h f a t , sweaty, s t u p i d g i r l s , J e n n i f e r 

and Rachel. 

Most s c h o o l s t o r i e s emphasise t h e need f o r f r i e n d s , t h e 

importance t o a new g i r l o f b e i n g a s s i m i l a t e d i n t o a group 

but t h i s i s n o t always easy. The c a s t i n g o u t o f 

u n d e s i r a b l e i n d i v i d u a l s h e l p s t h e group t o a s s e r t i t s 

i d e n t i t y as a group, t o w i e l d i t s power. The c h a r a c t e r s i n 

No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s a r e , as we have seen, e s s e n t i a l l y 

powerless. I n t h e i r i n s e c u r i t y , t h e need t o a s s e r t 

themselves i n whatever way p o s s i b l e comes t o t h e for.e, and 

Constance i s t h e v i c t i m o f her c l a s s m a t e s ' f r a n t i c need t o 

keep some i n d i v i d u a l s below them i n t h e i r own pecking o r d e r . 

Even e s t a b l i s h e d f r i e n d s h i p s a r e pervaded by a l i e n a t i o n 

and m i s t r u s t . Charmian and S h e i l a are 'best f r i e n d s ' 

a c c o r d i n g t o t h e school code, b u t t h e r e i s no sense o f r e a l 

l i k i n g between t h e g i r l s . C l e a r l y S h e i l a , a p l a i n g i r l , i s 

a t t r a c t e d by Charmian's p r e t t i n e s s ; Charmian, a l t h o u g h she 

i s a s l y and s a d i s t i c c h a r a c t e r , i s h i g h up i n t h e Lower 

Fourth's p e c k i n g o r d e r ('Even Charmie was p o p u l a r , though 

everyone knew she was h o r r i d t o poor, dogged, p a t i e n t 
8 3 

S h e i l a ' ) and as her f r i e n d S h e i l a e n j o y s a c e r t a i n s t a t u s . 

Charmian b l a c k m a i l s S h e i l a i n t o b e i n g her accomplice i n 

t h e f t , c o p i e s her homework, and g e n e r a l l y abuses her. Poor 

S h e i l a i s t o o young t o see what we, as r e a d e r s , see - t h a t 

Charmian i s t a k i n g o u t her own wretchedness a t her p a r e n t s ' 
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d i v o r c e on her f r i e n d . Having been h u r t , she needs t o 

s t r i k e o u t i n defence; having ' l o s t ' her p a r e n t s , she 

t h r e a t e n s S h e i l a w i t h t h e l o s s o f h e r s , making her swear on 

her mother's l i f e t o keep Charmian' s s e c r e t - and, o f 

course, S h e i l a ' s mother a c t u a l l y does d i e , i n a f r e a k 

a c c i d e n t , a t r a g e d y which a t t e n t i o n - s e e k i n g Charmian uses t o 

her own advantage: 'Charmian had g i v e n them a l l a d r a m a t i c 

account o f Mrs. Dunsford-Smith's f a t a l a c c i d e n t , complete 
84 

w i t h dark p u r p l e b r u i s e s on her l o n g w h i t e t h r o a t . ' 

The s c h o o l g i r l c r u s h , as we have seen, i s a l l o w e d t o 

e x i s t i n t h e Cha l e t School w o r l d o n l y i n a ve r y s a n i t i s e d 

form: ' s e n t i m e n t a l i t y ' i s n ot p e r m i t t e d , o n l y ' h e a l t h y ' 

h e r o - w o r s h i p . The g i r l s a t Raeburn have 'pashes', o f 

course, and these are seen by Lambert as ' i n most cases...a 

safe o u t l e t f o r a d o l e s c e n t emotion and p r a c t i c e f o r se x u a l 
8 5 

encounters t o come.' Th i s i s , o f course, a s t a n d a r d 

response, based l a r g e l y on p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r i e s which 

i d e n t i f y an immature homosexual phase which g i v e s way t o t h e 

a d o p t i o n o f a mature h e t e r o s e x u a l p o s i t i o n . Hermione, a 

b e a u t i f u l b u t s h a l l o w s i x t e e n year o l d , i s the focus o f much 

d e s i r e and l o n g i n g , and t h e pashes t h a t many o f t h e younger 

g i r l s have on her are c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e more o v e r t l y 

s e x ual d e s i r e o f S y l v i a P a r r y . S y l v i a i s present e d as t h e 

c l a s s i c 'perverse and p e r v e r t i n g s p i n s t e r t e a c h e r ' and her 

f e e l i n g s , which cannot be d i s m i s s e d as a d o l e s c e n t , a r e 

presented as s i n i s t e r : t h e r e i s a t h r e a t e n i n g note i n 
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Lambert's economical: 'What S y l v i a P a r r y f e l t f o r Hermione 
8 7 

was n o t an a d o l e s c e n t 'pash' 

C o n t r a s t i n g t h e g i r l s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h t h o s e o f 

t h e i r t e a c h e r s i n t h i s way (as E l l i o t t does i n Sec r e t 

Places) i d e n t i f i e s them as p o t e n t i a l l y s e x u a l , and pl a c e s 

them i n a w i d e r s e x u a l c o n t e x t . T h i s i s t h e r e v e r s e o f what 

happens i n books l i k e t h e C h a l e t School, where n o t o n l y t h e 

g i r l s b u t t h e t e a c h e r s are denied any sexual e x i s t e n c e 

whatsoever. A d u l t s i n t h e C h a l e t School w o r l d , w h i l e 

embodying a l l t h e a p p r o p r i a t e a d u l t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

( n u r t u r i n g , r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , wisdom, e t c . ) r e t a i n a c h i l d i s h 

s e x l e s s n e s s , as Brent-Dyer promotes t h e myth t h a t people 

( e s p e c i a l l y women and c h i l d r e n ) have no se x u a l b e i n g 

whatsoever. 

G i r l s i n t h e 1950s, a l t h o u g h l e s s i n n o c e n t t h a n t h e i r 

mothers' g e n e r a t i o n about s e x u a l i t y and m a t u r a t i o n , were 

s t i l l l a r g e l y f a i r l y i g n o r a n t about t h e changes i n t h e i r own 

bod i e s . Most o f t h e younger g i r l s a t Raeburn are v e r y 
8 8 

i g n o r a n t about s e x u a l i t y and t h e i r b o d i e s : 

A l t h o u g h they sometimes shocked and e x c i t e d 
one a n o t h e r w i t h smutty c o n v e r s a t i o n s a f t e r 
l i g h t s , most g i r l s were e n t i r e l y i g n o r a n t 
about t h e i r own s e x u a l i t y . 

However, t h e i r f a t e as o b j e c t s o f s e x u a l d e s i r e i s made v e r y 

p l a i n l y known t h r o u g h o u t t h e n o v e l . U n l i k e t h e C h a l e t 

School g i r l s , who have no awareness o f s e x u a l i t y , s corn t h e 
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idea o f g i r l s w a n t i n g p r i v a c y , and f a c e none o f t h e p u b e r t a l 

problems o f r e a l - l i f e s c h o o l g i r l s , t h e g i r l s a t Raeburn are 

a c u t e l y s e l f - c o n s c i o u s and embarrassed a t t h e i r 

development: 

G e t t i n g changed i n f r o n t o f o t h e r people was even 
more o f an o r d e a l now t h a t s m a l l f o l d s o f f l e s h 
had begun t o p o i n t her n i p p l e s outwards. 

Constance a l s o s u f f e r s t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f her f i r s t p e r i o d , 

s t a y i n g w i t h t h e t w i n s f o r h a l f - t e r m ('The c u r s e . T h i s must 

be t h e c u r s e . T h i s was what t h e wh i s p e r s and g i g g l e s were 
90 

a l l about.' ) The g i r l s exchange smutty s t o r i e s and g i g g l e 

s p e c u l a t i v e l y about sex, which may t i t i v a t e them b u t which 

the more s e n s i t i v e - l i k e Constance - f i n d b o t h d i s g u s t i n g 

and t e r r i f y i n g t o contemplate. Brent-Dyer's c h a r a c t e r s a r e 

a l l o w e d t o e x i s t i n a never-never l a n d o f e t e r n a l innocence, 

but f o r Lambert's innocence i s l o s t a t a ve r y e a r l y age, and 

sex haunts t h e n o v e l , n o t a p o t e n t i a l source o f d e l i g h t , b u t 

as something which makes women, and even c h i l d r e n , t h e 

v i c t i m s o f male (and, i n one case, female) l u s t and r a p a c i t y 

and t h e p a t r i a r c h a l double s t a n d a r d : 'When w i l l men s t o p 

demanding v i r g i n i t y - and t a k i n g i t , wherever t h e y f i n d 

i t ? ' 9 1 

The events which make up Constance's term a t t h e s c h o o l 

- t h e m y s t e r i o u s t h e f t s , t h e p o l i o epidemic, Constance's 

l o n e l i n e s s and t h e s u s p i c i o n t h a t she might be t h e t h i e f -

can a l l be found i n many t r a d i t i o n a l g i r l s ' s c h ool s t o r i e s . 
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Brent-Dyer, i n d e e d , s p e c i a l i s e d i n epidemics o f every s o r t , 

a l t h o u g h never i s t h e r e any s u s p i c i o n t h a t t h e C h a l e t School 

might have been n e g l i g e n t , as i s h i n t e d a t i n No T a l k i n g 

A f t e r L i g h t s . 

Charmian's t h i e v i n g , i ndeed, has an almost e x a c t 

p a r a l l e l i n Enid B l y t o n ' s Second Form a t Malory Towers, even 

t o t h e d e t a i l o f t h e p a r c e l . Daphne, t h e t h i e f , i s l i k e 

Charmian a s e l f i s h and d i s t u r b e d c h a r a c t e r , b u t her reasons 

f o r s t e a l i n g a r e d i f f e r e n t : she i s , d e s p i t e b eing p r e t t y and 

s p o i l t , n o t i n t h e same s o c i a l c l a s s as t h e o t h e r g i r l s , and 

s t e a l s t h e p r e t t y t h i n g s which her f a m i l y are t o o poor t o 

supply her w i t h . H a p p i l y , under t h e r e f o r m i n g i n f l u e n c e o f 

Malory Towers and w i t h t h e s u p p o r t o f i t s decent 

u p p e r - m i d d l e - c l a s s p u p i l s ( ' " I ' l l s t i c k by you, Daphne. I 

don't want you t o go. You won't ever t a k e t h i n g s 
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a g a i n . . . There's more good i n you t h a n bad."' ) Daphne makes 

good. 

Lambert uses t h e s t e a l i n g episode t o demonstrate 

v a r i o u s p o i n t s : t h e deviousness and r e a l s p i t e o f Charmian 

but a l s o t h e e x t e n t t o which she i s d i s t r e s s e d and p i t i f u l , 

and t h e r e a d i n e s s w i t h which Constance, as a new g i r l , i s 

made a scapegoat and a suspect by s t a f f as w e l l as g i r l s , a 

s i t u a t i o n which i s p a r a l l e l e d i n many school s t o r i e s . I n a 

much more s u b t l e and dangerous way, Laura M e i s t e r i s 

scapegoated i n Secret Places, b u t even i n t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l 



g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y i t i s a p o p u l a r p l o t d e v i c e . Thus 

S t e l l a , i n S t e l l a Wins The School, i s g e n e r a l l y suspected o f 
93 

f o u l p l a y because she i s new and b o i s t e r o u s : 

S t e l l a was aware t h a t o t h e r m i s t r e s s e s 
besides Miss Pelham t h o u g h t her r e s p o n s i b l e 
f o r t h e r u i n e d e x e r c i s e . 

She began t o f i n d s c h o o l - l i f e d i f f i c u l t . 

S h i r l e y i s suspected o f d i s g r a c i n g her s c h o o l , C h a r t e r t o n , 
95 

by c h e a t i n g i n an i m p o r t a n t s c h o l a r s h i p exam: 

Somehow o r o t h e r , whether she was r e a l l y 
g u i l t y o r n o t , t h e s c h o o l d e c i d e d t o accept 
her as t h e cause o f t h e t r a g e d y which had 
o v e r t a k e n C h a r t e r t o n . 

U s u a l l y , when t h i s happens i n t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , a c l e v e r and 

unscrupulous g i r l , t h e e q u i v a l e n t o f Charmian (Daphne i n 

S t e l l a Wins t h e School; Rhoda i n S h i r l e y a t C h a r t e r t o n ) has 

been r e s p o n s i b l e f o r f r a m i n g t h e h e r o i n e . Order i s r e s t o r e d 

a t t h e end and t h e wronged h e r o i n e i s more than w i l l i n g t o 

f o r g i v e t h e s c h o o l f o r having doubted her i n t h e f a c e o f 

what seems c o n c l u s i v e evidence o f her g u i l t . There i s no 

such c o n c l u s i v e evidence i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s . 

Constance i s blamed because she i s an easy t a r g e t . 

The s t a f f a t Raeburn are p r a c t i c a l l y h e l p l e s s when 

c o n f r o n t e d by a c l e v e r and d e t e r m i n e d c r i m i n a l . C h a l e t 

School g i r l s do n o t , as a r u l e , s t e a l , b u t i t would be 

unheard o f f o r omnipotent a u t h o r i t y t o be as p e r p l e x e d and 
95 

powerless as Charmian rend e r s her t e a c h e r s : 
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The s t a f f c o u l d t h r e a t e n o r h i n t t h a t t h e y 
knew t h e i d e n t i t y o f t h e c u l p r i t . . . But i f 
a g i r l had t h e w i t t o keep her mouth s h u t , 
t h e y were powerless. 

The power balance a t t h e C h a l e t School i s such t h a t 

a u t h o r i t y may be c h a l l e n g e d by d e v i a n t p u p i l s b u t i t always 

t r i u m p h s and t h e r e i s never any r e a l t h r e a t . T h i s i s n o t t h e 

case a t Raeburn, where a u t h o r i t y i s i n r e a l danger o f b e i n g 

undermined and, u n l i k e t h e C h a l e t School a u t h o r i t i e s , i s n o t 

always i n t h e r i g h t . 

The t i t l e No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s acknowledges f i r m l y 

th e n o v e l ' s debt t o and r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e s c h o o l s t o r y , 

w h i l e s e t t i n g i t a p a r t : ' t a l k i n g a f t e r l i g h t s ' may suggest 

m i s c h i e f , b u t 'no t a l k i n g a f t e r l i g h t s ' i m p l i e s r e p r e s s i o n , 

e s p e c i a l l y when compared t o t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l school s t o r y 

t i t l e s , which t e n d t o c o n j u r e up f u n and f r o l i c s : E x p l o i t s 

of t h e C h a l e t G i r l s ; A T h r i l l i n g Term a t Janeways; The 

C h a l e t School Does I t Again; The N a u g h t i e s t G i r l i n t h e 

School, e t c . T r a d i t i o n a l l y ' a f t e r l i g h t s ' i n t h e s c h o o l 

s t o r y was an o p p o r t u n i t y f o r h o r s e p l a y - m i d n i g h t f e a s t s and 

t h e a t r i c s - which Lambert, o f c o u r s e , t a k e s l i t e r a l l y . 

Of course t h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f a d o l e s c e n t s e x u a l i t y , t h e 

d i s c l o s u r e t h a t c h i l d r e n are n o t o n l y v u l n e r a b l e b u t , as a 

r e s u l t o f t h i s , capable o f i n c r e d i b l e d u p l i c i t y and c r u e l t y 

( K a t h e r i n e W h i t e h o r n , w r i t i n g about her own s c h o o l d a y s , 

d e s c r i b e s t h e c r u e l t y of a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s as 'as bad as a 
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boy's o r i n d e e d a f e r r e t ' s ' ) , a r e not new i n s i g h t s . What 

i s i n n o v a t i v e about No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s i s t h e way i n 

which Lambert s y s t e m a t i c a l l y u s e s t h e c o n v e n t i o n s of t h e 

t r a d i t i o n a l s c h o o l s t o r y genre t o o v e r t u r n the myths and 

f a l l a c i e s w hich some s c h o o l s t o r y w r i t e r s , r e f l e c t i n g a 

w i d e r i d e o l o g i c a l b e l i e f about what was ' s u i t a b l e ' f o r young 

people, p e r p e t u a t e d . She i s not, of c o u r s e , t h e f i r s t w r i t e r 

t o w r i t e about g i r l s a t s c h o o l i n a way which u p s e t s 

orthodox i d e a s : as t h i s s t u d y i t s e l f d e m o n s t r a t e s a good 

number of n o v e l i s t s have e x p l o r e d t h e s c h o o l s i t u a t i o n , and 

t h e i r n o v e l s a r e i n some c a s e s even l e s s 'comfortable-' t h a n 

Lambert's - M a r t i n a E v a n s ' M i d n i g h t F e a s t , f o r example, 
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which e x p l o r e s a n o r e x i a i n an I r i s h c o n vent s c h o o l . But 

i n No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s a l l t h e i n g r e d i e n t s of t h e 

a b s o l u t e l y t r a d i t i o n a l g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y a r e u t i l i s e d and 

e x p l o i t e d . I t s u b v e r t s by i m i t a t i o n , but i t i s no mere 

parody. The s o r t of parody t o which t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y 

has l e n t i t s e l f has been c a r i c a t u r e and b u r l e s q u e - t h e 

saucy romps of S t . T r i n i a n ' s , or t h e g e n t l e r D a i s y P u l l s I t 

O f f . No T a l k i n g A f t e r L i g h t s , a l t h o u g h i t has i t s moments of 

dark humour, does not adopt s c h o o l s t o r y c o n v e n t i o n s f o r 

humorous e f f e c t . R a t h e r t h e o p p o s i t e : i t shows, by 

s t r e s s i n g and e x a g g e r a t i n g t h e m a l e v o l e n t a s p e c t s o f a 

community of g i r l s and women, t h e s a d n e s s both of t h a t 

community - which seems t o b r i n g out t h e w o r s t i n p e o p l e -

and of the w o r l d o u t s i d e . N e i t h e r i s i t , however, m e r e l y an 

i n d i c t m e n t of t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l or t h e g i r l s ' s c h o o l s t o r y , 
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what E l i z a b e t h Bowen c a l l s 'the a n t i - s c h o o l [ n o v e l ] ' ; 

t h e r e i s some kindness and t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f happiness a t 

Raeburn, as Constance f i n a l l y r e a l i s e s . She has 

c o n c e n t r a t e d , as Lambert has done, on t h e n e g a t i v e aspects 

of s c h o o l l i f e , b u t , once she seems t o be a t t a i n i n g her 

d e s i r e t o l e a v e , she can see t h a t t h e r e have been p o s i t i v e 
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a s p e c t s , t o o : 

I t had a l l been s t r u n g t o g e t h e r i n a f a m i l i a r 
r o u t i n e , and one she had l e a r n e d t o t a k e p l e a s u r e 
i n . . . . I d on't want t o l e a v e , t h o u g h t Constance 
i n d e s p a i r . 

However, by now i t may be t o o l a t e : i r o n i c a l l y , Constance's 

p a r e n t s have a t l a s t decided t o t a k e her unhappiness a t 

school s e r i o u s l y and are d e t e r m i n e d t o remove her, even 

though she no l o n g e r wishes t o l e a v e . But as we, and 

Constance, know, 'They never l i s t e n t o m e ! ' ^ " i Constance 

now knows t h a t , d i f f i c u l t as l i f e a t school may be, t h e 

w o r l d o u t s i d e , even t h e f a m i l y bosom, i s every b i t as 

f r a u g h t . J u s t as Chalet School g i r l s l e a r n t h r o u g h t h e i r 

schooldays t h e myth t h a t l i f e i s f a i r and j u s t , and m a t u r i t y 

- s i n c e i t never r e a l l y has t o be fac e d - t o be welcomed, 

Constance and her classmates a t Raeburn have any such myths 

v i o l e n t l y d e s t r o y e d . 

I t i s t e m p t i n g t o see n o v e l s l i k e No T a l k i n g A f t e r 

L i g h t s as f u n d a m e n t a l l y more 'honest' t h a n r o m a n t i c s t o r i e s 

l i k e t h e C h a l e t School. I t i s my c o n t e n t i o n , however, t h a t 

b oth Lambert and Brent-Dyer p r e s e n t t h e i r c h a r a c t e r s and 
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s i t u a t i o n s i n t h e same way: w i t h o u t a m b i v a l e n c e . I n 

B r e n t - D y e r ' s c a s e t h e r e s u l t i n g f i c t i o n a l w o r l d has an 

a t t r a c t i v e f a i r y - t a l e q u a l i t y ; i n L ambert's c a s e , a h o r r i f i c 

p o r t r a i t of s c h o o l , s o c i e t y and human n a t u r e i s p a i n t e d . 

T o g e t h e r , t h e s e books r e p r e s e n t t h e two extremes of w r i t i n g 

about a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s a t s c h o o l — t h e U t o p i a n community and 

t h e d y s t o p i a n ; t h e d e n i a l of s e x u a l i t y and t h e g r a t u i t o u s 

d w e l l i n g on i t ; t h e r e i n f o r c e m e n t of c o m f o r t a b l e myths about 

l i f e , and t h e d e s t r u c t i o n of t h o s e myths. The r e s t of t h e 

n o v e l s i n t h i s s t u d y f a l l somewhere i n between t h e s e two 

e x t r e m e s , and, b e i n g l e s s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n of 

a p a r t i c u l a r view of the w o r l d , a r e f r e e r t o c o n c e n t r a t e on 

t h e p a r t i c u l a r r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h i n t h e i r 

f i c t i o n a l w o r l d s . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The school novels Antonia White's F r o s t i n May 

L i k e two o f t h e o t h e r n o v e l i s t s i n t h i s s t udy ( J a n i c e 

E l l i o t t and Angela Lambert) A n t o n i a White i s l o o k i n g back a t 

t h e p e r i o d when she h e r s e l f was an a d o l e s c e n t . U n l i k e 

E l l i o t t and Lambert, however, she has produced a more o r 

l e s s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l n o v e l . 

We m i g h t expect any n o v e l which 'looks back' t o r e f l e c t 

aspects o f t h e c u l t u r e i n which i t was produced as w e l l as 

those of t h e t i m e i s d e p i c t s . C e r t a i n l y , No T a l k i n g A f t e r 

L i g h t s , w h i l e a d e l i b e r a t e a t t e m p t t o expose b o a r d i n g school 

l i f e i n t h e 1950s does so i n t h e c o n t e x t of 1990 B r i t a i n , 

where c h i l d abuse, f o r example, has become an a c c e p t a b l e 

s u b j e c t f o r d i s c u s s i o n . 

I n t h e case of F r o s t i n May t h i s i s c o m p l i c a t e d n o t 

o n l y by t h e f a c t t h a t White i s w r i t i n g a f i c t i o n a l i s e d 

account of her own school l i f e , b u t a l s o by t h e f a c t t h a t 

t h e w o r l d she t h u s i m m o r t a l i s e s , t h a t of a pre-World War One 

E n g l i s h convent, i s so e n c l o s e d . The t i m e i s 1910 o r 

t h e r e a b o u t s , t h e p l a c e , Roehampton i n South London, b u t 

F r o s t i n May c o u l d be s e t almost anywhere and a t any t i m e . 

L i k e t h e C h a l e t School w o r l d , t h e L i p p i n g t o n w o r l d c o n t i n u e s 

a l o n g s i d e t h e r e a l w o r l d , b u t i s l i t t l e a f f e c t e d by i t . I t 
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i s a w o r l d i n i t s e l f , a w o r l d of nuns and g i r l s . 

