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Marta Lupa IS ROMANCE STILL ROMANTIC? THE SEA LADY BY MARGARET DRABBLE Keywords: Margaret Drabble, contemporary British fiction, romance, postmodernism



Margaret Drabble’s first novel, A Summer Bird Cage, came out in 1963. Since then she has published eighteen novels, two biographies, essays, a semimemoir and a collection of short stories. She was also the editor of The Oxford Companion to English Literature. The Sea Lady: A Late Romance, her seventeenth novel, appeared in 2006. Unfortunately, its reception continued the period of lack of interest in Drabble’s fiction, which, sadly, can be associated with her characters’ aging. Her first novel, the story of Sarah, an Oxford graduate trying to find her way in the world outside university, became an immediate success and gained Drabble the opinion of a feminist writer, which she confirmed in her later novels by depicting women’s struggles with stereotypes, patriarchal society, family and career. Her latest novels that present older characters, e.g. The Seven Sisters, The Red Queen or The Peppered Moth did not receive that much attention. Some of the critics (e.g. Walters) accused the writer of abandoning these strong, solid heroines in favour of insecure and undefined protagonists who fight with their regrets and painful memories more often than with social inequalities. However, this kind of a shift seems quite natural for Drabble, since her fiction, in fact, reflects her own stages of life—the protagonists of her novels are in the age she was during the writing process. Moreover, what is interesting about these later novels is the narrative strategy Drabble employs. Each of these novels appears to be a debate with the past; by referring to particular genre, text, scientific theory or myth on several different levels the author establishes an interpretative frame that allows her to have a dispute with socio-cultural heritage, to subvert it and to place it in contemporary context. 122
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The Sea Lady: A Late Romance is, however, slightly different. Firstly, while the main female protagonist is indeed in her sixties, she seems anything but weak and undefined. Secondly, similarly to The Witch of Exmoor, The Seven Sisters and The Peppered Moth, the author reveals her main interests for this novel already in the title, but this time her focus is much more distracted. If she applied the strategy known from her previous works to the whole narrative, she would refer to both marine biology and romance on several different planes, and, in fact, she does that with marine biology. The novel begins with the award ceremony for a science book; the winning work by Professor Paul Burden is entitled Hermaphrodite: Sea Change and Sex Change. Having referred to the world of seas and oceans by vocabulary, metaphors, titles and plot, Drabble establishes it as the main unifying theme for the whole novel. Her reference to romance, in turn, is slightly more complicated. On the one hand, she alludes to it directly through the subtitle and, more importantly, through the plot. The novel tells the story of Ailsa and Humphrey who have been matched by their fate several times: first—during a seaside holidays in Ornemouth when they were children. When they meet for the second time in their twenties, the encounter ends with a romance, marriage and unhappy ending; and now they are going to meet for the third time as the honour guests of the newly opened University of Ornemouth. On the other hand, other allusions to romance are much more indirect, which seems to suggest that what Drabble is actually interested in is not romance as a literary genre, but, rather, the idea of romantic love. What is more, she appears to identify herself with a significant number of Jung-oriented writers who perceive romantic love as a socially created convention, a cultural archetype. Robert A. Johnson in We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic Love argues that “romantic love is not love but a complex of attitudes about love—involuntary feelings, ideals, and reactions” (45). He also seeks the source of this myth in the Tristan and Iseult story. Interestingly, the same plot is evoked by Denis de Rougemont in Love in the Western World, where he puts forward a claim that romantic love is a 123
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product of western civilisation. This author, having examined literary history as a whole, mentions, for instance, the Arthurian romances, Romeo and Juliet and Don Juan as the sources of the romantic love archetype. Marcia A. Liebermann, in turn, along with other feminist writers, focuses on social roles based on romantic love and position of women as weaker and she sees the cause of it in fairy tales. Drabble in The Sea Lady focuses on those literary sources of the romantic archetype that consolidated the stereotypical vision of genders, since this is the layer that she will mainly debate with. For Drabble, fairy tales are simultaneously the source of the romantic love myth as such and the cause of its collapse. The protagonist, Ailsa, used to be compared to the Little Mermaid, the character from one of Hans Christian Andersen’s tales, whose plot is quite crucial for the novel under discussion. According