F r i e n d s h i p p l a y s a c e n t r a l r o l e i n t h e ' g i r l s ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y ' 1 F r o s t i n May, t h e f i r s t n o v e l i n the sequence which 

d e s c r i b e s A n t o n i a White's c h i l d h o o d , a d o l e s c e n c e and young 

womanhood. F i r s t p u b l i s h e d i n 1933, F r o s t i n May was an 

immediate s u c c e s s , a t t r a c t i n g g r e a t c r i t i c a l acclaim-, but i t 

was a l m o s t twenty y e a r s b e f o r e White, whose l i f e was 

tormented by w r i t e r ' s b l o c k and t h e mental i l l n e s s she 

c a l l e d 'the B e a s t ' , was a b l e t o w r i t e a s e q u e l , i n which, a s 

we s h a l l s e e i n t h e n e x t c h a p t e r , female f r i e n d s h i p 

c o n t i n u e s t o p l a y a v i t a l - and o f t e n o v e r l o o k e d - r o l e . 

When, a few days i n t o her s c h o o l c a r e e r a t t h e Convent 

of t h e F i v e Wounds, L i p p i n g t o n , n i n e y e a r o l d Nanda Grey i s 

r e p r o v e d by her c l a s s t e a c h e r , Mother F r a n c e s , f o r i n t e n d i n g 

t o g i v e a b i r t h d a y p r e s e n t t o a c l a s s m a t e , M a r j o r i e 
2 

A p p l e y a r d , she i s t o l d t h a t : 

'At L i p p i n g t o n we do not g i v e p r e s e n t s , even 
b i r t h d a y p r e s e n t s , e x c e p t t o r e l a t i v e s . We do 
not encourage p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s among 
l i t t l e g i r l s . ' 

The o f f e n d i n g s t o r y book i s c o n f i s c a t e d and t h e i n c i d e n t 

a p p a r e n t l y f o r g o t t e n , but i t i s a u s e f u l i n t r o d u c t i o n t o 

A n t o n i a White's t r e a t m e n t of f r i e n d s h i p i n F r o s t i n May, and 

a s i g n i f i c a n t e p i s o d e f o r a number of r e a s o n s . 

F i r s t l y , Mother F r a n c e s ' comment s t r i k e s the r e a d e r as 



d e e p l y i r o n i c , f o r Nanda, f a r from w i s h i n g t o c u l t i v a t e 

M a r j o r i e ' s f r i e n d s h i p , c o n s i d e r s h er 'an i n t o l e r a b l e b o r e ' . 

Indeed, l a t e r i n t h e n o v e l , t h e nuns a c t u a l l y encourage 

r e b e l l i o u s Nanda t o make f r i e n d s w i t h d u l l , v i r t u o u s 

M a r j o r i e whom t h e y c o n s i d e r a p o t e n t i a l l y good i n f l u e n c e . 

S e c o n d l y , t h i s s i t u a t i o n has a r i s e n not through Nanda's 

own w i l l , but because of h e r f a t h e r ' s . Mr. Grey has 

i n s t r u c t e d h e r t o g i v e t h e p r e s e n t t o M a r j o r i e , an 

a c q u a i n t a n c e from home. I n h e r f i r s t week a t s c h o o l Nanda 

has a l r e a d y s u f f e r e d two h u m i l i a t i o n s b e c a u se of h e r f a t h e r : 

she i s t h e o n l y J u n i o r t o have t o s t u d y L a t i n (Mr. Grey i s 

an eminent c l a s s i c i s t ) and she i s t o have a c o l d b a t h e v e r y 

morning. ('Nanda f e l t she had been branded f o r l i f e . Never. 
3 

never would she l i v e down t h i s shame.' ) Mr. Grey ( o r C l a u d e 

B a t c h e l o r a s he i s renamed i n t h e second and su b s e q u e n t 

n o v e l s ) i s a s t e r n , d o m i n e e r i n g f i g u r e whom Nanda f e a r s and 

a d o r e s . He p l a y s a f a i r l y p e r i p h e r a l r o l e i n t h e n a r r a t i v e 

of F r o s t i n May because, w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n of one c h a p t e r 

d e s c r i b i n g a C h r i s t m a s h o l i d a y , a l l t h e a c t i o n o c c u r s i n t h e 

e n c l o s e d w o r l d of t h e con v e n t , but h i s i n f l u e n c e i s f e l t 

k e e n l y t h r o ughout t h e n o v e l , i n t h i s i n c i d e n t and o t h e r s 

l i k e i t . 

T h i r d l y , one of Mother F r a n c e s ' o b j e c t i o n s t o Nanda's 

proposed p r e s e n t l i e s i n t h e n a t u r e of t h e g i f t i t s e l f , 

Kenneth Grahame 1s Dream Days, a p o p u l a r contemporary 
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s t o r y b o o k and one of t h e few t h i n g s t o 'date' t h e n o v e l . The 

book d e l i g h t s Nanda, but i t s 'tone... i s n o t a t a l l t h e k i n d 

of t h i n g we l i k e a t L i p p i n g t o n . A p a r t from i t s being by a 

n o n - C a t h o l i c w r i t e r , i t i s morbid, r a t h e r unwholesome, and 
4 

j u s t a l i t t l e v u l g a r . ' T h i s i s n o t t h e o n l y t i m e Nanda 

w i l l g e t i n t o t r o u b l e because o f an 'unwholesome' book: some 

years l a t e r Mother P e r c i v a l i s d i s g u s t e d and h o r r i f i e d t o 

f i n d her r e a d i n g F r a n c i s Thompson's p o e t r y ( ' " I f I had my 

way i t sh o u l d be burnt."'"') and o f course her f i n a l , 

c a t a s t r o p h i c d o w n f a l l , e x p u l s i o n from L i p p i n g t o n , i s t h e 

r e s u l t o f a book she has w r i t t e n h e r s e l f . But a l l t h i s i s 

t o come. I n t h i s e a r l y i n c i d e n t , i m p l i e d c r i t i c i s m i s 

d i r e c t e d a t Nanda's p a r e n t s , r a t h e r t h a n t h e c h i l d h e r s e l f , 

f o r t h e i r v u l g a r i t y i n b u y i n g such a book: t h r o u g h o u t her 

school-days a t L i p p i n g t o n , t h e nuns w i l l c o n t i n u e t o make 

Nanda f e e l u n c o m f o r t a b l e , i n a thousand s u b t l e l i t t l e ways, 

because, u n l i k e most L i p p i n g t o n c h i l d r e n , she does not come 

from an u p p e r - c l a s s , s o l i d l y C a t h o l i c f a m i l y . 

But t h e most s i g n i f i c a n t aspect of t h e l i t t l e episode -

as f a r as t h i s s t u d y i s concerned - i s t h a t i t g i v e s Mother 

Frances an o p p o r t u n i t y t o v o i c e t h e convent's p o l i c y on 

f r i e n d s h i p among i t s p u p i l s . The nuns' b e l i e f i n t h e 

u n d e s i r a b i l i t y , indeed the danger o f 'unhealthy i n d u l g e n c e ' 

i n ' p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s ' i s s t r e s s e d t h r o u g h o u t F r o s t i n 

May. G a b r i e l e G r i f f i n , i n What Lesbians Do I n Books, 

suggests t h a t t h e ' i n t e r - f e m a l e f r i e n d s h i p i n t h e convent i s 

- 141 -



s u b j e c t t o d e l i b e r a t e d e s t r u c t i o n " . T h i s i s a s l i g h t 

e x a g g e r a t i o n : o n l y c e r t a i n f r i e n d s h i p s are s y s t e m a t i c a l l y 

d i s m a n t l e d , b u t i t i s c e r t a i n l y a g a i n s t a background of 

discouragement and s u s p i c i o n t h a t a l l Nanda's s c h o o l 

f r i e n d s h i p s w i l l be formed. F r i e n d s h i p , t h e n , as t h i s 

a p p a r e n t l y t r i v i a l episode demonstrates, i s b o t h an 

i m p o r t a n t theme i n i t s own r i g h t and a l s o a d e v i c e t h r o u g h 

which o t h e r themes o f t h e n o v e l are conveyed. 

De s p i t e Mother Frances' concern about Nanda, f r i e n d s h i p 

f e a t u r e s v e r y l i t t l e i n t h e e a r l y p a r t o f t h e n o v e l , 'which 

covers Nanda's f i r s t two years a t L i p p i n g t o n . Nanda i s i n 

t h e J u n i o r c l a s s , under Mother Frances, and White 

c o n c e n t r a t e s on her i n i t i a t i o n i n t o convent l i f e , t h e d a i l y 

r o u t i n e , t h e many l i t t l e ceremonies which c o l o u r t h e 

monotony, and t h e i n d i v i d u a l p e r s o n a l i t i e s o f t h e nuns. 

S u p e r v i s i o n and d i s c i p l i n e are s t r i c t , and we see Nanda 

u s u a l l y i n t h e company o f s e v e r a l o t h e r g i r l s w i t h a nun i n 

charge, w i t h l i t t l e o p p o r t u n i t y t o make s p e c i a l or 

' p a r t i c u l a r 1 f r i e n d s . At t h e b e g i n n i n g of Chapter IV, when 

Nanda i s e l e v e n and has j u s t been promoted t o t h e Senior 

School, 'where l i f e was a s t e r n e r , more r e s p o n s i b l e 
7 

a f f a i r * , we are t o l d t h a t 'Joan and Monica and Louise and 
Q 

M i l d r e d . . . had been t h e c h i e f f i g u r e s i n her l i f e ' u n t i l 

now, b u t we are not made aware o f any p a r t i c u l a r attachment 

t o them, e i t h e r i n d i v i d u a l l y or as a group. Joan, indeed, i s 

mentioned o n l y once, beyond t h i s r e f e r e n c e . M i l d r e d i s 
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c h a r a c t e r i s e d as a s p i t e f u l c h i l d , known t o p i n c h o t h e r s . 
9 

Monica, 'the J u n i o r School dunce' , h u m i l i a t e d and 

v i c t i m i s e d by t h e nuns because she i s poor and r a t h e r d u l l -

w i t t e d , i s t o become, l a t e r i n t h e n o v e l , a focus f o r t h e 

reader's and Nanda's sympathy, and an i m p o r t a n t c a t a l y s t i n 

Nanda's growing d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e L i p p i n g t o n regime, 

but f o r t h e moment she remains r a t h e r a p a t h e t i c , background 

f i g u r e . L o u i se t o o i s a shadowy f i g u r e , 'a s m a l l , 

s e l f - p o s s e s s e d foreigner 1''"^ t o whom Nanda i s a t t r a c t e d on 

t h e i r f i r s t e vening a t L i p p i n g t o n . A f t e r Nanda's p r o m o t i o n 

t o t h e Senior School, where she i s pl a c e d i n a higher" c l a s s 

t h a n her c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , Louise drops o u t of t h e a c t i o n , b u t 

she foreshadows Nanda's subsequent f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h R o s a r i o 

and e s p e c i a l l y Leonie, b o t h o f whom are a l s o s e l f - p o s s e s s e d 

and - t o Nanda - glamorou s l y f o r e i g n . 

The o n l y g i r l t o whom Nanda i s seen t o form any r e a l 

e m o t i o n a l attachment i n these f i r s t few c h a p t e r s i s a s e n i o r 

g i r l whom, i n t h e c l a s s i c s c h o o l g i r l t r a d i t i o n , she 

f e r v e n t l y admires. H i l a r y 0'Byrne, a p r e t t y I r i s h tomboy, i s 

k i n d t o Nanda a t her f i r s t , f r a u g h t L i p p i n g t o n mealtime, 

begging Madeleine, t h e s t a t e l y , ' i r r e p r o a c h a b l e ' g i r l i n 

charge o f t h e i r t a b l e t o a l l o w Nanda t o leave her cabbage. 

H i l a r y ' s p l e a f o r l e n i e n c y i s u n s u c c e s s f u l , as Madeleine 

t e l l s Nanda t h a t '"You've g o t t o l e a r n t o do t h i n g s you 

don't like"'"'""'', b u t i t earns Nanda's r e s p e c t and a d m i r a t i o n . 

L i s t e n i n g t o H i l a r y ' s c h a t t e r about her h o l i d a y s i s Nanda's 
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• f i r s t g l i m p s e o f t h e ' d a z z l i n g w o r l d ' t o which t h e average 

L i p p i n g t o n c h i l d seems t o belo n g . Country houses and cub-

h u n t i n g are as e x o t i c and r o m a n t i c t o t h e m i d d l e - c l a s s 

Londoner as C a t h o l i c i s m i t s e l f . At n i n e , she i s a v e r y raw 

c o n v e r t who, d e s p i t e h a v i n g 'taken t o her new r e l i g i o n w i t h 
13 

a r a t h e r p r e c o c i o u s f e r v o u r ' i s always s a d l y aware t h a t 
14 

she i s not 'a proper C a t h o l i c l i k e t h e o t h e r s ' . H i l a r y , 

from an o l d C a t h o l i c f a m i l y w i t h l o n g a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h t h e 

Order o f t h e F i v e Wounds, r e p r e s e n t s a w o r l d o f which Nanda 

can never be p a r t , and remains an admired and r o m a n t i c 

f i g u r e t o Nanda u n t i l she leaves s c h o o l ( t o r e t u r n , much t o 

Nanda's as t o n i s h m e n t , as a p o s t u l a n t nun i n Nanda's f i n a l 

t e r m ) . 'Boyish and handsome' , t h e 'admired H i l a r y ' 1 * ' has 

something i n common w i t h Leonie de Wesseldorf, who becomes 

Nanda's c l o s e s t f r i e n d . 

F r i e n d s h i p becomes an i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f Nanda's 

expe r i e n c e once she becomes a member o f t h e Senior School 

and no l o n g e r merely a l i t t l e g i r l . I t i s a new e x p e r i e n c e 

which c o i n c i d e s w i t h t h e b e g i n n i n g o f adolescence. T h i s i s 

i m p l i e d i n t h e t e x t by t h e f a c t t h a t Leonie de Wesseldorf i s 

i n t r o d u c e d a t e x a c t l y t h e t i m e when Nanda and her f r i e n d s 

are p r e p a r i n g f o r t h e i r F i r s t Communion, a r e l i g i o u s ' r i t e 

of passage' which has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been t h e c l o s e s t Western 

s o c i e t y comes t o a f o r m a l r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e onset o f 

adolescence. (A p r e s e n t day C a t h o l i c c h i l d would make her 

f i r s t communion a t t h e age o f seven, b u t C o n f i r m a t i o n , i n 
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b o t h t h e C a t h o l i c and A n g l i c a n churches, c o n t i n u e s t o mark 

the t r a n s i t i o n from c h i l d h o o d t o young a d u l t h o o d . ) When 

Leonie i s i n t r o d u c e d , Nanda has j u s t confessed and been 
17 

r e l e a s e d from 'a ra s h vow' o f p e r p e t u a l v i r g i n i t y made 

when she was e i g h t : she has s y m b o l i c a l l y d i s c a r d e d such 

c h i l d i s h b e h a v i our and i s ready, w i t h t h e h e l p o f her 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Leonie, t o develop i n t o a young woman. 

Before l o o k i n g i n d e t a i l a t t h e complex and f a s c i n a t i n g 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between Nanda and Leonie, i t w i l l be h e l p f u l t o 

examine t h e nuns' a t t i t u d e t o such f r i e n d s h i p s . Th.at t h e 

nuns g r e a t l y f e a r c l o s e e m o t i o n a l t i e s between t h e i r p u p i l s 

i s made c l e a r t h r o u g h o u t F r o s t i n May and i s r e f l e c t e d i n 

th e s c h o o l r u l e s . For example, t h e g i r l s are f o r b i d d e n t o 

walk i n p a i r s a t r e c r e a t i o n s i n c e 'When two are t o g e t h e r , 
18 

the d e v i l l o v e s t o make a t h i r d . ' I n s t e a d , t h e nuns 

o r g a n i s e t h e g i r l s i n t o t r i o s , chosen always on t h e 

p r i n c i p l e t h a t two g i r l s who are known t o l i k e each o t h e r 

w i l l be k e p t a p a r t . The t h i r d member o f t h e t r i o w i l l 

always be a s e n i o r g i r l o f known good c h a r a c t e r , a chaperon 

i n f a c t . So f e a r f u l a re t h e nuns o f t h e consequences o f two 

g i r l s b e ing l e f t alone t o g e t h e r t h a t one p u p i l , t h e pi o u s 

Theresa L e i g h t o n , i s sent away from t h e school i n f i r m a r y 

b e f o r e she has f u l l y r e c o v e r e d from a f e v e r i s h c o l d which 

has s t r u c k t h e s c h o o l . Her room i s needed f o r Nanda and 

a l t h o u g h t h e i n f i r m a r y bedrooms are e a s i l y l a r g e enough t o 

h o l d two beds, ' i n no cir c u m s t a n c e s were c h i l d r e n a l l o w e d t o 
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share a bedroom' . Theresa has a r e l a p s e and d i e s - but a t 

l e a s t t h e s c h o o l r u l e s are u p h e l d . C l e a r l y such an extreme 

a t t i t u d e on the nuns' p a r t demands t h e q u e s t i o n : What i s t h e 

' d e v i l ' t h e y a r e so a f r a i d o f ? Mother R a d c l i f f e , t h e 
20 

M i s t r e s s o f D i s c i p l i n e , warns Nanda t h a t : 

'You know q u i t e w e l l t h a t t h e s c h o o l r u l e does 
not approve o f p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s . They are 
a g a i n s t c h a r i t y , t o b e g i n w i t h , and t h e y l e a d , 
moreover, t o dangerous and u n h e a l t h y i n d u l g e n c e 
o f f e e l i n g . ' 

The argument t h a t ' p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s ' are ' a g a i n s t 

c h a r i t y ' i s based presumably on C h r i s t i a n t e a c h i n g , which 

demands more g e n e r a l g o o d w i l l t o one's ne i g h b o u r s : c l o s e 

f r i e n d s h i p s can be seen as s e l f i s h and ' u n c h r i s t i a n ' because 

they n e c e s s a r i l y exclude o t h e r s . The same p o i n t was o f t e n 

made i n t h e g i r l s ' s c h ool s t o r i e s which were a t t h e h e i g h t 

of t h e i r p o p u l a r i t y when F r o s t i n May was f i r s t p u b l i s h e d . 

Jo B e t t a n y o f t h e Chalet School t e l l s Simone L e c o u t i e r , a 

j e a l o u s c h i l d who wants her e x c l u s i v e f r i e n d s h i p , t h a t i t i s 

s e l f i s h o f her t o make such unreasonable demands: ' " I t ' s you 

who are s e l f i s h . I've t o l d you over and over again t h a t I'm 

g o i n g t o have a l l t h e f r i e n d s I want, and i t doesn't make 
21 

one scrap o f d i f f e r e n c e t o my b e i n g p a l l y w i t h you!"' I 

t h i n k t h a t Mother R a d c l i f f e , however, i s more concerned w i t h 

her l a t t e r argument: i n t e n s e f e e l i n g , i f not d i r e c t e d 

towards God, t h e V i r g i n Mary or t h e s a i n t s , i s p o t e n t i a l l y 

dangerous i n t h e eyes of t h e Church. Mother R a d c l i f f e may 

not be t a l k i n g e x p l i c i t l y about t h e p o s s i b i l i t y of t h e 
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g i r l s ' d e v e l o p i n g a conscious o r subconscious s e x u a l 

a t t r a c t i o n f o r each o t h e r , b u t t h e i m p l i c a t i o n i s c e r t a i n l y 

t h e r e , and t h e e x i s t e n c e o f extreme sensual t e n s i o n i n F r o s t 

i n May cannot be d e n i e d . P a u l i n a Palmer, i n her l e s b i a n 

r e a d i n g o f t h e n o v e l , suggests t h a t ' Nanda, Leonie, C l a r e 

and Rosario are p o r t r a y e d . . . i n t h e e m o t i o n a l l y t u r b u l e n t 
22 

manner a s s o c i a t e d w i t h l o v e r s . ' I n t h e r a r e f i e d , 

o p p r e s s i v e atmosphere o f t h e convent, r e l i g i o u s f e r v o u r i s 

t h e o n l y p e r m i s s i b l e o u t l e t f o r emotion, b u t i t i s n a t u r a l 

t h a t many o f t h e g i r l s f i n d t h i s u n f u l f i l l i n g , and t u r n , as 

Nanda does, t o human and a e s t h e t i c o b j e c t s as w e l l . I n t h e 

C a t h o l i c c h u r c h , a b s o l u t e obedience and u n q u e s t i o n i n g 

a b n e g a t i o n o f one's own d e s i r e s and w i l l s are r e q u i r e d , and 

t h e nuns i n F r o s t i n May expect from t h e i r p u p i l s t h e same 

degree o f submission and s e l f - s a c r i f i c e which t h e i r own 

v o c a t i o n s demand of them. The f r e e c h o i c e of f r i e n d s , and 

t h e forum f o r open d i s c u s s i o n and t h e development of human, 

r a t h e r t h a n d i v i n e , e m o t i o n a l t i e s , which u n s u p e r v i s e d 

f r i e n d s h i p o f f e r s , i s anathema t o t h e nuns and t h e a u t h o r i t y 

t h e y r e p r e s e n t . 

Of course, d e s p i t e - or because of - t h e nuns' 

des p e r a t e e f f o r t s t o suppress them, c l o s e f r i e n d s h i p s do 

develop among t h e g i r l s , and Nanda 1s t h r e e years i n t h e 

Senior School a t L i p p i n g t o n are dominated by her 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h C l a r e Rockingham, Rosari o de P a l e n c i a , 

and e s p e c i a l l y Leonie de Wesseldorf. Leonie i s a 
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remarkable, u n f o r g e t t a b l e c h a r a c t e r , o f whom E l i z a b e t h 

Bowen, i n her i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e V i r a g o e d i t i o n o f F r o s t i n 
23 

May says: 

F r o s t i n May could...go down t o t i m e on t h e 
s t r e n g t h , a l o n e , o f Leonie de Wesseldorf... [who 
i s ] l i v i n g from t h e f i r s t phrase. 

24 
The 'androgynously a t t r a c t i v e ' L eonie, c l e v e r , l a z y , 

i n s o u c i a n t and e c c e n t r i c , 'belonged t o a v e r y o l d and 

wea l t h y f a m i l y whose name, t o C a t h o l i c e a r s , had something 
25 

of t h e glamour o f M e d i c i o r Gonzaga.' Leonie i s l i t t l e 

more th a n a year o l d e r t h a n Nanda, b u t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e , 

even when we f i r s t meet her as a t w e l v e year o l d , t o t h i n k 

of her as a l i t t l e g i r l : b o t h her mind and her face a r e 

c u r i o u s l y a d u l t . 'Unfeminine' and ' u n c h i l d i s h ' , Leonie i s 
f a s c i n a t i n g l y androgynous, as t h e a d m i r i n g Nanda i n s t a n t l y 

26 
r e c o g n i s e s : 

Nanda's p r i v a t e image of Leonie de Wesseldorf was 
of a young p r i n c e , p a l e and weary from a day's 
r i d e , w i t h h i s l o v e l o c k s c a r e l e s s l y t i e d back i n 
a f r a y e d r i b b o n . 
tNanda's] f e e l i n g f o r Leonie was one o f pure 
a d m i r a t i o n , t h e f e e l i n g o f page f o r p r i n c e , t o o 
c o l d and a b s o l u t e t o be c a l l e d l o v e . I t would n o t 
have m a t t e r e d i f Leonie had never spoken or even 
looked a t her - p r o v i d e d Nanda c o u l d b i n d h e r s e l f 
t o her by a p r i v a t e a l l e g i a n c e . 

Leonie, however, d e s p i t e her haughty, a l o o f demeanour, i s 

f a r from i n d i f f e r e n t t o Nanda, a c t i v e l y seeking her o u t and 

becoming her b e s t f r i e n d . 
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I n t e l l e c t u a l l y p r e c o c i o u s , Leonie f o r c e s Nanda t o 

c o n s i d e r her r e l i g i o n p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y r a t h e r than s i m p l y 

d o g m a t i c a l l y , a r a d i c a l l y new and s u b v e r s i v e approach f o r 

Nanda who, as a c o n v e r t , l a c k s Leonie's c a r e l e s s s e c u r i t y i n 

her C a t h o l i c i d e n t i t y , a f a c t which Leonie i s p e r c e p t i v e 
27 

enough t o r e a l i s e : 

'Being a c o n v e r t , you have t o make an e f f o r t . . . 
more e f f o r t t h a n I , f o r example. And so you come 
t o b e l i e v e them b e t t e r t h a n I . ' 

She wears her i n t e l l e c t u a l m a t u r i t y and her sharp 

i n t e l l i g e n c e as c a r e l e s s l y as she does her expensive, .shabby 
2 8 

c l o t h e s . She f i n d s i t ' r a t h e r amusing' t o ponder upon such 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n s as t h e n a t u r e o f e x i s t e n c e and i s 

q u i t e happy t o f a i l her exams d e l i b e r a t e l y ' i n o r d e r t h a t 
29 

Nanda should c a t c h her up i n t h e Lower T h i r d ' 

As t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p d e v e l o p s , Nanda, e n j o y i n g what 
30 

Penny Brown c a l l s 'her f i r s t e x p e r i e n c e o f hero-worship' , 

c o n t i n u e s t o see Leonie i n a r o m a n t i c l i g h t , as a p r i n c e , a 

k n i g h t , or a s o l d i e r , responding t o b o t h t h e androgynous and 

a r i s t o c r a t i c q u a l i t i e s o f her f r i e n d . U n l i k e her e a r l i e r , 

m i l d e r f e e l i n g s f o r H i l a r y O'Byrne, t h i s i s no u n r e q u i t e d 

'crush', f o r Leonie r e t u r n s Nanda's a p p r e c i a t i o n 

e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y , and t h e two g i r l s e n j o y a r i c h and 

m u t u a l l y s u s t a i n i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p . Leonie i s unemotional and 

u n d e m o n s t r a t i v e , as were t h e h e r o i n e s o f many sc h o o l s t o r i e s 

i n t h e 1930s, b u t her r e g a r d f o r Nanda i s e v i d e n t l y s t r o n g . 
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She c o n s i d e r s her w i t h ' b r o t h e r l y a f f e c t i o n ' and i s 

f i e r c e l y l o y a l t o her, so t h a t Nanda's a d o r a t i o n ('a l i t t l e 

bubble o f p l e a s u r e b u r s t i n her t h r o a t every t i m e Leonie 

g r i n n e d a t h e r ' ^ 1 ) seems e n t i r e l y j u s t i f i e d . The language o f 

k i n ( ' b r o t h e r l y ' ) i s i n t e r e s t i n g : mother/daughter or s i s t e r 

language was o f t e n used t o d e s c r i b e female a f f e c t i o n , b u t 

' b r o t h e r l y ' r e i n f o r c e s t h e androgynous p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 

Leonie. 

Leonie's i n t e l l e c t u a l and moral s u p e r i o r i t y t o t h e 

m a j o r i t y o f t h e o t h e r g i r l s i s as u n d e n i a b l e as t h e f o r c e o f 

her p e r s o n a l i t y , and these q u a l i t i e s combined make her a 

d i f f i c u l t c h a r a c t e r f o r t h e nuns t o d e a l w i t h . U n l i k e Nanda, 

her C a t h o l i c p e d i g r e e i s impeccable ('"My dear s i r , you 
33 

can' t s e r i o u s l y send a Wesseldorf t o h e l l . " ' ) and she i s 
a l l o w e d t o g e t away w i t h misdemeanours f o r which Nanda would 

34 
be punished. But t h e nuns are wary of her androgyny and 

her f r e e t h i n k i n g , d i s c o u r a g i n g Nanda from becoming t o o 

f r i e n d l y . Leonie's a t t i t u d e t o r e l i g i o n : ' " I l i k e t h e 

C a t h o l i c way of l o o k i n g a t t h i n g s . . . A n y way o f l o o k i n g a t 

l i f e i s a f a i r y s t o r y , and I p r e f e r mine w i t h l o t s o f 

improbable embellishments"'"^ 5 i s p r o f o u n d l y a t v a r i a n c e t o 

the b l i n d , u n q u e s t i o n i n g f a i t h demanded by t h e nuns and by 

the church i t s e l f , and so d i s t u r b i n g l y embodied i n t h e i l l 

f a t e d Theresa L e i g h t o n . Leonie, c o o l , r a t i o n a l and 

i n t e l l i g e n t ('"There's no r a t i o n a l p r o o f o f t h e e x i s t e n c e o f 

God...not one t h a t would r e a l l y h o l d water f o r a 
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p h i l o s o p h e r . " ' ) a c t s as a f o i l t o Theresa who i s 
37 

' p r e t e r n a t u r a l l y s t u p i d and p r e t e r n a t u r a l l y good-natured'. 

The e c s t a t i c i n t e n s i t y o f Theresa's d e v o t i o n f r i g h t e n s 

i m p r e s s i o n a b l e Nanda, even w h i l e she r e c o g n i s e s t h e g i r l ' s 

'sweetness', and she i s not o n l y bored, but a c t u a l l y 
r e p e l l e d , by Theresa. Leonie p r e d i c t s t h a t Theresa i s 'too 

3 8 
h o l y t o l a s t ' , and she i s q u i t e r i g h t , i n a sense t h a t she 

has n o t a n t i c i p a t e d , f o r Theresa d i e s a t s c h o o l , t h e v i c t i m 

of t h e nuns' unbending d i s c i p l i n e . She _is_ t o o h o l y t o l a s t , 

i n t h a t hers i s the k i n d o f f a i t h which o f t e n t a k e s i t s 

t o l l , m e n t a l l y and e m o t i o n a l l y : even a t f i f t e e n her d e v o t i o n 
39 40 41 makes her ' s t r a i n e d ' , 'dazed' , ' r a p t ' . She p e r s o n i f i e s 

Nanda 1s m i s g i v i n g s about t h e c h u r c h , whereas Leonie 

r e p r e s e n t s e v e r y t h i n g t h a t i s a t t r a c t i v e and noble about 

i t : 
She f e l t a pang of conscience t h a t she d i d not 
seek Theresa's s o c i e t y more o f t e n , b u t , as she... 
saw Leonie de Wesseldorf i n her smart, shabby c o a t , 
c l u t c h i n g her candle as i f she were p r e s e n t i n g 
arms, Nanda f o r g o t t h e ve r y e x i s t e n c e o f Theresa 
L e i g h t o n . 

Apart from t h e a t t r a c t i o n o f Leonie's p e r s o n a l i t y , her 

pragmatic a t t i t u d e t o her r e l i g i o n h e l p s Nanda t o f o r g e t , o r 

put i n t o p e r s p e c t i v e , i t s more d i s t u r b i n g a s p e c t s . 

4 3 
Leonie and Nanda's f r i e n d s h i p i s n ot e x c l u s i v e : 

They were both a t t a c h e d , Nanda p a s s i o n a t e l y and 
Leonie w i t h her us u a l c o o l c a r e l e s s n e s s , t o two 
d i v i n i t i e s i n t h e Lower F i r s t . The two d i v i n i t i e s 
were a l s o i n s e p a r a b l e s . 
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The use o f t h e words ' d i v i n i t i e s ' and ' i n s e p a r a b l e s ' suggest 

t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s c h o o l g i r l c r u s h , but a l t h o u g h t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e f o u r g i r l s does have an element o f 

t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l 'grande p a s s i o n ' o f t h e p o p u l a r s c h o o l 

s t o r y , i t i s a much more complex and i n v o l v e d r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t h a n those d e s c r i b e d by Mary Chadwick i n Adolescent G i r l h o o d 

( f i r s t p u b l i s h e d i n 1932, one year b e f o r e F r o s t i n May) . 

Chadwick m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h e 'crush, pash or G.P. ('grande 

passion') i s ' u s u a l l y o f t h e s i m p l e , e f f u s i v e , d i r e c t - l o v e 

t y p e ' and o f f e r s a model i n which 'The two are devoted t o 

each o t h e r . They go about t o g e t h e r as much as p o s s i b l e , p u t 

t h e i r arms round each o t h e r ' s w a i s t s , k i s s each o t h e r , do 

e v e r y t h i n g t o g e t h e r and f e e l t h a t t h i s f r i e n d s h i p w i l l 

endure t o t h e end o f t i m e . These g i r l s w i l l g e n e r a l l y be 

q u i t e s i m p l e s o u l s , whose p s y c h o l o g i c a l q u a l i t y w i l l be t h a t 
44 

of t h e h y s t e r i c . ' I n f a c t , what Chadwick i s d e s c r i b i n g 

seems more a k i n t o t h e i n s t i t u t i o n o f 'bosom f r i e n d s ' , as 

d e s c r i b e d over and over a g a i n by Angela B r a z i l , t o t h e 

amusement, as we have seen, o f many c r i t i c s . The ' c r u s h ' , 

was more u s u a l l y c h a r a c t e r i s e d by some d i f f e r e n c e i n age 

between t h e g i r l s , and, o f t e n , by u n r e q u i t e d p a s s i o n , where 

the younger g i r l would w o r s h i p her goddess from a s a f e 

d i s t a n c e as d e s c r i b e d by Martha V i c i n u s i n 'Distance and 
45 

D e s i r e ' , an essay on b o a r d i n g school f r i e n d s h i p s . Leonie 

and Nanda do not behave i n t h e o v e r t l y s e n t i m e n t a l way which 

Chadwick d e s c r i b e s ( i n d e e d , t h e r e i s no o p p o r t u n i t y f o r them 



t o do s o ) , e i t h e r w i t h each o t h e r o r w i t h t h e ' d i v i n i t i e s ' , 

nor do t h e y w o r s h i p C l a r e and Rosario from a f a r . C e r t a i n l y , 

t hey e x p e r i e n c e i n t e n s e f e e l i n g f o r t h e i r f r i e n d s , b u t t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p i s f a i r l y r e c i p r o c a l , t h e g i r l s f o r m i n g a c l o s e 

q u a r t e t which i s viewed w i t h some s u s p i c i o n by what Palmer 
46 

c a l l s t h e ' h e t e r o s e x u a l p a t r i a r c h a l e s t a b l i s h m e n t ' as 

embodied i n t h e nuns. 

Rosario and C l a r e are as d i f f e r e n t t e m p e r a m e n t a l l y as 

Nanda and Leonie. Rosario i s t h e l e s s developed o f t h e two 

c h a r a c t e r s , because e v e r y t h i n g i n F r o s t i n May i s seen 

t h r o u g h Nanda's eyes and Nanda, a l t h o u g h she ' d e v o t e d l y 

admires' R o s a r i o i s t o o 'dazzled' by t h e glamour o f t h e 
47 

b e a u t i f u l Spanish g i r l ' t o envy Leonie her i n t i m a c y ' 

L i k e Leonie, Rosario comes from an a n c i e n t and noble 

C a t h o l i c f a m i l y , and she and Leonie have been f r i e n d s 

o u t s i d e L i p p i n g t o n , s i n c e ' t h e r e were Wesseldorfs and 
48 

P a l e n c i a s a t every embassy i n Europe.' P a s s i o n a t e , 
g r a c e f u l , f i e r c e and charming, R o s a r i o 'seemed t o desp i s e 

49 
her own beauty' . The t r a d i t i o n o f t h e b e a u t i f u l but 

u n s e l f c o n s c i o u s s c h o o l g i r l was w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d by t h e 

1930s. Marie von Eschenau o f t h e C h a l e t School, i n a n o v e l 

p u b l i s h e d t h e same year as F r o s t i n May, 'was t h e s c h o o l 

beauty, though a l e s s v a i n g i r l r a r e l y l i v e d . ' 5 0 

W i t h her customary r e s e r v e , Leonie a l l o w s her 

a d m i r a t i o n f o r Rosario o n l y the most f o r m a l and a r t i s t i c 
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e x p r e s s i o n . There i s , indeed, something o f t h e c o u r t l y l o v e r 

i n her approach t o her f r i e n d , which i s e n t i r e l y c o n s i s t e n t 
51 

w i t h Nanda's own view o f Leonie as s o l d i e r / p r i n c e / k n i g h t : 

O c c a s i o n a l l y she w r o t e poems t o her; f r o s t y , 
e l e g a n t l i t t l e e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y v e r s e s . . . 

I t was customary, i n r e a l and i n f i c t i o n a l g i r l s ' s c h o o l s 

f o r t h e 'crush' o r 'pash' r e l a t i o n s h i p t o be c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

by r i t u a l and c o n v e n t i o n , and o f t e n r e a l l y i n t e n s e f e e l i n g 

was d i s s i m u l a t e d by f o r m a l i t y . Martha V i c i n u s ' essay, 

mentioned above, d e s c r i b e s t h i s phenomenon on d e t a i l . I t i s 

i n t e r e s t i n g t o read much more r e c e n t l y (1995) t h a t , n o t o n l y 

does t h e c r u s h s t i l l e x i s t , but t h a t i t c o n t i n u e s t o be 
52 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d by s t r i c t c o n v e n t i o n s : 

I n some r e c e n t r e s e a r c h a t a g i r l s ' b o a r d i n g 
s c h o o l i n Sussex ... g i r l s a re a l l o w e d t o have 
'gone-ons' and t h e r i t u a l s and r u l e s are almost 
i d e n t i c a l t o those from my own sc h o o l e x p e r i e n c e . 
(1960s) 

Leonie, i n keeping w i t h her ' b r o t h e r l y ' f e e l i n g s , i s 

f i e r c e l y p r o t e c t i v e o f Rosario - as indeed, she i s o f Nanda. 

When t h e smug M a r j o r i e Appleyard makes a r a c i s t remark about 

Spanish people, 'Leonie, w i t h o u t a word... shot o u t her f i s t 
5 3 

and sent her s p r a w l i n g . ' Again, t h i s f i t s i n w i t h t h e 

image o f Leonie as a s o l d i e r o r k n i g h t , d e f e n d i n g h i s l a d y ' s 

honour. But t h i s i s a more r e c i p r o c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , and 

Rosario, i n her t u r n , i s s w i f t t o sta n d up f o r Leonie: 
54 

'Rosario f l e w t o Leonie's d e f e n c e . 1 * 
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Leonie and Rosario's mutual r e g a r d i s th u s seen i n 

a c t i o n s r a t h e r than words, n e i t h e r g i r l b e i n g o u t w a r d l y 

e m o t i o n a l . T h i s p a t t e r n i s f a i r l y common i n t h e 'school 

s t o r y p r o p e r ' : t h e r e i s o f t e n an i m p l i c i t u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t 

the most staunch and genuine f r i e n d s h i p s are those 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d by a c e r t a i n r e s e r v e . When Nanda d e c l a r e s t o 

Leonie t h a t 'Rosario's t h e l o v e l i e s t person I've ever seen' 

Rosario agrees b u t ' j u d i c i a l l y ' r a t h e r than p a s s i o n a t e l y , 
55 

and she s w i f t l y changes t h e s u b j e c t . I f t h e nuns are 

s u s p i c i o u s o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f excess emotion, t h e n 

Leonie i s s c a r c e l y l e s s f e a r f u l . I n her c h a n n e l l i n g o f 

emotion i n t o a r t she i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f t h e s c h o o l g i r l 

h e r o i n e s who, unable t o express t h e i r a f f e c t i o n i n words, 

show t h e i r l o v e i n a c t i o n s . Thus, G e r t r u d o f f e r s p r a c t i c a l 

h e l p t o a w o r r i e d G r i z e l ( 1 9 2 8 ) , ' t h a t b eing t h e o n l y s o r t 

of sympathy G r i z e l would p e r m i t . ' 5 ^ Dimsie (1925) shows her 

en d u r i n g f r i e n d s h i p f o r t h e g i r l she has r e p l a c e d as head 

g i r l by r e s c u i n g her p o e t r y - t h e cause o f f r i c t i o n between 

them - from a f i r e . ~ ^ 

Nanda's s p e c i a l attachment i s t o Rosario's b e s t f r i e n d , 

C l a r e Rockingham. Clar e i s a P r o t e s t a n t , which makes her 

even more o f an o u t s i d e r t h a n Nanda and lends her a c e r t a i n 

romance: 'Her f a m i l y . . . had... t h r e a t e n e d t o c u t her o f f 

c o m p l e t e l y i f she became a C a t h o l i c . T h i s gave C l a r e t h e 
5 8 

glamour o f a s e c r e t sorrow.' C l a r e uses t h i s 'glamour' t o 

a t t r a c t a t t e n t i o n t o h e r s e l f . She i s s e l f - d r a m a t i s i n g , 



s e n t i m e n t a l and h i s t r i o n i c , g i v e n t o h y s t e r i c a l weeping i n 

chapel and t o such d e c l a r a t i o n s as '"Perhaps I won't l i v e 
59 

l o n g . But I ' d l i k e t o d i e a C a t h o l i c . " ' Nanda i s 

d i s t u r b e d by an a t t e n t i o n - s e e k i n g i n c i d e n t and t r i e s t o make 

sense of i t w i t h Leonie: 
On t h e t e r r a c e Nanda s a i d b r e a t h l e s s l y : 
' I d on't understand C l a r e , do you?' 
'She's j u s t h y s t e r i c a l , ' panted Leonie. 'One o f 
these days s h e ' l l go o f f her head.' 

Leonie's assessment o f C l a r e seems r e a s o n a b l e : c e r t a i n l y , 

she i s e m o t i o n a l l y u n s t a b l e . We never f i n d o u t i f C l a r e 

does indeed 'go o f f her head', b u t i t seems p o s s i b l e , and 

t h i s i s r e i n f o r c e d i n t h e t e x t by t h e f a c t t h a t Leonie makes 

s e v e r a l 'prophecies' which are f u l f i l l e d : she d e c l a r e s t h a t 
61 

Theresa L e i g h t o n i s '"too h o l y t o l a s t " ' (Theresa d i e s 
young) and t h a t : ' " I t ' s t h e u n l i k e l y ones l i k e H i l a r y . . . w h o 

6 2 
end up i n t h e community."' ( H i l a r y e n t e r s t h e convent as a 

p o s t u l a n t n u n ) . 

Rosario's e x o t i c appeal i s o b v i o u s , and Leonie 

c a p t i v a t e s t h e reader as e a s i l y as she does Nanda, b u t C l a r e 

i s n o t an a l t o g e t h e r a t t r a c t i v e c h a r a c t e r , and d e s p i t e 

Nanda's a d m i r a t i o n C l a r e makes her - and us - r a t h e r uneasy. 

Of t e n t h i s i s d e l i b e r a t e on C l a r e ' s p a r t . The v e r y f i r s t 

t i m e we meet her she i s a s k i n g Nanda t o e x p l a i n t h e C a t h o l i c 

concepts o f v e n i a l and m o r t a l s i n . Nanda - f o r once i n a 

p o s i t i o n o f s u p e r i o r i t y where C a t h o l i c i s m i s concerned - i s 

eager t o e x p l a i n , and her e a r n e s t a t t e m p t s are 
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u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y comic (""Take s t e a l i n g . I t ' s r a t h e r 

d i f f i c u l t t o know how much would c o n s t i t u t e grave m a t t e r . 
6 2 

But i t ' s g e n e r a l l y supposed t o be about h a l f a crown."' ) 

but i t i s p l a i n t o t h e reader t h a t t h e o l d e r g i r l i s t e a s i n g 

her. C l a r e demands t h a t Nanda e x p l a i n t h e commandment 'Thou 
6 3 

s h a l t n o t commit a d u l t e r y ' , and Nanda's r e p l y : 
' I haven't t h e f a i n t e s t idea...We don't do t h e 
s i x t h and n i n t h commandments. Mother P e r c i v a l 
says t h e y ' r e n o t necessary f o r c h i l d r e n . They're 
about some ve r y d i s g u s t i n g s i n s , I b e l i e v e , t h a t 
o n l y grown-up people commit.' 

i s u n d e n i a b l y comic, b u t i t s humour i s undercut by t h e f a c t 

t h a t C l a r e i s e x p l o i t i n g Nanda's innocence f o r her own 

amusement. Palmer a l s o focuses on t h i s passage, h i g h l i g h t i n g 

the f l i r t a t i o u s n e s s o f C l a r e ' s a t t i t u d e : 'The e r o t i c impact 

of t h i s passage i s re m a r k a b l e . . . White humorously and 

p r o v o c a t i v e l y j u x t a p o s e s r e f e r e n c e s t o sacred and p r o f a n e 
i , 64 l o v e . ' 

Even when Nanda i s a l i t t l e o l d e r and t h e r e f o r e more 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s , C l a r e cannot r e s i s t t h e t e m p t a t i o n t o tease 

and embarrass her about s e x u a l i t y . A f t e r one summer 

v a c a t i o n when C l a r e has a t t e n d e d l i f e - d r a w i n g c l a s s e s , she 

m o r t i f i e s Nanda by a s k i n g t h e o t h e r s , j o k i n g l y , '"Wouldn't 

Nanda make t h e sweetest l i t t l e nude?"', a remark which makes 

t h i r t e e n year o l d Nanda b l u s h 'so much t h a t her s k i n f e l t as 
6 5 

i f i t would c r a c k . ' 
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I n c o n t r a s t t o Leonie who i s always d e s c r i b e d as p a l e , 

c o l d , s t e r n , r a t h e r s t a t u esque i n f a c t , e v e r y t h i n g about 

C l a r e i s warm and r e s t l e s s . She has a 'hot, q u i v e r i n g 

hand' , ' f e v e r i s h l y b r i g h t . . . r e s t l e s s ' eyes and a ' w i l d , 
6 8 

dreaming f a c e ' . Nanda i s always u n c o m f o r t a b l y aware o f t h e 

p h y s i c a l i t y o f C l a r e . A l t h o u g h she has always been a t t r a c t e d 

by Leonie's handsome and i m p r e s s i v e appearance, and 

Rosario's Spanish beauty, she responds t o C l a r e on a more 

sensual l e v e l : 
C l a r e ' s t o u c h embarrassed and d e l i g h t e d her; i t 
gave her t h e qu e e r e s t s h i v e r i n g s e n s a t i o n i n t h e 
r o o f o f her mouth. Why was i t t h a t when everyone 
seemed j u s t f a c e and hands, C l a r e always reminded 
one t h a t t h e r e was a warm body under her uniform? 

The convent u n i f o r m - and we can t a k e t h i s n o t o n l y 

l i t e r a l l y b u t as a metaphor f o r convent d i s c i p l i n e - i s 

designed t o e l i m i n a t e v a n i t y and i n d i v i d u a l i t y and t o 

d i s g u i s e t h e d e v e l o p i n g bodies o f t h e g i r l s . ('The 

c o m f o r t i n g i m p e r s o n a l i t y o f u n i f o r m , ' as Nanda t h i n k s o f 

i t . ^ ) I n C l a r e ' s case, her s e x u a l i t y cannot be denied by 

th e s c h ool u n i f o r m / C a t h o l i c a u t h o r i t y . 

I t i s n o t o n l y her awareness o f C l a r e ' s body t h a t 

d i s t u r b s Nanda: she i s a l s o t r o u b l e d by t h e e m o t i o n a l 

i n t e n s i t y o f her f r i e n d ' s n a t u r e . While Leonie can d i s m i s s 

t h i s w i t h customary nonchalance and r e l u c t a n c e t o become 
71 

i n v o l v e d ('"She's j u s t h y s t e r i c a l " ; "What a one you a r e 
72 

f o r t h e d r a m a t i c " ; "Clare's so f r i g h t f u l l y 
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s e n t i m e n t a l . " ' ) i t d i s t r e s s e s Nanda, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e 

l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e n o v e l , by which t i m e C l a r e ' s 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o e n t e r t h e C a t h o l i c c h u r c h , d e s p i t e her 

p a r e n t s ' o p p o s i t i o n , has become a f i x a t i o n . C l a r e ' s i s t h e 

s o r t o f s e l f - d r a m a t i s i n g n a t u r e which t h r i v e s on emotion, a 

p r e d i l e c t i o n which t h e ' r a r i f i e d ' atmosphere o f t h e convent 

serves t o f e e d . I n an o r d i n a r y g i r l s ' h i g h or p u b l i c s c h o o l 

( t h e l a t t e r famous i n t h e i r e a r l y days f o r t h e i r ' h e a r t y ' 
74 

e t h o s ) C l a r e would have been teased o u t of her f e r v o u r : 

' I ' v e g o t t o be a C a t h o l i c o r n o t h i n g . . ' [Nanda] 
s t o l e a glance a t C l a r e ' s f a c e . Something about 
i t s b r i g h t e c s t a t i c eyes and h a l f open mouth 
reminded her o f Theresa L e i g h t o n and touched her 
w i t h a f a i n t d i s c o m f o r t . 