to Andersen’s story, the Little Mermaid, being in love with a prince, was not only willing to sacrifice her tongue and beautiful voice for legs and a human soul, but also to suffer excruciating pain caused by this metamorphosis. During the award ceremony, Ailsa, dressed in a silver, glistening dress, reminisces about her past self as the Little Mermaid: “In earlier days, at such events, she had vainly walked on high heels, on high knife heels, like Hans Andersen’s poor Little Mermaid. But now she knew better” (Drabble 9). Since early childhood holidays in Ornemouth, Ailsa had been a “combative child” (Drabble 97) who knew how to fight for herself; that is why the role of Little Mermaid never suited her in either a symbolic or a literal way. When the protagonists meet for the second time, Ailsa is a theatre programme’s seller with an unfinished dissertation about expressionist drama in France who, ironically, played the Mermaid Princess as a part-time actress. However, in contrast to the Little Mermaid, Ailsa has not chosen her fate; it was imposed on her. As a result, she became a woman who does not agree with being dependent on someone, a woman who “thinks she deserves better, a woman who is angry with her lot” (Drabble 154). Due to this anger and dissatisfaction, she eventually transforms and starts playing another role—the one of Medusa. In 124
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using this particular figure to describe Ailsa, Drabble makes a clear reference to feminism. Medusa, the mythical Gorgon, a beautiful monster was adapted by the feminist movement as a symbol of female rage; Ailsa Kelman can be seen to express this rage as no one else. In one of her performances, while chanting “a monologue about menstrual blood and the phases of the moon” (Drabble 172), “she was wearing two stuck-on silver metallic breast-plates that concealed her nipples but little else of her powerful bosom, and a clinging skirt of a thin purpled fabric which one could clearly discern” (Drabble 171). She was no longer weak, she was no longer dependent, she was no longer the Little Mermaid. This transformation is one of the moments in the narration when the reader discovers that the romantic love archetype is being undermined. The position of the female as the one who is docile and waiting for her prince—the basis of medieval romances and fairy tales—is no longer valid. Interestingly, the subversion of romance is even more visible when we consider the character of Humphrey. Ironically, it is him who loses his voice. During the journey to Ornemouth, where he is going to meet Ailsa after a few dozen years, he “seem[s] to have been struck dumb” (Drabble 35). He interprets this as “an infection not of the body, though it seemed to have this bodily manifestation, but of the spirit. An infection of a missing, disembodied, severed, long-ago incinerated organ” (Drabble 34). The organ he means here is his throat, destroyed by nicotine, and tonsils, taken out in the childhood. However, this incident can also be read as a metaphor for the castration of Humphrey, who, by losing his voice, has symbolically lost his power. Indeed, he is portrayed as the weaker character. As a child, he found himself overwhelmed by Tommy—Ailsa’s brother—and became “a synonym for teasing and humiliation, for bullying and ridicule” (Drabble 194). As an aging man, who “had led […] a protected life” and “had retreated into his shell” (Drabble 24), he seems overly dependent on his assistant, Mrs. Hornby, depicted as almost a mother figure. He has never had anything of Ailsa’s boldness and has always been “a very nice, well-behaved, good boy” (Drabble 177). Moreover, it is 125
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Humphrey who represents the romantic attitude in the novel, both to love and science. He used to explain the decision to study natural sciences in the following way: Every budding natural scientist has a charismatic biology teacher.[…] Mr. Summerscale was brilliant, I owe him a lot. […] Mr. Summerscale made me into a romantic. […] We should observe the living, we should observe the ways of life. You can’t learn everything in the laboratory that’s what he used to say. The whole is more than the sum of its parts, he told us. (Drabble 140)



This last sentence is an allusion to Aristophanes’s vision of love, which seems to be quite important for Drabble as she, typically for her narrative strategy, mentions it on several different occasions. One chapter of the book is entitled “The Symposium:” this not only describes the meeting between the characters, but it also can be associated with the work by Plato, in which Aristophanes expressed his notion of love as wholeness (Plato). Humphrey himself returns to this idea several times. What is more, Ailsa and Humphrey also discuss The Symposium during their trip to the island of Chios. She tells him about Plato’s speculations about hermaphrodites and the origins o sexuality, as expressed by Aristophanes in The Symposium. This evolutionary myth, of the symmetrically divided self which seeks union with its lost half, is unfamiliar to him, but it is instantly attractive to him. (Drabble 226)