On t h i s o c c a s i o n , Nanda i s a l r e a d y u n s e t t l e d , h a v ing 

r e c e i v e d a l e t t e r from Mother P e r c i v a l admonishing her f o r 

v a r i o u s f a u l t s , i n c l u d i n g her a t t i t u d e t o her f r i e n d s h i p s . 

( ' " I n o t i c e t h a t you choose your f r i e n d s r a t h e r f o r such 

s u p e r f i c i a l a t t r i b u t e s as c l e v e r n e s s and humour and even f o r 

t h e s t i l l more unworthy and f r i v o l o u s reasons o f mere 'good 

l o o k s ' and a s o c i a l p o s i t i o n above your own.'"^) I n her 

unease, C l a r e ' s f e r v o u r and her p h y s i c a l touch combine t o 

upset Nanda so much t h a t she can no l o n g e r bear t o remain 

alone i n C l a r e ' s company 

C l a r e . . . b e n t her w i l d , dreaming f a c e towards 
Nanda. She was so p a l e w i t h emotion t h a t her 
f r e c k l e s showed almost b l a c k . 

' D a r l i n g , d a r l i n g , ' she whispered q u i c k l y , 
and gave Nanda's hand a sudden squeeze. 

Nanda jumped up... 
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Compared t o t h e s e l f - p o s s e s s e d Leonie and R o s a r i o , and 

q u i e t Nanda h e r s e l f , C l a r e i s l o u d , l a c k i n g i n s e l f - c o n t r o l , 

s l i g h t l y v u l g a r . Her laugh i s always d e s c r i b e d as w i l d and 
77 

harsh ('her crows o f l a u g h t e r ' ) . She s h r i e k s when she 

t a l k s , i s o f t e n s a r c a s t i c and s n e e r i n g t o Leonie and Nanda, 

and i s much g i v e n t o f i t s o f h y s t e r i c a l weeping, u s u a l l y i n 

p u b l i c . At p r a y e r s one evening Nanda watches her f r i e n d s 
7 8 

and notes t h e d i f f e r e n c e between C l a r e and t h e o t h e r s : 
I n f r o n t o f her k n e l t Leonie and Rosario w i t h 
s t e r n , p e a c e f u l f a c e s ; across t h e a i s l e she 
c o u l d see C l a r e ... From t h e s h a k i n g o f her 
s h o u l d e r s , she knew t h a t she was g i v i n g i n t o . 
one o f her f i t s o f weeping. 

The ease w i t h which C l a r e can abandon h e r s e l f t o her 

emotions suggests t h a t her f e e l i n g s do not r u n v e r y deep. 

Leonie, on t h e o t h e r hand, s h i e s away from any e x p r e s s i o n o f 

p e r s o n a l f e e l i n g , but c l e a r l y does f e e l v e r y d e e p l y : d e s p i t e 

C l a r e ' s t r e m b l i n g hands and d e c l a r a t i o n s o f a f f e c t i o n , i t i s 

Leonie who o f f e r s Nanda t h e more l o v i n g f r i e n d s h i p . As we 

have seen, t h i s i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h a t r a d i t i o n i n t h e s c h o o l 

s t o r y , where w r i t e r s o f t e n approve o f c h a r a c t e r s who 

d i s p l a y a c e r t a i n r e s e r v e . 

The l e t t e r which has so upset Nanda i s o n l y t h e l a t e s t 

i n a s e r i e s o f s y s t e m a t i c a t t e m p t s t o d e s t r o y her 

f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h C l a r e , Leonie and R o s a r i o i n f a v o u r o f 

younger g i r l s . On an e a r l i e r o c c a s i o n , a f t e r she has 

l e c t u r e d Nanda on t h e ' s i l l i n e s s ' o f her ' " r a t h e r morbid 
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i n t e r e s t i n C l a r e Rockingham's appearance"' Mother R a d c l i f f e 

suggests t h a t : '"There are g i r l s such as M a r j o r i e A p pleyard 

and Monica Owen who are about your equals i n years and 

s t a t i o n o f l i f e . I t h i n k you would do w e l l t o c u l t i v a t e 
79 

t h e i r s o c i e t y . " ' Nanda i s s u f f i c i e n t l y shaken by t h i s 

i n t e r v i e w t o t r y t o obey t h e nun b u t t h e experiment i s a 

f a i l u r e : M a r j o r i e and Monica can have l i t t l e appeal t o 
8 0 

someone accustomed t o a f r i e n d l i k e L e onie: 
The experiment was not a g r e a t success f o r 
M a r j o r i e and Nanda bored each o t h e r even 
more d i s a s t r o u s l y t h a n t h e y had t h r e e years ago, 
w h i l e t h e unexpected a t t e n t i o n warmed Monica's 
dim f r i e n d l i n e s s i n t o an embarrassing d e v o t i o n . 

M a r j o r i e , a v i r t u o u s , u n i n s p i r i n g c h i l d , i s one o f t h e most 

l a m b - l i k e o f t h e 'sheep' Leonie so d e s p i s e s . Even Mother 

Frances t e l l s h e r, '"You r e a l l y a r e r a t h e r l i k e a l i t t l e 
81 

sheep."' We can see why t h e nuns would p r e f e r t o have 

Nanda - whom th e y have i d e n t i f i e d as a p o t e n t i a l s u b v e r s i v e 

from t h e v e r y b e g i n n i n g - under M a r j o r i e ' s i n f l u e n c e r a t h e r 

than Leonie's o r C l a r e ' s . I n t h e school p l a y M a r j o r i e 

p h y s i c a l l y r e p l a c e s Leonie as Dante's B e a t r i c e , b u t she can 

never be a r e a l s u b s t i t u t e f o r her. N e i t h e r can Monica who, 

i f she i s a sheep, i s d e f i n i t e l y a b l a c k one, b u t Nanda's 

championing o f Monica's cause h e l p s t o harden t h e 'small 
core o f r e b e l l i o u s n e s s which had been growing s e c r e t l y f o r 

8 2 
f o u r y e a r s ' and i n c r e a s e s Nanda's r e p u t a t i o n among t h e 

nuns as a t r o u b l e - m a k e r . 
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The o n l y t i m e when Nanda and her f r i e n d s are l e f t a l o ne 

t o e n j o y t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p i n peace i s d u r i n g an epidemic o f 

measles. Convalescing i n t h e i n f i r m a r y t h e y are 

c o m p a r a t i v e l y f r e e from d i s c i p l i n e and s u p e r v i s i o n : 'They 

formed a compact and almost i n s e p a r a b l e group, and t h e i r 

number f r e e d them from t h e grave r e p r o a c h o f "going about i n 
8 3 

twos."' E l i z a b e t h Bowen, i n her i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e 
V i r a g o e d i t i o n o f F r o s t i n May, d e s c r i b e s t h i s episode as 

84 
'the measles i d y l l ' : i t i s n o t t h e o n l y r e s p i t e from d a i l y 

r o u t i n e d e s c r i b e d i n t h e n o v e l - convent l i f e i s f u l l o f 

f e a s t days and h o l i d a y s - b u t i t i s t h e o n l y such break n o t 

connected w i t h a r e l i g i o u s c e l e b r a t i o n and t h e r e f o r e a 

unique freedom from t h e s u p e r s t i t i o u s and s p i r i t u a l 

atmosphere which pervades t h e r e s t o f convent l i f e and t h e 

n o v e l . 

Of a l l t h e episodes i n t h e n o v e l , i t i s perhaps t h i s 

one which stands o u t as White 'captures e x q u i s i t e l y t h a t 

m i x t u r e o f r o m a n t i c i s m , companionship and nascent s e x u a l i t y 

which b i n d s [ t h e g i r l s ] t o g e t h e r as t h e y embark on t h e i r 
8 5 

a d o l e s c e n t y e a r s . ' A n t o n i a White d e s c r i b e s one evening o f 

th e ' i d y l l ' i n d e t a i l , and t h e golden c o l o u r and music which 

s u f f u s e t h e scene l e n d i t t h e i n t e n s i t y of a p a i n t i n g . 

( E l s i e Oxenham s p e c i a l i s e d i n j u s t t h i s s o r t o f r o m a n t i c , 

golden d e s c r i p t i o n i n her Abbey books: 'Joy [wore] . . t h e 

p r e t t y brown handwoven f r o c k . . . w i t h i t s p a t t e r n s woven i n 

bronze, t h a t matched her f l a m i n g h a i r , and d u l l o l d 
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g o l d . ' ) The g i r l s are s i t t i n g by t h e f i r e s i d e and R o s a r i o 

i s persuaded t o s i n g f o r them. The P r e - R a p h a e l i t e splendour 

o f Rosario's ' t h i c k f l e e c y g o l d ' h a i r which 'hung i n showers 

round her s h o u l d e r s ' and C l a r e ' s ' g r e a t , coppery mane t h a t 
8 7 

n e a r l y reached her w a i s t 1 make them b e a u t i f u l , r o m a n t i c 
f i g u r e s i n t h e f i r e l i g h t , as Nanda r e c o g n i s e s . Leonie ( w i t h 

8 8 
o n l y a ' b r i e f u n t i d y p l a i t ' t o r e i n f o r c e her androgyny) i s 

more r e l u c t a n t t o abandon h e r s e l f t o t h e mood o f t h e 

e v e n i n g , a l t h o u g h i t i s she who asks Rosari o t o s i n g , and 

she who has w r i t t e n t h e music f o r t h e most b e a u t i f u l o f 

Rosario's songs. Nanda i s moved by t h e song and by t h e f a c t 

o f Leonie's h a v i n g w r i t t e n i t , as she i s by a l l b e a u t i f u l 

t h i n g s , b u t Leonie soon breaks t h e s p e l l by t u r n i n g on t h e 
89 

l i g h t s . C l a r e c a l l s her 'a h e a r t l e s s b r u t e ' b u t i n f a c t 

Leonie i s p r o b a b l y t h e most s e n s i t i v e o f them a l l , t o t h e 

e x t e n t t h a t she has t o h i d e her emotions behind a g r u f f 
90 

v o i c e and a show of 'masculine i n d i f f e r e n c e ' , o r , as 
a l r e a d y n o t e d , behind t h e f o r m a l i t y o f a r t . Even p h y s i c a l l y 
she w i t h d r a w s , p r o t e c t i n g h e r s e l f w i t h f o l d e d arms and 

91 
downcast head: 

Rosario bent over her g u i t a r . I n t h e glow i t s 
b e l l y had a ruddy s h i n e . Her h a i r . . . seemed t o g i v e 
o f f f l a k e s of l i g h t , w h i l e C l a r e ' s red-brown 
head was f r a y e d w i t h g o l d a t t h e edges. Nanda 
and Leonie drew back i n t o t h e shadows; t h e l a t t e r 
huddled i n her c h a i r w i t h her arms f o l d e d and her 
c h i n sunk on her c h e s t . 

I n t h e subsequent c h a t t e r about 'where we s h a l l a l l be i n 

t e n y e a r s ' t i m e ' Leonie and Nanda remain i n t h e shadows, 
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Leonie g i v i n g a f l i p p a n t r e p l y and Nanda d e c l i n i n g t o speak 

a t a l l . ' Nanda's a dark h o r s e , 1 says Leonie 
92 

a f f e c t i o n a t e l y , and by t h i s stage i n t h e novel t h e r e a d e r , 

r e a l i s i n g t h a t i n f a c t Nanda has a f a i r l y good idea o f what 

her f u t u r e i s t o be, can a p p r e c i a t e , perhaps more tha n 

Leonie, t h e t r u t h o f t h i s . 

Nanda' s need t o earn her own l i v i n g when she leaves 

s c h o o l - as a t e a c h e r , one o f t h e few r e s p e c t a b l e c a r e e r s f o r 

a middle c l a s s g i r l a t t h e t i m e - i s one more t h i n g which 

s e t s her a p a r t from her more p r i v i l e g e d f r i e n d s : no wonder 

she does n o t want t o d w e l l on i t on t h i s i d y l l i c e v e n i n g . Of 

course, another reason why Leonie and Nanda do n o t j o i n i n 

t h e i r f r i e n d s ' d i s c u s s i o n i s t h a t t h e y are some years 

younger; a d u l t h o o d i s t h a t b i t f u r t h e r o f f and t h e r e f o r e 

more d i f f i c u l t t o imagine. Nanda i s a l r e a d y aware t h a t t h e 

f u t u r e a v a i l a b l e t o her i s l i m i t e d i n scope, and Leonie, 

w i t h t h e p r o s p e c t o f being p r e s e n t e d a t c o u r t and making a 

s u i t a b l e m a r r i a g e , may have s i m i l a r m i s g i v i n g s . S c h o o l g i r l s 

i n t h e e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y and, indeed, u n t i l f a i r l y 

r e c e n t l y , o f t e n had t o face t h e har s h f a c t t h a t d e s p i t e an 

expensive e d u c a t i o n , t h e avenues open t o them i n a d u l t l i f e 

were l i m i t e d . U n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n was n o t a v a i l a b l e t o a l l , 

and even those g i r l s whose p a r e n t s c o u l d a f f o r d t h e fees o r 

who won s c h o l a r s h i p s o f t e n had t o f a c e s t r o n g o p p o s i t i o n t o 

such an ' u n l a d y l i k e ' a m b i t i o n . Vera B r i t t a i n , whose 

Testament o f Youth was p u b l i s h e d i n t h e same year as F r o s t 
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i n May, r e c a l l s her f a t h e r ' s o b j e c t i o n s t o her d e s i r e t o go 
93 

t o O x f o r d : 

I never ceased...to p e s t e r my p a r e n t s t o send me 
t o c o l l e g e . These i m p o r t u n i t i e s were i n v a r i a b l y 
r e c e i v e d by my f a t h e r w i t h t h e statement t h a t he 
had a l r e a d y spent q u i t e as much on my e d u c a t i o n 
as was necessary, and t h a t ' l i t t l e g i r l s ' must 
a l l o w t h e i r e l d e r s t o know what was b e s t f o r them. 

A f i c t i o n a l s c h o o l g i r l , E l i n o r Brent-Dyer's Jo B e t t a n y , who 

has no a m b i t i o n s t o go t o u n i v e r s i t y , b u t cannot, a t t h e age 

o f seventeen, imagine h e r s e l f m a r r i e d ( a l t h o u g h she does i n 

f a c t marry young and have e l e v e n c h i l d r e n ) i s accustomed, 

l i k e L e onie, t o 'shy away' from t a l k about t h e f u t u r e . L i k e 

many g i r l s o f her c l a s s , t h e f i r s t g e n e r a t i o n i n t h e i r 

f a m i l i e s t o b e n e f i t from good secondary e d u c a t i o n , Joey, i n 

a n o v e l p u b l i s h e d o n l y two years a f t e r F r o s t i n May, 
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c o n s i d e r s her f u t u r e o p t i o n s r a t h e r s t i f l i n g : 

' I s h a l l j u s t s t a y a t home and h e l p . . . I t does 
not appeal t o me a f t e r t h e f u l l l i f e we l e a d 
here - i t seems so - so l i t t l e , somehow. I t ' s 
j u s t d o i n g l i t t l e b i t s o f t h i n g s t h a t a r e n ' t 
i m p o r t a n t . ' 

For t h e daughters o f the C a t h o l i c a r i s t o c r a c y , l i k e L e o n i e , 

l i f e may have been s u p e r f i c i a l l y r a t h e r more glamorous t h a n 

t h i s , b u t i t was a l s o even narrower. 

The nuns complain t h a t Nanda chooses her f r i e n d s 

because they are p h y s i c a l l y a t t r a c t i v e and o f s u p e r i o r 

s o c i a l s t a n d i n g . This i s u n f a i r , b u t i f we c o n s i d e r Nanda's 

subconscious reasons f o r choosing Leonie and C l a r e we may 
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decide t h a t t h e a c c u s a t i o n has some t r u t h , on one l e v e l . 

Leonie i s chosen p a r t l y f o r t h e s t r e n g t h and o r i g i n a l i t y o f 

her p e r s o n a l i t y , b u t t h e r e i s no denying t h e f o r c e o f her 

p h y s i c a l a t t r a c t i o n . Nanda sees Leonie i n f u n d a m e n t a l l y 

r o m a n t i c and androgynous terms - as a p r i n c e l y , n o b l e , 

b o y i s h f i g u r e . These q u a l i t i e s a re emphasised ag a i n and 

again i n t h e n o v e l , t o t h e e x t e n t t h a t P a u l i n a Palmer p o i n t s 

out how e a s i l y Adrienne Rich's t h e o r y o f t h e l e s b i a n 

continuum can be a p p l i e d t o 'Nanda's e r o t i c i n v o l v e m e n t s 
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w i t h her schoolmates.' Q u i t e a p a r t from t h e s e n s u a l i t y 

which e n r i c h e s her f e e l i n g s f o r L e o n i e , t o Nanda, w e l l 

aware o f her l o w l y s t a t u s as a m i d d l e c l a s s c o n v e r t , t o have 

earned t h e a f f e c t i o n and r e s p e c t o f someone o f Leonie's 

c a l i b r e c l e a r l y means a g r e a t d e a l : perhaps i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o s e p a r a t e Leonie's p e r s o n a l i t y from t he a r i s t o c r a t i c 

C a t h o l i c i s m which i s so a t t r a c t i v e t o Nanda, f o r C a t h o l i c i s m 

i s a b s o l u t e l y c e n t r a l t o Leonie's i d e n t i t y . Leonie seems t o 

be d e s i r e d , however, f o r who she i s as much as f o r what she 

r e p r e s e n t s ; more so than C l a r e , who f u l f i l s a v e r y i m p o r t a n t 

need i n Nanda: as a P r o t e s t a n t she i s t h e u l t i m a t e o u t s i d e r . 

Even poor h u m i l i a t e d Monica a t l e a s t has t h e grace t o come 

from a C a t h o l i c f a m i l y w i t h a t r a d i t i o n o f sending i t s 

daughters t o L i p p i n g t o n . I n answering Clare's q u e s t i o n s 

about C a t h o l i c dogma, Nanda i s f o r once a b l e t o d i s p l a y how 

much she does know, t o what e x t e n t she does belong t o t h a t 

coveted C a t h o l i c w o r l d . As she grows o l d e r and l e s s 

e m o t i o n a l about her r e l i g i o n , Nanda's a t t i t u d e t o C l a r e ' s 
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hoped-for c o n v e r s i o n becomes more a m b i v a l e n t . She r e a l i s e s 

t h a t C l a r e ' s m o t i v a t i o n i s l e s s r e l i g i o u s c o n v i c t i o n than a 

d e s i r e t o g r a t i f y her d e s i r e f o r t h e d r a m a t i c and 

h i s t r i o n i c . 

I f C l a r e and Leonie f u l f i l c e r t a i n needs i n Nanda, what 

does she, as a f r i e n d , p r o v i d e ? As a c h a r a c t e r , she i s 

overshadowed by t h e more d r a m a t i c p e r s o n a l i t i e s o f her 
97 

f r i e n d s , b u t she i s , as Penny Brown p o i n t s out ' a t t r a c t i v e 

and s y m p a t h e t i c . ' C l a r e , as we have seen, e n j o y s t h e 

a t t e n t i o n t h a t Nanda focuses on h e r , and d e r i v e s p l e a s u r e 

from t a k i n g advantage o f Nanda's com p a r a t i v e n a i v e t y . She i s 

b e w i l d e r e d and h u r t when t h e younger g i r l begins t o respond 

r a t h e r more j u d i c i a l l y t o her f e r v o u r and enthusiasms. 
97 

Leonie a l s o r e c o g n i s e s t h a t Nanda i s n a i v e : 
'Anyone w i t h h a l f an eye c o u l d see i t [Nanda's 
n o v e l ] was w r i t t e n by a p e r f e c t sucking-dove 
of innocence.' 

but she never e x p l o i t s or r i d i c u l e s t h i s . C l a r e i s i n c a p a b l e 

of any r e l a t i o n s h i p based on e q u a l i t y and mutual r e s p e c t and 

l i k i n g ; she needs t o adore ( R o s a r i o ) o r be adored (by 

Nanda). She has l i t t l e t o o f f e r a f r i e n d . By t h e end o f t h e 

novel i t i s c l e a r t h a t C l a r e , u n l i k e Leonie or Nanda 

h e r s e l f , i s not very i n t e l l i g e n t ; now t h a t Nanda has grown 

out of being an a d o r i n g J u n i o r and can see her more 

o b j e c t i v e l y , C l a r e has l o s t much o f her appeal. Nanda's 

changing a t t i t u d e t o C l a r e i s one d e v i c e by which White 
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suggests her d e v e l o p i n g i n t e l l e c t u a l and e m o t i o n a l m a t u r i t y . 

When Nanda i s so w o r r i e d about t h e d i s c o v e r y o f her 

c l a n d e s t i n e n o v e l , i t i s Leonie who t r i e s t o r e a s s u r e and 

l o o k a f t e r h e r , and, f o r once, i n a r c h e t y p a l l y f e m i n i n e ways 

b r i n g i n g her m i l k and e n t e r t a i n i n g her g u e s t s . C l a r e ' s 

s u p p o r t i s n e i t h e r sought nor o f f e r e d . 

I n a n o v e l l i k e F r o s t i n May where e v e r y t h i n g i s 

f i l t e r e d t h r o u g h t h e p e r c e p t i o n o f one c h a r a c t e r , i t can be 

d i f f i c u l t f o r t h e reader t o respond o b j e c t i v e l y t o t h a t 

c h a r a c t e r . I n F r o s t i n May our a t t i t u d e t o Nanda w i l l be 

p a r t l y d e t e r mined by t h e l i g h t i n which her f r i e n d s seem t o 

see her. Thus, c e r t a i n remarks o f C l a r e ' s , and Nanda's 

r e a c t i o n t o them, h i g h l i g h t t h e younger g i r l ' s n a i v e t y and 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s , w h i l e Leonie's l o y a l , a f f e c t i o n a t e 

f r i e n d s h i p and obvious enjoyment o f Nanda's company and 

c o n v e r s a t i o n r e f l e c t w e l l on Nanda's i n t e l l i g e n c e and 

s t r e n g t h o f c h a r a c t e r . 

As F r o s t i n May c h a r t s Nanda's p r o g r e s s from t h e age o f 

nin e t o f o u r t e e n , we n a t u r a l l y see her develop and mature 

from a s m a l l g i r l t o a young woman. To a l a r g e e x t e n t t h i s 

development - her growing r e b e l l i o u s n e s s , her i n c r e a s i n g 

a e s t h e t i c s e n s i b i l i t y and her i n t e l l e c t u a l p rogress - i s 

shown t h r o u g h her changing r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h t h e o t h e r 

g i r l s . For example, her a l t e r e d response t o C l a r e towards 

t h e end of t h e nov e l demonstrates n o t o n l y t h a t she can 
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b e t t e r a p p r e c i a t e t h e f l a w s i n C l a r e ' s c h a r a c t e r , b u t a l s o a 

more mature a t t i t u d e t o her own r e l i g i o n . A l t h o u g h she s t i l l 

prays f o r C l a r e ' s c o n v e r s i o n she can no l o n g e r j o i n i n 

Clare's exaggerated f e r v o u r , and f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e t r i e s t o 
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make C l a r e c o n s i d e r why she wants t o be a C a t h o l i c : 

Nanda frowned and b i t her l i p . ' I wonder 
why you want t o be a C a t h o l i c so v e r y much?' 

By t h e t i m e Nanda hears t h a t C l a r e ' s p a r e n t s have f i n a l l y 

consented t o her c o n v e r s i o n she i s so upset a t t h e i n j u s t i c e 

o f her own e x p u l s i o n from L i p p i n g t o n t h a t t h e news h a r d l y 

r e g i s t e r s a t a l l , and she i s unable t o r e a c t . 

We have a l r e a d y seen how t h e e x p u l s i o n o f Monica, whom 

Nanda b e f r i e n d s a t Mother R a d c l i f f e ' s s u g g e s t i o n , 

c o n t r i b u t e s t o Nanda's growing r e b e l l i o u s n e s s , not a g a i n s t 
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the church i t s e l f b u t a g a i n s t 'the L i p p i n g t o n methods' : 

the snobbery o f t h e nuns, t h e i r r e f u s a l t o countenance any 

but r e l i g i o u s f e e l i n g , which b l i n d s them and seeks t o b l i n d 

t h e i r p u p i l s t o what Nanda i s b e g i n n i n g t o experie n c e as t h e 

wonder o f a r t and beauty, t h e i r h y p o c r i t i c and s u s p i c i o u s 

a t t i t u d e t o r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Her f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Leonie, which 

i n c r e a s e s her sense o f her p e r s o n a l autonomy and exposes her 

t o new, r a d i c a l ways o f t h i n k i n g ('"But Leonie, t h a t ' s sheer 

blasphemy ... Good heavens, i t ' s q u i t e t r u e . . . " ' 1 <^°) can 

o n l y add t o t h i s . I f some o f Leonie's nonchalance i s , as I 

have suggested, assumed as a defence a g a i n s t t h e demands o f 

emotion, Nanda t o o has had t o l e a r n , e a r l y i n her s c h o o l 
- 169 -



l i f e , t o b u i l d up her d e f e n c e s , i n t h i s c a s e a g a i n s t 
•. 101 a u t h o r i t y : 

A few weeks ago Nanda would have wept a t such 
c r i t i c i s m , but t o h e r own s u r p r i s e she found 
she was growing a h a r d l i t t l e p r o t e c t i v e s h e l l . 

Nanda i s f r e q u e n t l y shaken by t h e nuns' c e n s u r e , o f t e n 

d i r e c t e d a t h e r p r i d e , her s t u b b o r n e s s and her c h o i c e of 

f r i e n d s , but h e r 'hard l i t t l e p r o t e c t i v e s h e l l ' makes h e r 

f a i r l y r e s i l i e n t u n t i l h e r f i n a l d e b a c l e : e x p u l s i o n , 

f o l l o w i n g t h e d i s c o v e r y of t h e n o v e l w h i c h seems t o t h e nuns 

and h e r f a t h e r s o r d i d and blasphemous ( s h e i s not g i v e n t h e 

chance t o e x p l a i n her p l a n of h a v i n g a l l t h e c h a r a c t e r s 

r e p e n t and t u r n t o t h e C a t h o l i c c h u r c h a t t h e end of t h e 

n o v e l . ) Mother R a d c l i f f e has f i n a l l y s u c c e e d e d i n b r e a k i n g 

through t h a t h a r d s h e l l , which she i n s i s t s i s f o r the g i r l ' s 
, ,.. 102 own b e n e f i t : 

' I am o n l y a c t i n g as God's i n s t r u m e n t i n t h i s . I 
had t o break your w i l l b e f o r e your whole n a t u r e 
was deformed.' 

The nuns would p r o b a b l y never have s u c c e e d e d i n b r e a k i n g 

L e o n i e ' s w i l l i n such a way, but w i t h L e o n i e , independent of 

s p i r i t as Nanda but w i t h an i r r e f u t a b l e C a t h o l i c p e d i g r e e , 

they would n e v e r have dared t r y . Nanda h e r s e l f , i n h e r 

d i s t r e s s a t b e i n g h u m i l i a t e d and h a v i n g t o l e a v e L i p p i n g t o n 

and h e r f r i e n d s , t h i n k s of h e r s e l f a s weak - Mother 

R a d c l i f f e has a l r e a d y s u g g e s t e d t h a t she i s c o r r u p t , a 

s p i r i t u a l 'germ c a r r i e r ' 1 0 ^ : 
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' I t ' s t o o much. [ i e . g i v i n g up her f r i e n d s ] I'm 
no t a...not a v e r y s t r o n g s o r t o f person.' 

but t h i s i s n ot a c t u a l l y t r u e . Nanda i s n o t an i n e f f e c t u a l 

c h a r a c t e r ; i f she were merely weak t h e nuns would n o t have 

been so de t e r m i n e d t o make an example of her. She i s , 

however, and always has been, p r o f o u n d l y i n s e c u r e , caught 

between t h e s e c u l a r w o r l d o f home and her f a t h e r ' s academic 

a m b i t i o n s f o r her and t h e r e l i g i o u s , secluded w o r l d o f 
104 

L i p p i n g t o n : 

But she f e l t b l i n d l y t h a t she c o u l d o n l y l i v e • 
i n t h a t r a r e , i n t e n s e element [ i e . L i p p i n g t o n ] ; 
t h e b l u f f , breezy a i r o f t h a t ' r e a l l y good High 
School' would k i l l h er. 

She i s r e p e l l e d and f r i g h t e n e d by t h e l a t t e r , and 

u n c o m f o r t a b l y aware t h a t she does n o t r e a l l y belong i n t h e 

former. A l t h o u g h Leonie h e l p s Nanda by h e l p i n g t o develop 

her sense o f her own w o r t h , whatever her background (she i s 

v e r y angry when Nanda draws a t t e n t i o n t o t h e d i f f e r e n c e i n 

t h e i r s t a t i o n s ) , she a l s o serves as a c o n s t a n t reminder o f 

t h a t d e s i r e d w o r l d from which Nanda w i l l always be excluded 

and which she h e r s e l f i n h a b i t s so c a r e l e s s l y . O b s e r v a t i o n s 
, 105 such as: 

' I ' d never a d v i s e anyone t o become a C a t h o l i c . . . 
I f you're one, you've g o t t o be one. But you 
c a n ' t change people. C a t h o l i c i s m i s n ' t a r e l i g i o n , 
i t ' s a n a t i o n a l i t y . ' 

are e x t r e m e l y p e r t i n e n t and show Leonie wise beyond her 

ye a r s , b u t t h e y must be c o m f o r t l e s s t o poor Nanda, d e s p e r a t e 
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t o be a ' r e a l C a t h o l i c ' . When Leonie t e l l s Nanda t h a t she 

doesn't understand ' t h a t s p e c i f i c C a t h o l i c something' 

she i s n o t , u n l i k e t h e nuns, t r y i n g t o h u r t Nanda, b u t her 

candour b r i n g s home t o Nanda t h e knowledge t h a t ' " I suppose 
107 

I ' l l never be a proper C a t h o l i c " ' more d i r e c t l y t h a n do 

a l l t h e r a t h e r s n i d e remarks made by t h e nuns. 

As Nanda grows i n t o adolescence t h e a r t s b e g i n t o 

assume an i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n her l i f e . To some e x t e n t , 
108 

having i d e n t i f i e d h e r s e l f w i t h t h e ' l i t e r a r y r o m a n t i c s ' 

of t h e s c h o o l , she i s go i n g t h r o u g h a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s , 

p r e t e n t i o u s phase, f l i r t i n g w i t h w r i t i n g , music, p a i n t i n g 

and drama i n t u r n . But g r a d u a l l y she develops a genuine 

l o v e o f a r t and beauty, r e c e i v i n g a p l e a s u r e from i t which 

she g u i l t i l y r e a l i s e s has n o t h i n g t o do w i t h r e l i g i o u s 

f e e l i n g . Nanda' s l o v e o f t h e a r t s i s as much a r e b e l l i o n 

a g a i n s t t h e nuns' t e a c h i n g s as i s her i n s i s t e n c e on be i n g 

f r i e n d s w i t h Leonie and C l a r e . She knows ve r y w e l l indeed 

t h a t t h e church frowns h e a v i l y upon emotion which i s 

i n s p i r e d by any o t h e r than a s p i r i t u a l source and indeed, i s 

deeply s u s p i c i o u s o f any a r t which t h r e a t e n s i t s t e a c h i n g s 

or h i g h l i g h t s s e n s u a l i t y and w o r l d l y p l e a s u r e i n any way. 

When Nanda i s found w i t h a copy of F r a n c i s Thompson's 

p o e t r y , a g i f t f r om Leonie, Mother P e r c i v a l i s d i s g u s t e d by 

i t s s e n s u a l i t y , and t h e reader i n t r i g u e d by t h e ambivalence 

towards p a s s i o n . ( ' I s h a l l never f e e l a g i r l ' s s o f t 
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arms/Without h o r r o r o f t h e s k i n ' ) . But Nanda, once she 
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has d i s c o v e r e d t h e unusual d e l i g h t which a r t can g i v e h e r , 

w i l l n o t g i v e i t up even though she knows i t i s occupying a 

p l a c e i n her l i f e which s h o u l d - a c c o r d i n g t o e v e r y t h i n g she 

has been t a u g h t be occupied by r e l i g i o u s f e e l i n g : 1 1 0 

She t r i e d t o persuade h e r s e l f t h a t her l o v e o f 
beauty was connected w i t h God...but some s m a l l , 
c l e a r , i r r i t a t i n g v o i c e assured her t h a t i t was 
an independent g r o w t h . . . Yet when she read t h e 
l i v e s o f t h e s a i n t s i t seemed c l e a r t o her t h a t 
t h e i r f e e l i n g a t t h e t h o u g h t o f God was o f t h e 
same k i n d as her own extreme d e l i g h t when Leonie 
read Blake a l o u d , o r R o s a r i o sang Wolf. 

Thus she i d e n t i f i e s w i t h t h e e c s t a s y f e l t by s a i n t s , b u t f o r 

her such r a p t u r e i s not r e l i g i o u s l y , b u t a r t i s t i c a l l y , 

i n s p i r e d . More th a n t h a t , i t has an i m p o r t a n t human element, 

f o r i t i s n o t the a r t s i n themselves t h a t move her t o 

'extreme d e l i g h t ' , b u t t h e a r t s as i n t e r p r e t e d / p e r f o r m e d by 

her own f r i e n d s . 

Her f r i e n d s h i p s , p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h Leonie, expose her 

t o a r t i n a way which her f o r m a l e d u c a t i o n never c o u l d . 

Leonie i s m u s i c a l l y g i f t e d , a l o v e r o f p o e t r y , and a moving 

and i n s p i r i n g ' B e a t r i c e ' i n t h e s c h o o l p l a y ( u n t i l t h e 

' w i l f u l and sensuous p l e a s u r e ' 1 1 1 which she t o o k i n t h e 

performance leads t h e nuns t o g i v e t h e p a r t away t o M a r j o r i e 

A p p leyard i n s t e a d . ) For Leonie, a r t i s o f t e n t h e o n l y means 

th r o u g h which she w i l l a l l o w h e r s e l f t o express emotion. I 

have a l r e a d y shown how she w r i t e s poems and music f o r 

Rosario but w i l l n o t speak more d i r e c t l y about her 

f r i e n d s h i p . When Nanda i s moved t o h y s t e r i c a l , b l i s s f u l 
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t e a r s a t t h e beauty o f 'The V i s i o n o f Dante' w i t h R o s a r i o as 
112 

Dante and Leonie ' i m p r e s s i v e and b e a u t i f u l ' as B e a t r i c e , 
L. • • 0. 4. T - 1 1 3 

she i n s i s t s t o Leonie: 

'When I g o t so e x c i t e d about t h e p l a y t h e 
o t h e r n i g h t i t hadn't a n y t h i n g t o do w i t h you 
or R o s a r i o o r God or a n y t h i n g . I t was j u s t t h e 
t h i n g i t s e l f . ' 

T h i s , however, i s not q u i t e t r u e : i t i s t h e q u a l i t y o f 

Rosario and Leonie's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Dante's p o e t r y which 

makes Nanda respond so ke e n l y t o i t s beauty. And, ind e e d , 

t h e c l o s e , u n d e m o n s t r a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p between Rosari o and 
114 

Leonie h e l p s t o produce t h e 'stra n g e e l e c t r i c i t y ' which 

makes t h e i r p o r t r a y a l o f Dante and h i s adored, u n a t t a i n a b l e 

B e a t r i c e so moving. When Leonie i s r e p l a c e d by M a r j o r i e , 

t h e p l a y l o s e s t h e magic q u a l i t y which had so d i s t u r b e d t h e 

nuns. Leonie i s so upset a t h a v i n g t h e p a r t so u n j u s t l y 

t a ken from her t h a t she i s , f o r t h e o n l y t i me i n t h e n o v e l , 

seen i n t e a r s : 'Never b e f o r e had anyone seen Leonie cry.'"''"''"' 

A gain, t h e r e i s a school s t o r y t r a d i t i o n o f s c h o o l g i r l s who 

scorn t e a r s , r e f l e c t i n g perhaps a r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t t h e 

s e n t i m e n t a l p r e s e n t a t i o n o f V i c t o r i a n heroines:"'""'"^ 
Corney would f e e l e v e r l a s t i n g l y d i s g r a c e d 
i f anyone saw her c r y . 

She scorned t e a r s . . . 

T h i s i n c i d e n t so i n f u r i a t e s Nanda t h a t she i s suddenly a b l e 

t o a r t i c u l a t e her anger a t t h e e x t r e m e l y l i m i t e d view o f a r t 

and r e l i g i o n t a u g h t by t h e L i p p i n g t o n nuns, i n s p i r i n g her t o 
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an unprecedented o u t b u r s t a g a i n s t t h e i r ' b e a s t l y c a n t ' : 

'Why c a n ' t we f o r once do something f o r i t s own 
sake, i n s t e a d o f t a c k i n g e v e r y t h i n g on t o 
our e t e r n a l s a l v a t i o n . . . I t ' s i m p o s s i b l e t o 
t h i n k about God and R e l i g i o n every minute o f 
one's d a y . . . I don't want p o e t r y and p i c t u r e s and 
t h i n g s t o be messages from God. I don't mind 
them b e i n g t h a t as w e l l i f you l i k e , b u t not o n l y 
t h a t . . . I want them t o be complete i n themselves.' 

T h i s o u t b u r s t i s i n t e r r u p t e d by t h e approach o f Mother 

P e r c i v a l who admonishes her f o r ' t a l k i n g i n twos', t h u s 

t e x t u a l l y r e i n f o r c i n g t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f such 

'blasphemous' views b e i n g a b l e t o be e x p l o r e d . 

D u r i n g Nanda's f i v e years a t L i p p i n g t o n , t h e C a t h o l i c 

church and t h e convent's ethos are a b s o l u t e l y c e n t r a l t o her 

development. But d e s p i t e her r e s o l u t i o n s t o ' t h i n k l e s s o f 

human f r i e n d s h i p s and more o f Our Lady and t h e s a i n t s whom 
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she had so n e g l e c t e d o f l a t e ' she channels a huge amount 

of her energy and emotion i n t o her human r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h 

C l a r e and Leonie. The i n t e n s i t y o f the f e e l i n g s she 

expe r i e n c e s are not unusual, but t h e y are enhanced and 

deepened by t h e r a r e f i e d atmosphere of t h e convent and by 

the knowledge t h a t , i n ' i n d u l g i n g ' i n such i n t e n s e human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s she i s somehow o f f e n d i n g God and c e r t a i n l y 

annoying t h e nuns. The nuns' c o n s t a n t s t r i c t u r e s a g a i n s t 

' p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s ' serve t o g i v e every c o n v e r s a t i o n , 

every m e e t i n g , t h e romance o f f o r b i d d e n f r u i t , i n t h e same 

way t h a t s t r o n g o p p o s i t i o n t o a l o v e a f f a i r may d r i v e t h e 

l o v e r s i n t o each o t h e r ' s arms more r e a d i l y t h a n a n y t h i n g . I n 
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e f f e c t , t h e nuns c r e a t e a hothouse atmosphere and t h e n 

r e f u s e t o accept t h e i n e v i t a b l e consequences o f one hundred 

g i r l s growing up i n such a c l i m a t e . As Nanda says, no-one 

can t h i n k o f r e l i g i o n a l l t h e t i m e , and i t i s a b s o l u t e l y 

n a t u r a l t h a t she and her f r i e n d s w i l l f o c us some o f t h e 

e m o t i o n a l energy which t h e i r d a i l y i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e 

C a t h o l i c r e l i g i o n cannot h e l p b u t s t i r up - C a t h o l i c i s m i s 

a f t e r a l l an emotive r e l i g i o n - on human r a t h e r than d i v i n e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s . The f a c t t h a t Nanda does not g i v e i n e i t h e r 

t o g u i l t about n e g l e c t i n g God or t o p r e s s u r e from t h e nuns 

i n d i c a t e s Nanda 1s d e t e r m i n a t i o n and her c o n v i c t i o a t h a t 

human f r i e n d s h i p s are i m p o r t a n t i n t h e i r own r i g h t . 

The nuns c l e a r l y f e a r ' p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s ' on a 

number of c o u n t s . The argument t h a t t h e y contravene t h e 

church's t e a c h i n g by being ' a g a i n s t c h a r i t y ' i s a tenuous 

one: i n t h e B i b l e , devoted f r i e n d s h i p (David/Jonathan; 

Ruth/Naomi) i s e x t o l l e d . The nuns seem much more concerned 

about t h e dangers o f n o n - r e l i g i o u s f e e l i n g , u n r e s t r a i n e d 

c o n v e r s a t i o n and t h e p o s s i b i l i t y , perhaps, of s e x u a l 

i n d u l g e n c e - a l t h o u g h t h i s p a r t i c u l a r f e a r may n o t be 

conscious and i s c e r t a i n l y never made e x p l i c i t . I n F r o s t i n 

May t h e r e i s no p h y s i c a l s e x u a l e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n ( u n l i k e Edna 

O'Brien's The Country G i r l s , where two convent s c h o o l g i r l s 

engage i n mutual m a s t u r b a t i o n : 'Baba and I s a t t h e r e and 

shared s e c r e t s and once we t o o k o f f our k n i c k e r s i n t h e r e 
119 

and t i c k l e d one a n o t h e r . The g r e a t e s t s e c r e t of a l l . ' ) 
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However, t h e t r e m b l i n g p h y s i c a l i t y o f C l a r e and t h e e f f e c t 

o f her t o u c h on Nanda ('the q u e e r e s t s h i v e r i n g s e n s a t i o n i n 
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t h e r o o f o f her mouth' ) , as w e l l as Leonie's androgynous 

beauty .and suppressed emotions p o i n t t o v e r y s t r o n g sensual 

t e n s i o n s . A good d e a l o f t h e power o f Rosario and Leonie's 

performance i n 'The V i s i o n o f Dante 1 d e r i v e s from t h e i r 

p o r t r a y a l o f a l o v e t h a t was n o t consummated. T h i s 

h e i g h t e n e d sense o f emotion and d e s i r e i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h 

much a d o l e s c e n t e x p e r i e n c e : i t i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f some o f 

Angela B r a z i l ' s more o v e r t l y e m o t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , as 

w e l l as t h e o f t e n suppressed l o v e and d e s i r e which t h e Abbey 

g i r l s f e e l f o r each o t h e r b u t i t i s i n t e n s i f i e d by t h e 

L i p p i n g t o n atmosphere. 

Judging by a l l t h a t has been w r i t t e n on t h e s u b j e c t i t 

seems reasonable t o a s s e r t t h a t g i r l s a t school have always 

had i n t e n s e f e e l i n g s f o r each o t h e r t o a g r e a t e r or l e s s e r 

e x t e n t . I t i s r e a l l y o n l y i n the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , as I 

have shown, t h a t we have become so obsessed w i t h 

c a t e g o r i s i n g t h e phenomenon as s e x u a l , and t h e r e f o r e 

' l e s b i a n ' . V i v i e n n e G r i f f i t h s has observed t h e s t i l l -

c o n t i n u i n g phenomenon o f t h e 'crush' i n t h e 1990s, w i t h 

r i t u a l s a p p r o x i m a t i n g t o those which c h a r a c t e r i s e d her own 
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schooldays i n t h e 1960s. Much t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y i n t e r e s t 

i n women's f r i e n d s h i p s i n p r e v i o u s eras i s obscured by a 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h whether or n o t t h e y had what we would 

c o n s i d e r sexual r e l a t i o n s . I t seems v e r y p r o b a b l e t h a t i n 
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many cases t h e y d i d n o t : freedom t o express l o v e - whether 

h e t e r o s e x u a l o r homosexual - w i t h our bodies has n o t always 

been a c c e p t a b l e f o r women, and n i n e t e e n t h and e a r l y 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y women were b r o u g h t up t o f e a r and d i s t r u s t 

t h e i r bodies and t a u g h t t h a t s e x u a l p l e a s u r e was s i n f u l -

h a r d l y t h e c l i m a t e t o encourage s e x u a l e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n . As 

L i l l i a n Faderman has p o i n t e d o u t i n Surpassing t h e Love o f 
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Men: 

Our c e n t u r y has a p a s s i o n f o r c a t e g o r i s i n g l o v e 
...which stems from t h e supposedly l i b e r a l i s e d 
t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y view o f sex t h a t , i r o n i c a l l y , 
has c r e a t e d i t s own r i g i d i t y . 

123 
Faderman 1s view has, o f course, been c h a l l e n g e d r e c e n t l y 

but t h e p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h g e n i t a l sex which c h a r a c t e r i s e s 

some r e c e n t l e s b i a n and f e m i n i s t c r i t i c i s m c o u l d be seen as 

r e s t r i c t i v e . My c o n t e n t i o n t h r o u g h o u t t h i s study i s t h a t , 

i n examining t h e school and c o l l e g e f r i e n d s h i p s i n t h e 

nov e l s on which I f o c u s , we sho u l d guard a g a i n s t j u s t such a 

c a t e g o r i s i n g , l a b e l l i n g approach, f o r i t cannot add a n y t h i n g 

t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f them, o n l y l i m i t i t . Of course we 

cannot r e d i s c o v e r V i c t o r i a n 'innocence' or ignorance o f 

s e x u a l i t y , b u t i t should be p o s s i b l e t o r e c o g n i s e and 

c e l e b r a t e t h e o f t e n i n t e n s e and sensual n a t u r e s o f many o f 

these f r i e n d s h i p s - not a l l - w i t h o u t s i m p l y c o n c e n t r a t i n g 

on and s p e c u l a t i n g about t h e i r s e x u a l p o t e n t i a l . 

I n t h e case o f Nanda and her f r i e n d s , t h e r e i s 

c e r t a i n l y a p o t e n t i a l l y e r o t i c dimension t o t h e i r 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p s , as t h e r e i s i n many e m o t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

and, indeed, i n much r e l i g i o u s f e r v o u r . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

t o s p e c u l a t e on t h e s e x u a l i t y o f L e o n i e , whose androgyny i s 

u t t e r l y c e n t r a l t o her i d e n t i t y . Leonie i s c o n s t a n t l y seen 

not j u s t as a b o y i s h f i g u r e , b u t as handsome and d e s i r a b l e . 