Considering that what Drabble does in this novel is the subversion of romance and that she clearly underlines the importance of Aristophanes for this particular narrative, it can be supposed that his notion of love constitutes another source of the romantic love archetype for the writer. Furthermore, since Humphrey is the one captivated by this romantic idea of wholeness, the aforementioned debate about Aristophanes becomes a simultaneous challenge to the construct of romance, according to which, it is a woman who waits for love. Passive, docile and unable to decide about her fate, she can find salvation only in a relationship with a man, who, like the Aristophanian half, will complete her with his strength. Hugo G. Beigel claims that in romantic love “the female was idealized because of her (“natural”) kindness, her intuition, and her 126
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nearness to nature. The male conceived of himself as a restless, striving, and erring deviate, spoiled by civilization” (330). Here the roles seem to have been switched. Humphrey—“a good boy” interested in the natural world, with the romantic idea of love and science plays the part of a woman; Ailsa—a strong, ambitious and uncompromising feminist adopted a position of a man. Here we come back to the very beginning of the novel and the winning book, Hermaphrodite: Sea Change and Sex Change. By the means of this marine metaphor Drabble heralds the focus for The Sea Lady: the already changed and still changing gender roles, but also the shifting environment, not very favourable for a romance. After their trip to Chios, Ailsa and Humphrey are going to be separated: Humphrey receives an offer to work in California; Ailsa, in turn, wants to stay in England to finish her book. During their journey back toward England, Humphrey asks himself: “Should one not be willing to sacrifice one’s career for love?, for such a love? Should he not have stayed in England, to be with his love?” (Drabble 230). However, it seems that none of them is ready to let themselves go for this love. Humphrey, in the last desperate attempt to save this romance, asks Ailsa to marry him and she agrees, since “how else could they be redeemed from decay and defeat, […] how else could they make a bid to remain beautiful, pure, free, weightless, aspiring […]?” (Drabble 237). They want to uphold this romantic fallacy, even though both they and the world around them are no longer adapted to the myth of romantic love. Is this what Drabble is trying to say? That the idea of romantic love is indeed only a myth? Definitely not. Drabble’s novels have never been answers, but, rather, debates. Even if she subverts the archetype of romantic love, she does not aim to establish a definite opposite. Linda Hutcheon regards “doubleness” as the essence of postmodernism. For her, postmodernism is both “nostalgic” and “revolutionary,” it simultaneously “legitimize culture” and “subverts it” (Hutcheon 12–15). The Sea Lady by Margaret Drabble appears a perfect illustration of this postmodern doubleness of romantic love. Indeed, the subversion of it is undeniable: the gender roles of a typical romance are 127
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subverted, the relationship ends with a collapse—Ailsa and Humphrey divorce after several months. Nonetheless, this fatal end is caused by prosaic reasons, rather than the tragic obstacles of fate that would not cease the passion as it is depicted in traditional romances. What is more, Drabble finishes the novel with a funeral of Dame Mary—an exalted opera singer with a passion for pompous, romantic love songs—as if she tried to put to death this traditional vision of romantic love as slightly tacky and unrealistic. On the other hand, the constantly expressed nostalgia for old times seems to indicate that the past, including the myth of romance, is something the characters long for rather than want to forget. After so many years Ailsa, Humphrey, and their old friend, Sandy, are all going to Ornemouth in the hope of rediscovering the atmosphere of these summer days fifty years ago. It turns out that Martin Pope, Ailsa’s exhusband, who, during their marriage, unveiled his destructive, almost sadistic personality, has a house full of her photos, recordings and posters of her plays. Finally, Humphrey decides to dine with Ailsa in Dolphin, their favourite restaurant, “for old times’ sake” (Drabble 344). What will be the outcome of this meeting, will the romance have a happy ending after all? We do not know that because Drabble continuously avoids giving definite answers, both in the lives of her characters and in her discussion with the past. In this sense she is very postmodern—always in between the present day and the past, between subversion and nostalgia. Her approach to the construct of romance is similarly postmodern—she considers it irrelevant to the contemporary world but, at the same time, she is nostalgically tempted by it. References Beigel, H.G. 1951. “Romantic Love.” American Sociological Review 16.3, 326–334. De Rougemont, D. 1983. Love in the Western World. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Drabble, M. 2006. The Sea Lady. A Late Romance. London: Penguin Books. Hutcheon, L. 2002. The Politics of Postmodernism. London: Routledge. Johnson, R.A. 1983. We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic Love. San Francisco: Harper.
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