(The b o y i s h c h a r a c t e r s i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l g i r l s ' s c h o o l 

s t o r y - Tom o f t h e C h a l e t School; B i l l o f Malory Towers -

tended t o be p l a i n . ) The d e l i g h t she i n s p i r e s i n Nanda i s 

s e n s u a l , b u t n o t d i s t u r b i n g l y p h y s i c a l i n t h e way t h a t 

C l a r e ' s f e b r i l e a t t e n t i o n i s : 'a l i t t l e bubble o f p l e a s u r e 
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b u r s t i n her t h r o a t every t i m e Leonie g r i n n e d a t her. ' 

The se x u a l p o t e n t i a l between t h e g i r l s may w e l l be t h e focus 

of much of t h e nuns' d i s a p p r o v a l and s u s p i c i o n , b u t we must 

not d w e l l on i t t o the e x t e n t t h a t we miss o t h e r i m p o r t a n t 

elements. Nanda's f r i e n d s h i p s i n F r o s t i n May are 

s i g n i f i c a n t not o n l y because o f the q u a l i t y o f t h e emotions 

they i n v o k e i n her, b u t because t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f r e l a t i n g 

t o o t h e r g i r l s h e l p her t o dev e l o p , i n t e l l e c t u a l l y and 

e m o t i o n a l l y . As I have shown, A n t o n i a White, l i k e many 

w r i t e r s o f no v e l s about g i r l s a t s c h o o l , tends t o use her 

h e r o i n e ' s f r i e n d s h i p s as a v e h i c l e f o r her t r e a t m e n t o f 

o t h e r i m p o r t a n t themes - a r t , r e l i g i o n , snobbery, e t c . T h i s 

emphasises the f a c t t h a t Nanda's f r i e n d s h i p s are 

a l l - c o n s u m i n g ; t h e y c o l o u r and i n f l u e n c e every aspect o f her 

l i f e a t L i p p i n g t o n . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Fr i e n d s h i p as r e b e l l i o n : Antonia White's The Lost T r a v e l l e r 

As I have a l r e a d y suggested, f o r s c h o o l g i r l s i n t h e 

e a r l y p a r t o f t h i s c e n t u r y , s c h o o l o f f e r e d s i g n i f i c a n t 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g f r i e n d s h i p s o u t s i d e t h e 

f a m i l y . Of cou r s e , as schools were chosen by p a r e n t s , t h e y 

were s t i l l e x e r t i n g some c o n t r o l over what s o r t o f g i r l 

t h e i r d aughters a s s o c i a t e d w i t h , b u t even so, t h e c h o i c e o f 

f r i e n d s remained, t o a l a r g e e x t e n t , an area where a g i r l 

c o u l d a s s e r t h e r s e l f . N a t u r a l l y , t h e e x t e n t o f p a r e n t s ' 

i n f l u e n c e depended l a r g e l y on whether t h e school was day o r 

b o a r d i n g , and t h i s i s v e r y n e a t l y r e f l e c t e d i n t h e c o n t r a s t 

between a u t h o r i t y ' s a t t i t u d e s t o f r i e n d s h i p i n F r o s t i n May 

and i t s 'sequel' The Lost T r a v e l l e r . 

For C l a r a B a t c h e l o r , t h e ' c o n t i n u a t i o n ' o f F r o s t i n 

May' s h e r o i n e Nanda Grey"*", f r i e n d s h i p has always r e p r e s e n t e d 

r e b e l l i o n , one o f her o n l y p o s s i b l e means o f a s s e r t i n g her 

w i l l a g a i n s t t h e s t r i c t u r e s o f a u t h o r i t y . I n F r o s t i n May 

t h a t a u t h o r i t y was embodied i n the nuns who r a n her s t r i c t 

convent s c h o o l and by e x t e n s i o n t h e C a t h o l i c church i t s e l f . 

I n The Lost T r a v e l l e r t h e church c o n t i n u e s t o make demands 

on C l a r a b u t t h e r e a l a u t h o r i t y a g a i n s t which she must r e b e l 

i s t h a t o f her p a r e n t s , and i n p a r t i c u l a r her t y r a n n i c a l 

f a t h e r , Claude. 
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At L i p p i n g t o n (renamed Mount H i l a r y i n The L o s t 

T r a v e l l e r and i t s two s e q u e l s ) Nanda formed c l o s e 

f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h g i r l s of her own c h o o s i n g , d e s p i t e t h e 

a c t i v e discouragement and s u s p i c i o n on t h e p a r t o f t h e nuns. 

At St. Mark's G i r l s ' School, t o which she i s sent a t t h e age 

of f i f t e e n , d i s c i p l i n e i s much l e s s r i g i d and t h e g i r l s ' 
2 

f r i e n d s h i p s are n o t s u b j e c t t o o f f i c i a l s u r v e i l l a n c e : 

I n t h e enclosed w o r l d o f Mount H i l a r y . . . I t was 
o n l y by s u b t e r f u g e t h a t she and N i c o l e [ i e . 
L e o n i e ] had managed t o s n a t c h any p r i v a t e 
c o n v e r s a t i o n ... Much o f t h e charm o f her 
endless t e t e - a - t e t e s w i t h Ruth and Patsy came 
from t h e o l d ban on 'being i n twos'... 

Because o f t h e r a r i f i e d 'hothouse' atmosphere o f t h e 

convent, t h e f r i e n d s h i p s which Nanda expe r i e n c e d t h e r e 

tended t o be i n t e n s e and e m o t i o n a l , as shown i n t h e p r e v i o u s 

c h a p t e r . T h i s i n t e n s i t y was r e i n f o r c e d by White's n a r r a t i v e 

t e c h n i q u e : a s i n g l e p o i n t o f view - Nanda's - was m a i n t a i n e d 

t h r o u g h o u t , and t h e e p i s o d i c s t r u c t u r e o f t h e n o v e l made 

c e r t a i n events - exchanges w i t h Leonie and C l a r e , t h e s c h o o l 

p l a y , some unple a s a n t i n t e r v i e w s w i t h t h e nuns on t h e 

s u b j e c t o f ' p a r t i c u l a r f r i e n d s h i p s ' , t h e P r e - R a p h a e l i t e 

i d y l l o f t h e measles episode, e t c . - stand o u t as 

p a r t i c u l a r l y s i g n i f i c a n t and memorable. 

I n The L o s t T r a v e l l e r , t h e q u a l i t y o f C l a r a ' s 

f r i e n d s h i p s i s much l e s s i n t e n s e b u t t h e f u n c t i o n t h e y 

p e r f o r m i s s i m i l a r : a gain t h e y are a v e h i c l e f o r 
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s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n and r e b e l l i o n . The L o s t T r a v e l l e r cannot be 

seen as a s c h o o l s t o r y i n t h e t r a d i t i o n o f F r o s t i n May b u t 

the sequences c o n c e r n i n g St. Mark's owe a conscious debt t o 

t h e genre, which White sometimes e x p l o i t s f o r comic e f f e c t . 

At S t . Mark's, C l a r a i s more or l e s s f r e e t o make f r i e n d s 

w i t h anyone she chooses. The g i r l s t e n d t o form c l i q u e s , b u t 

C l a r a , c h r i s t e n e d 'The Cat That Walked By I t s e l f , seeks 

f u l l membership o f none o f them. I n c o n t r a s t t o her almost 

p a i n f u l d e s i r e t o be accepted a t t h e convent, she approaches 

l i f e a t St. Mark's w i t h 'an a t t i t u d e o f amused t o l e r a n c e 

borrowed from N i c o l e de Savigny'^ [ L e o n i e i n F r o s t i n . May]. 

The comparative freedom o f her s e c u l a r school goes t o 
4 

C l a r a ' s head; her ' m i l d l y o u trageous' behaviour i n c l a s s 

('she threw h e r s e l f w h o l e h e a r t e d l y i n t o t h e p a r t o f t h e 

p r i v i l e g e d e c c e n t r i c ' ^ ) appeases t h e s c h o o l b o y i s h , s p o r t y 

' H e a r t i e s ' , and helps t o compensate f o r her non-involvement 

i n s c h o o l games, w h i l e her obvious i n t e l l i g e n c e g a i n s t h e 

r e s p e c t o f t h e ' B r a i n i e s ' , one o f whom, Ruth, i s t o become a 

c l o s e f r i e n d . 

C l i q u e s are a p o w e r f u l f o r c e i n a school community and 

C l a r a soon r e a l i s e s t h a t a t St. Mark's the H e a r t i e s and t h e 

B r a i n i e s a r e 'the two most i m p o r t a n t s e t s ' 6 , u n i t e d i n t h e i r 

s c o r n i n g o f t h e l o w l y , s t u d i o u s 'Swats'. They e x e r t an 

i n f l u e n c e which C l a r a has n o t encountered b e f o r e - t h a t o f 

peer p r e s s u r e . Her d e s i r e t o conform a t l e a s t i n t h e e a r l y 

days a t L i p p i n g t o n / M o u n t H i l a r y was m o t i v a t e d by her own 

- 182 -



u n c o m f o r t a b l e a w a r e n e s s t h a t she was an o u t s i d e r i n t h e 

u p p e r - c l a s s , C a t h o l i c m i l i e u . The nuns p l a y on t h i s a n x i e t y 

i n t h e i r a t t e m p t t o break and r e s e t Nanda's w i l l a c c o r d i n g 

t o t h e i r s / G o d ' s , but no p r e s s u r e , o r c r i t i c i s m of her chosen 

f r i e n d s h i p s , i s e x e r t e d on h e r by any c o l l e c t i v e body of 

f e l l o w p u p i l s . The convent g i r l s a r e so r i g o r o u s l y p o l i c e d , 

so c l o s e l y m o n i t o r e d , t h a t u n o f f i c i a l o r g a n i s a t i o n on any. 

s c a l e would be u n t h i n k a b l e . The r u l e s a r e unbendable but 

t h e y a r e r e c o g n i s a b l e : t h e r e i s o n l y one a c c e p t e d norm f o r 

Nanda t o d e v i a t e from. At S t . Mark's t h e g i r l s a r e f r e e r i n 

e v e r y way from o f f i c i a l d i s c i p l i n e but t h i s freedom e n a b l e s 

t h e v a r i o u s c l i q u e s t o s e t up t h e i r own, u n w r i t t e n codes of 

p r a c t i c e , of what i s and i s not 'done' a t t h e s c h o o l . I n any 

community, f i c t i o n a l or o t h e r w i s e , such r u l e s and 

c o n v e n t i o n s a r e a l w a y s h a r d e r f o r t h e newcomer to g r a s p t h a n 

o f f i c i a l r e g u l a t i o n s . I t i s not l o n g b e f o r e C l a r a , through 

the c h o i c e of P a t s y Cohen as a c l o s e f r i e n d , o f f e n d s a g a i n s t 

t h i s code. 

I n F r o s t i n May t h e nuns' c e n s u r e of Nanda' s 

f r i e n d s h i p s was m o t i v a t e d by complex i m p u l s e s and f e a r s , and 

s t r i k e s t h e r e a d e r as r a t h e r s i n i s t e r . I n The L o s t 

T r a v e l l e r , t h e H e a r t i e s ' s t e r n d i s a p p r o v a l of P a t s y Cohen i s 

p r e s e n t e d a s comic. Compared t o L e o n i e / N i c o l e and 

C l a r a / N a n d a ' s o t h e r convent f r i e n d s , t h e s e g i r l s appear 

immature and r a t h e r p e t t y , made r i d i c u l o u s by t h e i r 

s c h o o l boy s l a n g ( ' " I g a t h e r t h e g e n e r a l f e e l i n g i s t h a t you 
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chaps want i t t o be Pax t h e n ? " 1 ) and t h e i r almost t o t a l 

l a c k o f any i n d i v i d u a l i d e n t i t i e s . L i k e Leonie t h e y r e s i s t 

and despise t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l demands o f f e m i n i n i t y , b u t 

whereas Leonie i s b e w i t c h i n g l y androgynous, w i t h a noble 

charm, these g i r l s are merely c a r i c a t u r e s o f t h e boy-aping, 

h o c k e y - s t i c k - w i e l d i n g 'chaps' p o p u l a r l y supposed t o haunt 

t h e pages o f s c h o o l g i r l f i c t i o n , p r i g g i s h and h e r d - l i k e . 

(We should remember t h a t a l t h o u g h The L o s t T r a v e l l e r i s s e t 

d u r i n g World War One, i t was p u b l i s h e d i n 1950, by which 

t i m e t h e s c h o o l g i r l had become an easy t a r g e t f o r mockery.) 

But however r i d i c u l o u s t h e y a r e , however amusing t h e - 'very 

Angela B r a z i l i s h ' i n c i d e n t i n which t h e y t r y t o persuade 
g 

C l a r a t o 'drop' Patsy , whom t h e y despise f o r b e i n g 

f r i v o l o u s , f l i r t a t i o u s , u n i n t e r e s t e d i n games and v a i n , 

t h e i r s t a t u s i n t h e school lends them an a u t h o r i t y o f which 
9 

C l a r a i s o n l y t o o aware: 
They were e s t a b l i s h e d s c h o o l powers; they 
were i n t h e same form and would move up w i t h 
her every year. To have t h e f o u r of them 
permanently a l l i e d a g a i n s t her would make th e 
r e s t o f her l i f e a t St. Mark's e x t r e m e l y 
u n p l e a s a n t . 

C l a r a r e f u s e s t o g i v e i n t o t h e H e a r t i e s , however, u s i n g 

g e s t u r e s borrowed from N i c o l e t o h e l p her r e t a i n her 

composure i n what i s , f o r a l l i t s humour as an 'Angela 

B r a z i l i s h ' s e t p i e c e , a t r y i n g e x p e r i e n c e f o r her. 

E v e n t u a l l y , r e s p e c t i n g her l o y a l t y t o her f r i e n d , her 

a d v e r s a r i e s l e a v e her i n peace, r a t h e r t o C l a r a ' s 
10 

s u r p r i s e : 
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I t was C l a r a ' s f i r s t v i c t o r y over p u b l i c 
o p i n i o n . I t was a l s o t h e f i r s t o f many f i g h t s 
she was t o have w i t h v a r i o u s p e o p l e , h e r s e l f 
i n c l u d e d , on t h e s u b j e c t o f Patsy Cohen. 

On one l e v e l Patsy seems t o be a s t r a n g e c h o i c e o f 

f r i e n d f o r a g i r l who has had a f r i e n d l i k e L e o n i e / N i c o l e . 

I n t e l l e c t u a l l y , C l a r a and Patsy have n o t h i n g i n common, 

Patsy b e i n g c o n t e n t t o muddle t h r o u g h school w i t h t h e 

minimum o f e f f o r t . I s a b e l , C l a r a ' s mother whom she d e s p i s e s , 

d i s l i k e s Patsy and c o n s t a n t l y c o m p l a i n s : ' " I c a n ' t see what 

a g i r l as c l e v e r as you sees i n t h a t b r a i n l e s s l i t t l e 

thing." 1" 1'''' I f I s a b e l cannot see i t , however, t h e rea d e r i s 

ve r y w e l l aware o f Patsy's a t t r a c t i o n . U n l i k e C l a r a , who has 

f o r some years now been deeply a f f e c t e d by a r t and beauty, 

a g o n i s i n g over t h e problem o f r e c o n c i l i n g them t o her 
12 

C a t h o l i c f a i t h , Patsy's approach t o l i f e i s u n c o m p l i c a t e d : 

L i f e p r e s e n t e d no a b s t r a c t problems t o her... 
General ideas had n o t t h e f a i n t e s t i n t e r e s t 
f o r Patsy; her mind was c o n c r e t e and e m p i r i c a l . 
A r t was s i m p l y a t a l e n t . . . R e l i g i o n , l i k e music, 
was a n a t u r a l t a s t e . E i t h e r i t appealed t o you 
or i t d i d n ' t . 

N a t u r a l l y such an o u t l o o k i s r e f r e s h i n g f o r C l a r a , t r o u b l e d 

by t h e i n t e n s i t y o f her own response t o a b s t r a c t q u e s t i o n s 

and f r e s h from t h e demanding w o r l d o f t h e convent where she 

was c o n s t a n t l y f o r c e d t o examine her s o u l . Besides, i f 

Patsy i s unable t o s a t i s f y C l a r a ' s ' c l e v e r ' s i d e , she has, 

as we s h a l l see l a t e r , a n other f r i e n d who does so a d m i r a b l y . 
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When C l a r a meets Patsy ( o r r a t h e r , renews her 

ac q u a i n t a n c e , f o r Patsy and her s i s t e r s , s t r a n g e l y enough, 

have spent a few terms a t Mount H i l a r y , where t h e y were even 

more o u t s i d e r s then C l a r a ) she i s a t t h a t p a i n f u l , awkward 

stage o f adolescence where she catches odd glimpses o f 

h e r s e l f as a grown woman, but a t t h e same t i m e yearns t o 

escape i n t o t h e s e c u r i t y o f c h i l d h o o d . U n t i l she i s 

b e f r i e n d e d by Patsy, C l a r a s t i l l c l i n g s t o t h e t r a p p i n g s o f 

an u n c o m p l i c a t e d , androgynous 'tomboy' i d e n t i t y , e n j o y i n g 

boys' games and comics, b u t under Patsy's i n f l u e n c e she 

abandons such c h i l d i s h n e s s . I f Patsy's s i m p l i c i t y appeals t o 

t h a t p a r t o f C l a r a which wants t o r e s i s t t h e approach o f 

' s e r i o u s ' a d u l t h o o d w i t h i t s a t t e n d a n t problems, her 

f r i v o l i t y and s o p h i s t i c a t i o n appeal t o her n a t u r a l 

a d o l e s c e n t y e a r n i n g t o l o o k grown up and p h y s i c a l l y 

a t t r a c t i v e , a tendency which has o f course been s t r i c t l y 
13 

r e p r e s s e d i n t h e convent: 

At Mount H i l a r y , f r i v o l i t y had been s t e r n l y 
suppressed. C l a r a was a t j u s t a t t h a t stage 
t o respond a r d e n t l y t o Patsy's i n t e r e s t i n 
e v e r y t h i n g t he nuns had t a u g h t her t o d e p i s e . 

To a g i r l who has sent f i v e years o f her l i f e i n an 

unbecoming 'high-necked, l o n g s k i r t e d u n i f o r m dress o f navy 
14 

s e r g e 1 , w i t h her h a i r p l a i t e d t i g h t l y back, and f o r b i d d e n 

t o l o o k i n a m i r r o r , t h e r e i s an un d e r s t a n d a b l e a t t r a c t i o n 

i n t h e new-found freedom t o i n d u l g e i n ' w o r l d l y v a n i t y ' . At 

the b e g i n n i n g o f t h e n o v e l C l a r a i s p a i n f u l l y shy about 

removing her dress i n f r o n t o f her mother: i n Patsy's 
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bedroom she seems q u i t e happy t o d i s p l a y her u n d e r c l o t h e s as 

t h e g i r l s t r y on each o t h e r ' s c l o t h e s . With L e o n i e / N i c o l e 

C l a r a had always f e l t h e r s e l f ' t h e f o l l o w e r who t r a i l e d 
15 

behind t h e p i o n e e r ' : Patsy i s no p i o n e e r b u t i n a way she 

does become something o f a mentor f o r C l a r a who i s happy t o 

accept her l e a d i n m a t t e r s o f dress and appearance: 
When C l a r a , on her s i x t e e n t h b i r t h d a y , was 
promoted t o a s m a l l dress a l l o w a n c e , she spent 
i t e n t i r e l y under Patsy's d i r e c t i o n , o f t e n 
a c q u i r i n g t h i n g s she dare n o t wear a t home. 

I t i s Patsy, s u r p r i s i n g l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d f o r a s c h o o l g i r l i n 

1914, who t e l l s C l a r a t h e ' f a c t s o f l i f e ' , which u n t i l now 

she has r e s i s t e d h e a r i n g , p r e t e n d i n g t o I s a b e l t h a t she 

a l r e a d y knows, because, d e s p i t e her c u r i o s i t y , she cannot 

bear t o be e n l i g h t e n e d by t h e mother she de s p i s e s . Here we 

see t h e importance o f t h e a d o l e s c e n t ' s peer group i n pa s s i n g 

on t h e knowledge e s s e n t i a l f o r m a t u r i t y : t h i s i s i n d i r e c t 

c o n t r a s t t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i e t y , where o n l y an a d u l t 

c o u l d p e r f o r m t h i s r o l e . 

Patsy o f f e r s C l a r a a warm, undemanding, easy 

companionship which she has never e x p e r i e n c e d b e f o r e , e i t h e r 

a t home o r a t s c h o o l . T h i s warmth i s extended t o C l a r a n o t 

o n l y by Patsy h e r s e l f b u t by her whole f a m i l y , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

her mother L i l i a n . The v e r y house t h e y l i v e i n emanates 
17 

f r i e n d l i n e s s and welcome: 

As soon as she stepped i n t o t h e . . . h a l l . . . she 
seemed t o be e n f o l d e d i n warm b r i g h t n e s s even 
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on t h e d u l l e s t day. 

The Cohens become a s u b s t i t u t e f a m i l y . f o r l o n e l y C l a r a , j u s t 

as Lady Cresset and Charles do l a t e r i n t h e n o v e l . They 

o f f e r her a h a p p i e r , l e s s e x a c t i n g model o f f a m i l y l i f e and 
18 

l o v e t h a n she has ever r e c e i v e d from Claude and I s a b e l : 

. . . a l l t h e Cohens openly and d e m o n s t r a t i v e l y 
adored each o t h e r ; t h e r e were no u n d e r c u r r e n t s 
o f j e a l o u s y and d i s l i k e . 

They were gay and a f f e c t i o n a t e r a t h e r t h a n 
p a s s i o n a t e . The g i r l s q u a r r e l l e d and made up 
a g a i n as spontaneously as a f a m i l y o f k i t t e n s ; 
no smothered resentments t h i c k e n e d t h e a i r as 
the y d i d i n her own home. 

Because t h e Cohen home i s always f u l l o f f r i e n d s and 

v i s i t o r s , i n c l u d i n g young s o l d i e r s on l e a v e , i t i s t h r o u g h 

Patsy t h a t C l a r a makes her f i r s t r e a l s o c i a l a c q u a i n t a n c e 

w i t h young men. As a c h i l d 'she had despised o t h e r s m a l l 
19 

g i r l s and her f r i e n d s had a l l been boys' but now t h a t she 
i s growing up she l e a r n s t o f l i r t ( ' " I t ' s f u n t r y i n g t o 

20 
i n t r i g u e someone new"' ) a l t h o u g h t h e young men do n o t 

t r e a t her as a n y t h i n g o t h e r t h a n t h e n a i v e s c h o o l g i r l she i s 

(which h u r t s her v a n i t y b u t i s a c t u a l l y r a t h e r a r e l i e f ) . 

C l a r a ' s i n s i s t e n c e on spending so much t i m e a t t h e 

Cohens' home i n G a r t h w a i t e Crescent, and t h e easy way i n 

which she f r i t t e r s away her t i m e t h e r e , i s , f o r h e r , an 

i m p o r t a n t s t a t e m e n t o f r e b e l l i o n . As we have seen, she i s 

r e a c t i n g a g a i n s t t h e convent and t h e a s c e t i c i s m i t demanded, 

but she i s a l s o r e b e l l i n g a g a i n s t her p a r e n t s - a g a i n s t 
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I s a b e l , whom she despises and who d e t e s t s Patsy, and a g a i n s t 

Claude and t h e f u t u r e he has mapped o u t f o r her. Claude 

wants C l a r a t o go t o Cambridge, which p a r t o f her yearns 

f o r , and t h e n t o become a s c h o o l t e a c h e r l i k e him, t h e v e r y 

t h o u g h t o f which f i l l s her w i t h dread. At G a r t h w a i t e 

Crescent Patsy accepts t h e f a c t t h a t C l a r a i s i n t e l l i g e n t 

but r e g a r d s i t merely as a handicap i n a t t r a c t i n g men (which 

i t p o s s i b l y was: Patsy i s v o i c i n g a s t a n d a r d e a r l y t w e n t i e t h 

c e n t u r y response to. t h e 'educated woman' who was w i d e l y 

b e l i e v e d t o have unsexed h e r s e l f ) , r a t h e r than as an 
21 

a t t r i b u t e which should be developed: 

She had a t o u c h i n g a f f e c t i o n f o r Clara's 
' b r a i n i n e s s ' b u t regarded her as s l i g h t l y 
demented. 

I f t h e c h e e r f u l c o n f u s i o n o f G a r t h w a i t e Crescent i s f o r 

Clara a p h y s i c a l escape from t h e d r e a r i n e s s o f V a l e t t a Road, 

Patsy a l s o r e p r e s e n t s an e m o t i o n a l escape, i n t o a charmed 

realm where C l a r a does not have t o t h i n k about s e r i o u s 

m a t t e r s b u t can be f r i v o l o u s , g o s s i p y and r e l a x e d . 

I n a b o a r d i n g school s i t u a t i o n , t h e i n f l u e n c e o f home 

a t t i t u d e s can be i g n o r e d t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t b u t f o r day 

school p u p i l s , p a r e n t a l i n f l u e n c e can h a r d l y be d i s r e g a r d e d , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e e a r l y p a r t o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , 

when teenage daughters had much l e s s freedom t h a n they e n j o y 

today, and when they were s t i l l expected t o be e s s e n t i a l l y 

d u t i f u l . I n t h e convent, p a r e n t a l a p p r o v a l or d i s a p p r o v a l 
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o f f r i e n d s was i r r e l e v a n t ; i t was t h e nuns, n o t her p a r e n t s , 

who o b j e c t e d t o Nanda's attachment t o Leonie and C l a r e . I n 

The L o s t T r a v e l l e r , however, t h e s c h o o l H e a r t i e s are not t h e 

o n l y people who d i s a p p r o v e o f Patsy: C l a r a ' s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h 

her arouses c r i t i c i s m a t home i n V a l e t t a Road. C l e a r l y some 

of t h i s c r i t i c i s m i s i n s p i r e d , p a r t i c u l a r l y on I s a b e l ' s 

p a r t , by s i m p l e j e a l o u s y : C l a r a so o b v i o u s l y p r e f e r s t o 

spend time a t Patsy's home r a t h e r than her own. 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y , i t i s I s a b e l , h e r s e l f v a i n and w o r l d l y , who 

i s t h e more d i s a p p r o v i n g o f Patsy. Claude would have 

p r e f e r r e d a more serious-minded f r i e n d f o r h i s ' c l e v e r ' 

d a u g h t er, and he laments t h e f a c t t h a t she now has no 

C a t h o l i c f r i e n d s , b u t he cannot h e l p r e s p o n d i n g t o Patsy's 
22 

'easy good n a t u r e ' . I s a b e l r e f u s e s t o a l l o w Patsy any good 

p o i n t s : she c o n s i d e r s her v u l g a r and s t u p i d . Perhaps she 

i s , on some l e v e l , j e a l o u s of Patsy's y o u t h f u l bloom, t o 

which Claude i s c e r t a i n l y s e x u a l l y a t t r a c t e d . She may a l s o 

be upset by t h e f a c t t h a t C l a r a not o n l y t o l e r a t e s but 

welcomes i n Patsy t r a i t s f o r which she despises her mother -

Patsy and I s a b e l share a p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h c l o t h e s and 

l o o k s . Because of t h e m u l t i p l e p o i n t s o f view employed i n 

The Lost T r a v e l l e r we r e c e i v e enough of I s a b e l ' s own 

awareness t o r e a l i s e t h a t she i s g e n u i n e l y h u r t by C l a r a ' s 

contemptuous r e j e c t i o n o f her. C r i t i c i s m o f Patsy i s an 

i m p l i e d c r i t i c i s m o f C l a r a h e r s e l f , one o f t h e few ways i n 

which I s a b e l can express her resentment. 
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C l a r a ' s b a t t l e s over Patsy a r e n o t c o n f i n e d , however, 

t o t h e home and school f r o n t s . The most i m p o r t a n t f i g h t she 

has i s w i t h h e r s e l f . Throughout her l i f e C l a r a ' s p r i m a r y 

d r i v i n g f o r c e has been t h e d e s i r e t o please her f a t h e r , w i t h 

whom she has an u n c o m f o r t a b l e , c l o y i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p . Since 

becoming an a d o l e s c e n t C l a r a ' s own w i l l has begun t o a s s e r t 

i t s e l f more i n s i s t e n t l y and she begins t o r e s e n t h i s 

t y r a n n y , h i s f r e q u e n t i n j u s t i c e s and i m p o s s i b l e demands, 

w h i l e c o n t i n u i n g t o adore him w i t h an i n t e n s i t y t h a t h i n t s 
23 

of i n c e s t u o u s d e s i r e on bo t h t h e i r p a r t s : 

...he k i s s e d her g o o d n i g h t , more l i n g e r i n g l y 
t h a n he had done f o r many months, s t r o k i n g her 
h a i r w h i l e she t r i e d t o t e l l him what a 
w o n d e r f u l evening i t had been. 

Claude wishes C l a r a t o be a s c h o l a r l i k e h i m s e l f , an idea 

which b o t h d e l i g h t s and t e r r i f i e s her. At t h e same t i m e he 

i s b e g i n n i n g t o r e a l i s e t h a t she i s growing i n t o an 

a t t r a c t i v e young woman, and having seen her k i s s e d - ve r y 

i n n o c e n t l y by a d i s t a n t c o u s i n on t h e day o f her 

g r a n d f a t h e r ' s f u n e r a l , has a tendency t o t h i n k o f her as 

' f a l l e n ' . He c e r t a i n l y responds t o her on a se x u a l l e v e l , 

w h i l e w a n t i n g her t o remain u n d e f i l e d ( ' " I wanted one t h i n g 
24 

i n my l i f e t o be p e r f e c t . " ' ) T h i s double s t a n d a r d echoes 

and r e i n f o r c e s C l a ra's own double-edged a t t i t u d e t o her 

s e x u a l i t y : on t h e one hand, she f e a r s i t , vowing - as do 

many a d o l e s c e n t h e r o i n e s - t h a t she w i l l never marry; on t h e 

o t h e r , she t r i e s t o grow up as q u i c k l y as p o s i b l e and dreams 

of 'he' who w i l l sweep her o f f her f e e t . ('On her 
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seventeenth b i r t h d a y she was s e i z e d w i t h . . . p a n i c i n case he 
2 5 

never appeared a t a l l . ' ) Patsy r e p r e s e n t s a welcome 

d i s t r a c t i o n f rom these d i s t u r b i n g f e e l i n g s and c o n f l i c t i n g 

i m p ulses. D r e s s i n g up and g o s s i p i n g about sex w i t h Patsy 

g i v e s her t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o g r a t i f y her d e s i r e s i n a safe 

and u n t h r e a t e n i n g s e t t i n g . No demands a r e made on her t o be 

grown up and d e a l w i t h r e a l a d u l t problems. When Patsy 

s t u f f s a c u s h i o n up her p e t t i c o a t t o see how she might l o o k 

when she i s preg n a n t , i t i s an easy m a t t e r f o r her t o remove 

the c u s h i on and become a c a r e f r e e young g i r l a g a i n . I n t h e 

c l u t t e r o f f l i m s y , p r e t t y u n d e r c l o t h e s and cheap cosmetics 

i n Patsy's u n t i d y bedroom, C l a r a i s f r e e t o i n d u l g e her 

enjoyment i n t h e t r a p p i n g s o f womanhood w h i l e r e m a i n i n g 
2 6 

enough o f a c h i l d t o e a t ' u n l i m i t e d caramels'. 

The p r i v a c y of t h e bedroom as a space f o r g i r l s t o 

share c o n f i d e n c e s , d e s c r i b e d by Angela McRobbie and Jenny 
27 

Garber as 'the c u l t u r e o f t h e bedroom' , remains v e r y 

i m p o r t a n t f o r ad o l e s c e n t g i r l s . I n most school s t o r i e s , 

' v i s i t i n g ' a n other g i r l ' s c u b i c l e o r d o r m i t o r y i s s t r i c t l y 
2 8 

f o r b i d d e n , as i t o f t e n was i n a c t u a l schools . For convent 

g i r l C l a r a , Patsy's bedroom c l e a r l y has an almost m a g i c a l 

charm. 
Patsy i s open and, f o r a g i r l i n 1914, knowledgeable 

about sex, and c u r i o u s about i t i n a way which s c a n d a l i s e s 
29 

the more s t r i c t l y b rought up C l a r a : 
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'Don't you t h i n k i t would be a w f u l l y e x c i t i n g t o 
l e t o n e s e l f go and see what happened?... I ' d l i k e 
t o go t o t h e l i m i t w i t h someone t h e n p'raps I ' d 
f i n d o u t . . . I d e f i n i t e l y would i f i t weren't f o r 
Parpee and Marmee.' 

The r i g i d moral codes which C l a r a l e a r n e d so t h o r o u g h l y a t 

th e convent are not e a s i l y d i s c a r d e d , however. ' " W e l l , I am 
30 

a C a t h o l i c , a f t e r a l l , " ' she reminds Patsy s t e r n l y . 

A l t h o u g h she enjoys t h e evenings f r i t t e r e d away a t 

G a r t h w a i t e Crescent her p l e a s u r e i s 'enhanced i f a n y t h i n g by 
31 

a f a i n t sense o f g u i l t . ' There are many reasons f o r C l a r a 

t o f e e l g u i l t y about t h e t i m e she spends w i t h Patsy: she has 

been t a u g h t t o despise w o r l d l i n e s s and p a r t of her s t i l l 

does ('She c o n t i n u e d . . . t o be c o l d l y c r i t i c a l o f I s a b e l on 
32 

t h e score o f w o r l d l y v a n i t y . ' ) ; she i s aware of her 

p a r e n t s ' d i s a p p r o v a l , and most i m p o r t a n t l y she knows t h a t 

a l t h o u g h she i s g e n u i n e l y fond o f Patsy, she r e p r e s e n t s 

merely a d i s t r a c t i o n and an escape. C l a r a knows q u i t e w e l l 

t h a t she h e r s e l f c o u l d be much more u s e f u l l y employed, 

e s p e c i a l l y i f she means t o t r y f o r a Cambridge s c h o l a r s h i p , 

but ' a l l t h e same, she c o n t i n u e d t o spend most of her spare 

t i m e a t G a r t h w a i t e C r e s c e n t . ' 3 3 She may f e e l pangs o f g u i l t 

b u t these are o v e r - r i d d e n by her need t o r e b e l a g a i n s t 

p a r e n t a l and church a u t h o r i t y and t o f l e e from t h e uneasy 

demands o f her own d e v e l o p i n g consciousness: Patsy's appeal 

i s t o o s t r o n g t o r e s i s t . 
But f o r a l l C l a r a ' s need t o i n d u l g e t h e more f r i v o l o u s 
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s i d e o f her n a t u r e , her a e s t h e t i c and i n t e l l e c t u a l 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s a r e as s t r o n g as t h e y were when she c r i e d a t 
34 

t h e s c h o o l p l a y 'because Dante was so b e a u t i f u l ' . When she 

stands on t h e downs above Paget's F o l d , w i t h a w e l l - r e a d 

copy o f F r a n c i s Thompson's poems, t h i n k i n g about r e l i g i o n 

and a r t u n t i l her b r a i n h u r t s , C l a r a ' s mind i s engaged i n a 

way i n which i t never i s i n Patsy's bedroom: 'At l a s t her 
35 

mind was so weary t h a t she c o u l d not t h i n k any more. 1 Deep 

f e e l i n g and complex t h o u g h t are i n t o x i c a t i n g t o C l a r a who 

has been t a u g h t above a l l t o accept and never t o q u e s t i o n , 

but t h e y are a l s o p o t e n t i a l l y dangerous. She f e a r s b e i n g 

l e d , i n t h e course o f her q u e s t i n g t h o u g h t s , i n t o ' s i n s 

a g a i n s t f a i t h 1 ; f e a r s even more t h a t she might d i s c o v e r , 

deep i n s i d e , a v o c a t i o n t o be nun - her w o r s t t e r r o r . O f t e n 

she i s l e f t confused and w o r r i e d by t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f her 

t h i n k i n g , and, u n t i l she meets Ruth P h i l i p s a t St. Mark's, 

she has nobody w i t h whom t o share her i d e a s , N i c o l e / L e o n i e 

having been l e f t behind a t t h e convent. L u c k i l y , she meets 
3 6 

Ruth e a r l y i n her c a r e e r a t St. Mark's: 
As t h e o n l y Jewess and t h e o n l y C a t h o l i c i n t h e 
S i x t h Form they had a q u a r t e r o f an hour alone 
every morning d u r i n g School P r a y e r s . Almost a t 
once t h e y d i s c o v e r e d so many t h i n g s t o d i s c u s s 
t h a t t h e y made i t a h a b i t t o walk home t o g e t h e r . 

P l a i n , dowdy and v e r y c l e v e r , Ruth i s a t o t a l c o n t r a s t 

t o Patsy ('No two g i r l s c o u l d have been more u n l i k e t h a n 

Patsy and Ruth.'"* 7). Ruth a s p i r e s t o be a 'New Woman', 

dreaming of Cambridge, independence and success w i t h a 
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i n f e c t s C l a r a w i t h her own enthusiasm: 

Soon t h e y had bo t h decided t h a t t h e i r l i v e s 
would n o t be g i n t i l l t h e y went t o Cambridge. 

To some e x t e n t , i n t h a t she appeals t o Cl a r a ' s i n t e l l e c t and 

c r e a t i v i t y , Ruth i s a n a t u r a l successor t o N i c o l e / L e o n i e , 

a l t h o u g h , as we s h a l l see, n e i t h e r she nor anyone e l s e ever 

comes c l o s e t o t a k i n g her p l a c e . C l a r a and Ruth t a l k f o r 

hours about a r t , r e l i g i o n , l i t e r a t u r e and p h i l o s o p h y , each 

g i r l s t i m u l a t e d and e n r i c h e d by her c o n t a c t w i t h t h e o t h e r . 

C l a r a admires and r e s p e c t s Ruth b u t she i s not i n awe o f her 
42 

as she was o f N i c o l e / L e o n i e : 

They had reached t h e same stage o f mental 
i n t o x i c a t i o n ; t h e f a c t t h a t t h e r e was so much 
t o r e ad and see and t o f i n d o u t gave them a 
f e e l i n g o f d e l i c i o u s v e r t i g o . W i t h N i c o l e , 
C l a r a had always been t h e f o l l o w e r who t r a i l e d 
some way behind t h e p i o n e e r b u t w i t h Ruth she 
marched s i d e by s i d e . 

D e s p i t e t h e f a c t t h a t Ruth i s approved of i n C l a r a ' s 

home, t h e f r i e n d s h i p r e p r e s e n t s an i m p o r t a n t r e b e l l i o n f o r 

C l a r a , and on a much more s i g n i f i c a n t s c a l e than does t h e 

more o u t w a r d l y r e b e l l i o u s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Patsy. The f u t u r e 

Ruth makes her envisage i s not t h e one c o n v e n t i o n a l l y 

o f f e r e d t o a g i r l i n 1914, e s p e c i a l l y a C a t h o l i c g i r l . Any 

woman who i n t e n d e d t o devote h e r s e l f e n t i r e l y t o a c a r e e r a t 

t h a t t i m e was l i k e l y t o be c o n s i d e r e d a t best d a r i n g and a t 

wo r s t u n n a t u r a l . There i s a w o r l d o f d i f f e r e n c e between 

Claude's e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t C l a r a earn her l i v i n g as 'a v e r y 
43 

passable s c h o o l m i s t r e s s ' f o r a few years b e f o r e m a r r y i n g a 
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C l a r a ' s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Ruth does p o t e n t i a l l y o f f e r her 

a r o u t e t o t h e freedom o f an independent f u t u r e . The f a c t 

t h a t t h e i r i n t i m a c y develops, not i n e i t h e r g i r l ' s home, b u t 

i n t h e s t r e e t s as t h e y walk home from school t o g e t h e r 

suggests freedom from c o n s t r a i n t . At t h e same t i m e i t 

u n d e r l i n e s t h e r a d i c a l i s m o f what Ruth stands f o r : i f C l a r a 

f o l l o w s Ruth's example she may f r e e h e r s e l f from her 

p a r e n t s ' a u t h o r i t y and from economic dependence, but she 

w i l l remain f o r e v e r o u t s i d e t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l , s a f e w o r l d f o r 

which her u p b r i n g i n g has prepared h e r . T h i s , i n t h e end, she 

cannot f a c e , and u l t i m a t e l y she d i s a p p o i n t s Ruth, l e a v i n g 

her t o f u l f i l ( o r f a i l i n ) her a m b i t i o n s a l o n e , w h i l e C l a r a 

leaves s c h o o l t o become governess t o a r i c h C a t h o l i c f a m i l y 

('"Goodbye, f r e e s p i r i t . " "Goodbye, Jane E y r e . " ' 4 7 ) . That 

C l a r a runs f r o m what Ruth r e p r e s e n t s does not s u r p r i s e t h e 
4 8 

r e a d e r , s i n c e even i n the days o f t h e i r e x c i t e d i n t i m a c y : 

There was no doubt t h a t C l a r a d e l i g h t e d i n 
Ruth's company nor t h a t she admired and even 
l i k e d her more than Patsy. A l l t h e same, she 
c o n t i n u e d t o spend most of her spare t i m e a t 
G a r t h w a i t e Crescent. 

C l a r a l i k e s Ruth f o r h e r s e l f : u n l i k e t h e Cohens, Ruth's 

f a m i l y and home h o l d no a t t r a c t i o n f o r her. Ruth's 

f r i e n d s h i p i s s t i m u l a t i n g and l o y a l , b u t , u n l i k e P a t s y ' s , i t 

i s demanding: she f o r c e s C l a r a t o t h i n k and make d i f f i c u l t 

d e c i s i o n s . For a l l Clara's t h i r s t f o r knowledge, her 

a t t i t u d e towards study i s a m b i v a l e n t : g u i l t and f e a r 
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i n s p i r e d by her convent t r a i n i n g , and a c e r t a i n i n t e l l e c t u a l 

l a z i n e s s ensure t h a t she w i l l never be a t r u e s c h o l a r . 

Patsy's f r i e n d s h i p , l i k e t h e atmosphere i n her house, i s 'as 
49 

r e s t f u l as a warm b a t h ' t o C l a r a , and i n t h i s undemanding 

companionship C l a r a f i n d s her most welcome r e l i e f f rom t h e 

t e n s i o n s o f her own l i f e . The g r a t i f i c a t i o n o f f e r e d by Ruth 

has t o be d e f e r r e d ('Soon t h e y had deci d e d t h a t t h e i r l i v e s 

would n o t b e g i n t i l l t h ey went t o Cambridge' ̂ ) b u t Patsy's 

can be t u r n e d on as e f f o r t l e s s l y as a b a t h t a p . Patsy may 

be r a t h e r t o o ' f a s t ' t o be approved o f by Claude and I s a b e l , 

but u l t i m a t e l y what she r e p r e s e n t s f a l l s w e l l w i t h i n t h e 

c o n f i n e s o f s o c i a l l y a c c e p t a b l e f e m i n i n i t y . Hence, t h e i r 

f r i e n d s h i p , u n l i k e t h e p e r i p a t e t i c r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Ruth, 

can be c o m f o r t a b l y c o n f i n e d i n a f a m i l y home: i t r e p r e s e n t s 

no t h r e a t t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i a l o r d e r , whatever C l a r a ' s 

p a r e n t s m i g h t t h i n k o f i t . Ruth o f f e r s r e b e l l i o n on a much 

more r a d i c a l s c a l e . As an a s p i r i n g 'New Woman' her 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n n o t t o marry c l e a r l y goes more than s k i n deep: 

i n her d j i b b a h s and sanda l s , she dresses f o r c o m f o r t r a t h e r 

than t o a t t r a c t men, a r e v o l u t i o n a r y d e p a r t u r e from accepted 

ideas about women who were supposed, th e n as now, t o be 

d e c o r a t i v e . The 'New Woman' was, as we have seen, t h e o b j e c t 

o f i n t e n s e p o p u l a r s u s p i c i o n i n t h e e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y : 

deemed u n n a t u r a l and m o r a l l y degenerate, she c o n s t i t u t e d i n 

the p u b l i c i m a g i n a t i o n a t h r e a t t o t h e v e r y f a b r i c o f 

s o c i e t y . Ruth i s a determined p i o n e e r , b u t Cl a r a l a c k s t h e 

co n f i d e n c e t o f o l l o w her. 
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At t h e convent, as we have seen, Nanda' s f r i e n d s h i p s 

were c h a r a c t e r i s e d by he i g h t e n e d emotion; t h e y had t h e 

romance o f f o r b i d d e n f r u i t . There i s no 'hot-house' 

atmosphere a t S t . Mark's t o engender such i n t e n s i t y and 

Cla r a ' s f r i e n d s h i p s are conducted o u t s i d e t h e te n s e 

atmosphere o f her home. De s p i t e t h e f a c t t h a t t hese 

f r i e n d s h i p s do c o n s t i t u t e a m e a n i n g f u l r e b e l l i o n f o r C l a r a , 

and cannot be r e c o n c i l e d w i t h or i n t e g r a t e d i n t o her own 

home l i f e , t h e q u a l i t y o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e g i r l s 

i s i n no way remarkable. Patsy and Ruth i n t h e i r v e r y 

d i f f e r e n t ways f u l f i l a u s e f u l and i m p o r t a n t purpose f o r 

Clar a b u t i t i s no s u r p r i s e t o t h e reader when, on her 

r e t u r n from M a r y h a l l , C l a r a f a i l s t o c o n t a c t them, and t h e 

i n s i p i d word 'fond' r e i n f o r c e s t h e l a c k o f e m o t i o n a l 
•4- 51 

i n t e n s i t y : 

Fond as she was of Ruth and Patsy, she had not 
t r i e d t o r e c a p t u r e t h e i r o l d i n t i m a c y s i n c e she 
had r e t u r n e d t o West Ke n s i n g t o n . At best they 
had been poor s u b s t i t u t e s f o r N i c o l e . 

The c h a r a c t e r o f Leonie de Wesseldorf dominated F r o s t 

i n May. As N i c o l e de Savigny she p l a y s a s i g n i f i c a n t i f 

l a r g e l y o f f s t a g e r o l e i n The Lost T r a v e l l e r . The p e c u l i a r 

q u a l i t y o f Leonie's r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Nanda was analysed i n 

th e f i r s t p a r t o f t h i s c h a p t e r . I n The Lost T r a v e l l e r she i s 

more than s i m p l y t h e y a r d s t i c k a g a i n s t which o t h e r 

f r i e n d s h i p s a r e ( u n f a v o u r a b l y ) measured. She i s , f o r C l a r a , 

an a u t h o r i t y on a l l m a t t e r s o f t a s t e and a r t . C l a r a ' s p r i d e 
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i n Ruth's success i n a l i t e r a r y c o m p e t i t i o n i s hei g h t e n e d by 
52 

'the f a c t t h a t N i c o l e t h o u g h t t h e e n t r y e p a t a n t ' and her 
d e l i g h t i n t h e opera Tannhauser ( her f a t h e r ' s 'one m u s i c a l 

5 3 
p a s s i o n ' ) i s s p o i l e d by N i c o l e ' s a t t i t u d e o f b l a s e 

boredom. 

At t h e covent Clara/Nanda was always p a i n f u l l y aware 

t h a t she was an o u t s i d e r i n t h e p r i v i l e g e d , d e v o u t l y 

C a t h o l i c w o r l d o f most o f t h e g i r l s ('"This p l a c e i s n ' t 
54 

meant f o r people l i k e me."1 ) . When she has t o leave she 
r e a l i s e s even more a c u t e l y t h a t she and N i c o l e belong t o 

55 
d i f f e r e n t and i r r e c o n c i l a b l e w o r l d s : 

Though N i c o l e was i n London and o n l y a m i l e o r 
two away, she m i g h t , as f a r as C l a r a was 
concerned, have been on t h e o t h e r s i d e o f t h e 
w o r l d . 

F r i e n d s h i p w i t h N i c o l e has developed i n a hothouse and i t 

cannot w i t h s t a n d t h e harsher c l i m e s o u t s i d e . I f C l a r a i s 

unable t o i n t e g r a t e her f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h Patsy and Ruth i n t o 

her home l i f e a t V a l e t t a Road, her f r i e n d s h i p w i t h N i c o l e i s 

so f i r m l y r o o t e d i n t h e convent t h a t , d e s p i t e N i c o l e ' s 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n t h a t t h e y meet up i n London, C l a r a f i n d s 

h e r s e l f unable t o agree: 

C l a r a , s t r u c k w i t h p a n i c , had made t h e excuse 
t h a t she c o u l d n o t le a v e her mother. I n a l l 
t h e i r t h r e e years' f r i e n d s h i p she had never met 
N i c o l e o u t s i d e Mount H i l a r y . Though i n one way 
she longed t o see her a g a i n , i t was not o n l y 
shyness t h a t made her r e f u s e . 
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During her s h o r t - l i v e d engagement t o A r c h i e H u g h e s - F o l l e t t , 

i t i s t h e t h o u g h t t h a t a t l e a s t she w i l l be a b l e t o see 

N i c o l e s o c i a l l y - i n t h a t e x c l u s i v e , C a t h o l i c s o c i e t y from 

which she has always h i t h e r t o been ex c l u d e d , t h a t g i v e s 

C l a r a a degree o f c o m f o r t . 

I t i s o f t e n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f s c h o o l s t o r y f r i e n d s h i p s 

t h a t they can o n l y f l o u r i s h w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r c o n t e x t . 

Sometimes, as w i t h N i c o l e and C l a r a , t h e school s e t t i n g i s 

necessary f o r t h e f r i e n d s h i p ' s s u r v i v a l , i f t h e g i r l s are 

from m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e s o c i a l backgrounds. P a t t y , 'the 

n i c e s t g i r l i n t h e s c h o o l ' , spending t h e v a c a t i o n w i t h her 

snobbish c o u s i n s , f i n d s t h a t t h e y do n o t wish t o 'know' a 
57 

s c h o o l f r i e n d from a humbler background: 

'Jean Bannerman's a l l v e r y w e l l a t s c h o o l , 
b u t I r e a l l y don't want t o know her d u r i n g 
th e h o l i d a y s , ' s a i d M u r i e l . . . 
' W e l l , d a r l i n g . . . , ' s a i d Mrs Pearson. ' I 
have never been i n t r o d u c e d t o Mrs Bannerman, 
and I don't u s u a l l y l e t you go t o houses 
where I don't v i s i t m y s e l f . ' 

Sometimes t h e r e v e r s e i s t r u e - a r e l a t i o n s h i p f a c i l i t a t e d 

by home ci r c u m s t a n c e s cannot be a s s i m i l a t e d i n t o t h e demands 

of s c hool c o n v e n t i o n s . Thus, Nick and F l i c k are f r e e t o be 

k i n d t o Constance a t home, b u t n o t a t Raeburn. Mary-Lou 

Trelawney, i n her f i r s t t e r m a t t h e Chalet School, i s 

dismayed t o f i n d t h a t her home f r i e n d s h i p w i t h t h e t h r e e 

years o l d e r Clem Barrass w i l l be l i m i t e d when t h e two become 

Chalet g i r l s , because o f t h e i r d i f f e r e n t s t a t u s e s w i t h i n t h e 
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s c h o o l , Clem be i n g a 'middle' w h i l e Mary-Lou i s s t i l l a 

' j u n i o r ' . ('"We shan't be t o g e t h e r much a f t e r a l l ! " And Mary-
5 8 

Lou l o o k e d ready t o c r y . ' ) V i v i e n n e G r i f f i t h s ' r e c e n t 
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study p o i n t s o u t t h i s c o n t i n u i n g phenomenon , and I have 

observed i t i n my own school (where i t t a k e s on i n t e r e s t i n g 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f r e l i g i o u s / c u l t u r a l background) but i t was 

p r o b a b l y e x a c e r b a t e d when schools were r e s i d e n t i a l and home 

c o n d i t i o n s much s t r i c t e r . 

N i c o l e ' s dashing d e c i s i o n t o go and d r i v e an ambulance 

i n France enhances t h e r o m a n t i c , r a t h e r androgynous aura 

which has always surrounded her. C l a r a c o n t i n u e s t o w r i t e t o 

her but never, e i t h e r i n The Lost T r a v e l l e r o r i t s s e q u e l s , 

does she see her a g a i n , r e i n f o r c i n g C l a r a ' s b e l i e f t h a t 

t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p was s p e c i f i c t o one c o n t e x t - t h e 

convent. N i c o l e remains f o r C l a r a what Claude's Cambridge 
6 0 

f r i e n d L a r r y 0 ' S u l l i v a n has always been f o r him: 

'He was a r o m a n t i c f i g u r e t o me,' her f a t h e r 
mused. ' I t was not o n l y h i s charm. Everyone f e l t 
t h e s p e l l o f t h a t . He stood f o r e v e r y t h i n g I 
never had and he had t h e g i f t o f t u r n i n g l i f e 
i n t o a f i n e a r t . ' 

Claude r e c o g n i s e s and comments on some s i m i l a r i t y between 

them ('"As soon as I saw your f r i e n d . . . m y mind f l a s h e d back 

t o L a r r y . " ' ) as he does between L a r r y and Reynaud C a l l a g h a n , 

I s a b e l ' s 'romantic f i g u r e ' , i n whom t h e I r i s h o f L a r r y and 

the French o f N i c o l e are dangerously combined. I t i s e x a c t l y 

t h i s q u a l i t y o f romance which i s m i s s i n g from C l a r a ' s 
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f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h Patsy and Ruth (and, c o n s p i c u o u s l y , from 

her l i a i s o n w i t h A r c h i e ) , and no female f r i e n d i n her f u t u r e 

ever i n s p i r e s her i n t h e same way as N i c o l e . 

I n f a c t , C l a r a's most i n t e n s e r e l a t i o n s h i p i n The Lost 

T r a v e l l e r , a p a r t from w i t h her f a t h e r , i s not w i t h a n o t h e r 

g i r l a t a l l , b u t w i t h t h e s p o i l t , t y r a n n i c a l , charming 

l i t t l e boy, Charles C r e s s e t t . As C h a r l e s ' governess, C l a r a 

i s a d o p t i n g an o s t e n s i b l y a d u l t r o l e , b u t i r o n i c a l l y , as she 

becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y i n v o l v e d w i t h t h e boy and h i s f a n t a s y 

w o r l d , she r e g r e s s e s f u r t h e r i n t o c h i l d h o o d . C l a r a adopts 

C h a r l e s ' f a m i l y as she d i d t h e Cohens, and p l a y s o u t t h e 

f a n t a s y o f b e i n g h i s s i s t e r , l i v i n g o u t t h e s o r t o f upper-

c l a s s C a t h o l i c l i f e s t y l e o f her convent f r i e n d s . As h e i r t o 

M a r y h a l l , Charles has a d e f i n i t e p l a c e t o f i l l , a s e c u r i t y 

which C l a r a has always l a c k e d . She has always f e l t an 

o u t s i d e r a t t h e convent, and a t St. Mark's her f r i e n d s h i p s 

w i t h Patsy and Ruth, o u t s i d e r s b o t h , have not helped t o 

i n t e g r a t e w i t h t h e o t h e r g i r l s . A b s o r p t i o n i n C h a r l e s ' 

c h i l d i s h w o r l d , helped by b o y i s h , s i m p l e , clumsy A r c h i e , 

a l l o w s C l a r a t o f o r g e t t h e demands o f growing up, w i t h i t s 

a t t e n d a n t c o n f l i c t s . That t h i s d e n i a l o f a d u l t h o o d ('"What 

i s t h e r e t o grow up f o r ? " ' ) i s u l t i m a t e l y u n t e n a b l e i s 

symbolised i n t h e t e x t by C h a r l e s ' sudden and v i o l e n t death 

and t h e s h a t t e r i n g o f C l a r a ' s own f a n t a s y c h i l d h o o d . Her 

d e c i s i o n t o marry A r c h i e ( m a r r i a g e o f t e n b e i n g seen i n t h e 

n o v e l as t h e h e r o i n e ' s a d o p t i o n o f m a t u r i t y , as i n P r i d e and 
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P r e j u d i c e , Emma, e t c . ) i s a v a i n a t t e m p t t o assuage t h e 

g u i l t she f e e l s . 

A r c h i e i s never a 'romantic f i g u r e ' t o C l a r a : a l l her 

sex u a l and r o m a n t i c f e e l i n g s are focused s u b c o n s c i o u s l y on 

Claude and C h a r l e s , and more c o n s c i o u s l y on t h e d i m l y 

imagined p e r f e c t l o v e r o f her dreams. A c c e p t i n g A r c h i e means 

g i v i n g up t h i s dream: a t once a s a c r i f i c e and a r e l i e f , f o r 

the dream b o t h e x c i t e s and f r i g h t e n s h e r , and m a r r y i n g 

A r c h i e , i r o n i c a l l y , would a l l o w her t o postpone t h e 

n e c e s s i t y t o f a c e a d u l t s e x u a l i t y . For C l a r a never sees 

A r c h i e as a man, as such: u n l i k e Blaze Hoadley, i n whom she 

p e r c e i v e s s e x u a l m a t u r i t y and need ('He was a t t h a t moment a 

man, a l l t h a t he would ever be. And she was n o t h i n g b u t a 
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h a l f - b a k e d , p r e t e n t i o u s l i t t l e g i r l . ' ) Cl a r a b e l i e v e s t h a t 

w i t h A r c h i e she w i l l be a l l o w e d t o remain t h a t l i t t l e g i r l , 

p r o t e c t e d and l o v e d , and not r e q u i r e d t o respond - s e x u a l l y 

or i n t e l l e c t u a l l y - as a woman. She does n o t , u n t i l I s a b e l 

f o r c e s her t o , c o n s i d e r t h e s e r i o u s i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

m a r r i a g e , and C a t h o l i c m a r r i a g e a t t h a t . She t h i n k s o n l y o f 

a t o n i n g f o r her g u i l t by making A r c h i e and her f a t h e r happy. 

A r c h i e , d e s p i t e h i s obvious weaknesses o f c h a r a c t e r , 

d e l i g h t s Claude because o f h i s impeccable C a t h o l i c p e d i g r e e . 

I t i s I s a b e l , regarded by C l a r a as t h e s e l f i s h one o f her 

p a r e n t s , who a c t u a l l y c o n s i d e r s C l a r a ' s happiness w i t h a man 

who i s weak, and whom she does n o t l o v e . 
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At t h i s stage i n t h e n o v e l , C l a r a i s p r o f o u n d l y 

d i s t u r b e d and t e r r i b l y i s o l a t e d : t h e shock o f C h a r l e s ' death 
6 2 

has l e f t her i n ' u t t e r d e s o l a t i o n ' . The one b r i g h t spark 

i n her c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f t h e f u t u r e i s t h e t h o u g h t t h a t she 

w i l l be a b l e t o mix w i t h N i c o l e s o c i a l l y , b u t f o r t h e moment 

she i s a l o n e , Patsy and Ruth i g n o r e d . E m o t i o n a l l y 

p a r a l y s e d , she d r i f t s a l ong i n a m i s e r a b l e s t u p o r u n t i l t h e 

meeting w i t h her mother i n t h e ch u r c h . Had C l a r a c o n t a c t e d 

her o l d f r i e n d s , t h e y would s u r e l y have f o r c e d her t o 

r e a l i s e how f o o l i s h and s e l f - d e l u d i n g she i s be i n g even t o 

t h i n k o f m a r r y i n g A r c h i e . Patsy' s e x u a l awareness and b e l i e f 

i n romance, and Ruth's genuine d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o achieve 

independence, would render b o t h g i r l s shocked and h o r r i f i e d 

a t C l a r a ' s d e c i s i o n , and would undoubtedly make her j u s t i f y 

t o them and t o h e r s e l f her reasons f o r t h a t d e c i s i o n . T h i s 

she cannot f a c e d o i n g and i t i s f o r t h i s reason, more so 

pro b a b l y t h a n t h e f a c t t h a t 'At be s t t h e y had been o n l y 
6 3 

poor s u b s t i t u t e s f o r N i c o l e ' which p r e v e n t s her from 

r e k i n d l i n g t h e o l d f r i e n d s h i p s on her r e t u r n from M a r y h a l l . 

This i s u n f o r t u n a t e f o r , d e s p i t e her obvious 

weaknesses, and her mother's b e l i e f t h a t she i s 

s t o n y - h e a r t e d and s e l f i s h , C l a r a has always i n s p i r e d g r e a t 

l o y a l t y and a f f e c t i o n i n her f r i e n d s . Ruth's d i s a p p o i n t m e n t 

and t e a r s a t Cl a r a ' s d e c i s i o n t o abandon t h e academic, 

independent f u t u r e t h e y had dreamed o f t o go t o M a r y h a l l , 

and Patsy's brave and p a s s i o n a t e appeal t o Claude n o t t o be 
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angry a t C l a r a about C h a r l e s ' death are p r o o f o f t h e r e g a r d 

i n which t h e y h o l d her. Does C l a r a r e a l i s e t h i s ? She 

c e r t a i n l y , h a v i n g been t r a i n e d t o be humble and o b e d i e n t , 

has l i t t l e sense o f her own w o r t h . She i s touched by Ruth's 

unhappiness a t her l e a v i n g S t . Mark's, and even more so by 

N i c o l e ' s c o o l admission t h a t she minds ' c o n s i d e r a b l y ' t h a t 
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C l a r a has t o l e a v e t h e convent , b u t i n a t i m e o f c r i s i s 

she does n o t seek t h e l o v e and s u p p o r t o f her f r i e n d s , 

r e t r e a t i n g i n s t e a d i n t o h e r s e l f . Perhaps, r e g a r d l e s s o f t h e 

f e e l i n g s which C l a r a may have f o r her f r i e n d s , her s t r i c t 

u p b r i n g i n g i n a r e l i g i o u s and s o c i a l t r a d i t i o n ' which 

p r i o r i t i s e s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God and t h e c h u r c h , and 

t h a t w i t h i n t h e C a t h o l i c f a m i l y , b u t which m i s t r u s t s and 

d e n i g r a t e s t h e f r i e n d s h i p t i e , e s p e c i a l l y between women, has 

helped C l a r a t o i n t e r n a l i s e t h e b e l i e f t h a t she ought n o t t o 

t u r n t o her f r i e n d s a t t h i s t i m e . 

Adolescence can be a d i f f i c u l t t i m e f o r g i r l s and C l a r a 

f i n d s i t p a r t i c u l a r l y t r o u b l i n g . As we have seen, her d e s i r e 
6 5 

t o 'grow up as f a s t as p o s s i b l e ' i s a c t u a l l y v e r y 

s u p e r f i c i a l : i n r e a l i t y , she i s a f r a i d o f growing up. She i s 

i n t r o s p e c t i v e and s e n s i t i v e and her sense of i d e n t i t y i s 

f r a g i l e and s h i f t i n g . C l a r a has always been aware o f 'not 

b e l o n g i n g ' - a t t h e convent, i n t h e C a t h o l i c c h u r c h , w i t h i n 

her own f a m i l y - and she e n v i e s Charles C r e s s e t t and N i c o l e 

t h e i r backgrounds: t h e y have d e f i n i t e p l a c e s t o f i l l , 

p l a c e s which, t o C l a r a , seem a t t r a c t i v e and glamorous. Her 
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sense o f n o t b e l o n g i n g i s h e i g h t e n e d d u r i n g adolescence when 

she begins t o become a s t r a n g e r even t o h e r s e l f , as 'the 

g i r l i n t h e g l a s s ' ^ i s b o r n : t h e m y s t e r i o u s , grownup 

c r e a t u r e which i s r e c o g n i s a b l y C l a r a , b u t a new, a d u l t C l a r a 
6 7 

as y e t unformed, raw and v u l n e r a b l e : 

There seemed t o be a new c r e a t u r e growing 
up i n s i d e h e r , something unformed and s k i n l e s s 
t h a t c o u l d n o t bear t o be exposed t o t h e l i g h t . 
The t h o u g h t s t h a t n o u r i s h e d t h i s i n n e r s e l f were 
to o sacred or t o o s i l l y t o be t o l d t o her f a t h e r 
or mother and t h e m y s t e r i o u s c r e a t u r e was i n s i s t e n t , 
r e s e n t i n g i n t e r r u p t i o n s and demanding c o n s t a n t 
a t t e n t i o n . 

When C l a r a t h i n k s o f growing up she has l i t t l e sense o f 

h e r s e l f d e v e l o p i n g as a person, i n s t e a d : 'She f e l t she was 

not so much growing up as expanding s h a p e l e s s l y i n a l l 
6 8 

d i r e c t i o n s . ' T h i s n o t i o n o f be i n g o u t o f c o n t r o l , o f 

d e v e l o p i n g a p p a r e n t l y w i t h o u t form o r p a t t e r n i s 

un d e r s t a n d a b l e i n a d o l e s c e n t g i r l s , e s p e c i a l l y when, as was 

not unusual i n t h e e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , they were deeply 

a m b i v a l e n t about what t h e y were growing up f o r , b u t i t 

d i s t u r b s C l a r a p r o f o u n d l y : n o t o n l y i s she i n s e c u r e i n her 

background, but she does n o t know who o r what she i s growing 

up i n t o . Ruth and Patsy o f f e r her some s t a b i l i t y i n t h i s 

c r i s i s , f o r Ruth seems t o know e x a c t l y where she i s g o i n g 

and how t o g e t t h e r e , w h i l e Patsy, youngest daughter o f a 

l o v i n g f a m i l y , knows e x a c t l y where she belongs. At t h e end 

of t h e n o v e l , her academic c a r e e r abandoned, a d i s a s t r o u s 

engagement behind her and t h e f r i e n d s who might have o f f e r e d 

s o l a c e n e g l e c t e d , t h e r e i s no s u g g e s t i o n t h a t C l a r a i s any 
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more r e s i g n e d t o h e r s e l f , her f u t u r e o r her s e x u a l i t y . The 

sequels t o The L o s t T r a v e l l e r , d e s c r i b i n g t h e d i s a s t r o u s 

marriage t o A r c h i e , and t h e acute mental breakdown which 

f o l l o w s , bear t h i s o u t , as does t h e r e s t o f A n t o n i a White's 

unhappy and c h a o t i c l i f e . 

I n t h e a l l - f e m a l e environment o f t h e convent, a l l 

Nanda's se x u a l and r o m a n t i c f e e l i n g s had been focused on her 

f r i e n d s , Leonie and C l a r e . An i m p o r t a n t theme i n The Lost 

T r a v e l l e r i s C l a r a ' s i n a b i l i t y t o t r a n s f e r t h a t f e e l i n g t o 

an a p p r o p r i a t e h e t e r o s e x u a l o b j e c t . She harbours s t r o n g , 

b a r e l y suppressed sexual f e e l i n g s f o r her f a t h e r Claude, and 

t h e r e i s an element o f se x u a l t e n s i o n i n her r e l a t i o n s h i p 
69 

w i t h C h a r l e s : 

Now and t h e n she glanced down ... a t t h e dark 
head r e s t i n g a g a i n s t her knee. Once she r a n her 
f i n g e r down t h e p e n c i l l e d groove a t t h e nape o f 
h i s neck. 

' I l i k e i t when you do t h a t , S p i n . I t g i v e s me 
a n i c e s h i v e r . ' 

Blaze Hoadley' s k i s s h e i g h t e n s her awareness t h a t she i s 

growing i n t o a woman, as does t h e encounter w i t h 'the odious 
70 

man' on t h e Sussex Downs. Both i n c i d e n t s a l s o suggest 

f u t u r e d i s a p p o i n t m e n t : Blaze, though k i n d and s i n c e r e , i s 

r e d - f a c e d and b u c o l i c , and t h e man on t h e Downs, who from 
71 

a f a r has t h e promise o f ' t h a t u n i m a g i n a b l e l o v e r ' t u r n s 
o u t , on c l o s e r i n s p e c t i o n , t o be middle-aged, w i t h 'a 

72 
c h e e r f u l r e d common f a c e . ' These d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s , coupled 

w i t h I s a b e l ' s ominous h i n t t h a t 'men were c r u e l t o t h e women 
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t h e y l o v e d ' , make her f e a r s e x u a l m a t u r i t y , w h i l e a t t h e 

same t i m e l o n g f o r an i d e a l l o v e r . 

I n t h e m i d s t o f her t u r m o i l and ambivalence Patsy and 

Ruth o f f e r C l a r a a degree o f c o m f o r t : Patsy because o f her 

own m a t t e r o f f a c t approach t o s e x u a l i t y , and Ruth because 

o f her d e t e r m i n a t i o n never t o marry a t a l l . But w i t h n e i t h e r 

g i r l can C l a r a r e v e a l ever r e v e a l t h e e x t e n t o f her 
74 

a n x i e t i e s : she always has t o assume a r o l e : 

These hopes and f e a r s were n o t c o n f i d e d t o 
anyone. With Patsy she c o n t i n u e d t o pose as a 
c y n i c a l c o q u e t t e and w i t h Ruth as a f r e e s p i r i t . 

C l a r a ' s development t h r o u g h o u t The L o s t T r a v e l l e r i s marked 

by her a d o p t i o n o f v a r i o u s r o l e s b u t as t h e d i s a s t r o u s 

outcome o f her t i m e a t M a r y h a l l , where she t r i e s t o r e - e n a c t 

her own g i r l h o o d , n o t as i t was but as she wished i t t o be, 

suggests, happiness cannot be achieved i n t h i s way. C l a r a 

cannot achieve t h e s e l f - k n o w l e d g e necessary f o r t h e 

s u c c e s s f u l a d o p t i o n o f an a d u l t p o s i t i o n , because she i s 

f r i g h t e n e d t o know h e r s e l f . The a d u l t r o l e s a v a i l a b l e t o her 

are narrow and un a p p e a l i n g , and she has not y e t r e s o l v e d t h e 

c o n f l i c t s of her C a t h o l i c c h i l d h o o d . 

I n F r o s t i n May, as I have demonstrated, f r i e n d s h i p i s 

a c e n t r a l theme, i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d t o t h e a r t and r e l i g i o n 

which were such c r u c i a l f a c t o r s i n Nanda's d e v e l o p i n g 

awareness o f h e r s e l f and t h e w o r l d around h e r , Nanda's 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h o t h e r g i r l s b e i n g a necessary o u t l e t f o r 

e m o t i o n a l energy. I t i s an e q u a l l y i m p o r t a n t theme, f o r 

d i f f e r e n t reasons, i n The L o s t T r a v e l l e r , as C l a r a uses her 

f r i e n d s h i p s w i t h Patsy and Ruth t o express her need t o r e b e l 

a g a i n s t t h e a u t h o r i t y o f her p a r e n t s and a g a i n s t s o c i e t y ' s 

p r e s c r i b e d r o l e f o r her her. But t h e s e f r i e n d s h i p s are not 

merely conscious or subconscious a c t s o f d e f i a n c e . A l t h o u g h 

l a c k i n g i n t h e e m o t i o n a l depth o f her f r i e n d s h i p w i t h 

L e o n i e / N i c o l e , t h e y f u l f i l a c r i t i c a l f u n c t i o n i n C l a r a ' s 

development, p r o v i d i n g some escape n o t o n l y from t h e 

pressures o f her f a m i l y l i f e , b u t a l s o from t h e c o n f l i c t s 

b e i n g waged w i t h i n h e r s e l f . U l t i m a t e l y , however, C l a r a f a i l s 

t o r e s o l v e t h e s e c o n f l i c t s , w i t h o r w i t h o u t t h e h e l p o f her 

f r i e n d s . 
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