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When contemplating the r e c u r r i n g images 
of women i n l i t e r a t u r e , we are tempted 
to turn to that form of l i t e r a t u r e in 
which cha r a c t e r s appear as types. A 
fecund source of such character-types 
i s comic drama and, in p a r t i c u l a r , 
popular comedy. In the repeated, and 
of t e n stereotyped, r o l e s of the commedia 
del 1'arte in f i f t e e n t h and s i x t e e n t h 
century I t a l y , we f i n d that the female 
c h a r a c t e r s , as wel l as the b e t t e r -
known male r o l e s (Harlequin, P i e r r o t 
and Pantalone), c o n s t i t u t e a range of 
stereotypes which forms a framework 
w i t h i n which we can see the images of 
women in l i t e r a t u r e as a whole. 

There are three basic types of women in 
the commedia d e l l ' a r t e . 1 The f i r s t 
i s a r e f i n e d l o v e r , the inamorata, 
who i s educated, quotes poetry and 
i s of noble b i r t h ; the second f i g u r e 
i s not at a l l r e f i n e d : she i s the 
s e r v e t t a - b i r i c h i n a , an a r t f u l servant 
maid whose lewd a n t i c s with the male 
servants burlesque the a r t i f i c e s of the 
?namorata; the t h i r d i s a shrew. 
Before e x p l o r i n g the nature of these 
types to discover t h e i r relevance to 
l a t e r images of women in l i t e r a t u r e , we 
should note that a l l these women are 
seen through the eyes of men. The 
improvisators of these plays are 



c r e a t i n g r e p e t i t i v e p l o t s which 
i l l u s t r a t e the ways in which women 
r e l a t e to men. As helpers, l o v e r s , s o u l -
mates, d e s t r o y e r s , women are serving or 
thwarting the needs of men; they are 
seen as e i t h e r providing love and 
sexual s a t i s f a c t i o n or denying both; 
they are e i t h e r p h y s i c a l l y a c c e s s i b l e 
f o r i n t e r c o u r s e or they remain a l o o f . 

F i r s t , then, l e t us look at the 
d i f f e r e n t kinds of r e f i n e d lovers we 
f i n d in l i t e r a t u r e . When doing so, i t 
is h e l p f u l to t h i n k in terms of vaginal 
a c c e s s i b i l i t y . The most i n a c c e s s i b l e 
r e f i n e d woman that a man loves i s h i s 
goddess. In mediaeval terms t h i s 
f i g u r e i s the V i r g i n Mary whom the 
supp l i c a n t adores f o r her a b i l i t y to 
help him enter the gates of Heaven. 

It may seem strange to include the Virgin 
Mary in an examination of any lover 
f i g u r e , r e f i n e d or otherwise. Yet, in 
perusing the l y r i c s addressed to the 
V i r g i n in the fourteenth century, we 
f i n d the imagery of t e n p h y s i c a l in 
nature, as i f the poet were f a s c i n a t e d 
by Mary's sexual i n a c c e s s i b i l i t y . A 
good example i s "Ave Maris S t e l l a : " 

H a i l Mary, s t a r of the sea! 
God's mother, blessed thou be, 
For ever in holy v i r g i n s t a t e 
To Heaven thou a r t the blessed 
gate.2 

Here Mary i s addressed as both mother 
and v i r g i n , an eternal paradox that 
understandably f a s c i n a t e s the poet. 
Further, though, he imagines her to be 

the way to heaven; she i s , through her 
i n t e r c e s s i o n s f o r s i n n e r s , the " s e l y 
yate" or blessed gate. This i s a 
conventional concept of Mary but i t 
stresses that she i s woman, she i s 
v e s s e l , she i s an entryway, a vagina 
through which she not only brought 
f o r t h the C h r i s t c h i l d but through which 
Man may enter heaven. The same image 
i s found in "0 g l o r i o s a domina 
e x c e l s a : " 

Lady b l i s s f u l , w i t h great might, 
Higher than the s t a r ' s l i g h t , 
God made you of a l l women best 
And Him you nourished at your 
breast. 
Eve i t was who brought s i n to man 
Yet you have cured i t through your 
son. 
You are in heaven a holy v i r g i n 
l a s s 
Through whom the s i n f u l may g l a d l y 
pass; 
You are c a l l e d the gate of the king 
br i g h t , 
And b r i g h t e r you are than any l i g h t . 
Glad we are you l i f e us brought, 
And that C h r i s t ' s death our souls 
has bought. 3 

This poet again s t r e s s e s Mary's mother­
hood, her s u c k l i n g the C h r i s t - c h i l d , 
and sees her re v e r s i n g the s i n which Eve 
gave to mankind. She i s a holy maid in 
heaven, through whom sinners may pass as 
i f through the gateway to the kingdom of 
heaven. Here the blessed gate has become 
the gate o f the k i n g . T his vaginal 
image, however unconscious, i s more 
ela b o r a t e . Eve, through seducing Adam, 
i s supposed to have introduced s i n i n t o 



the world. Mary, through introducing,.. 
C h r i s t i n t o the world, not only 
reverses Eve's a c t i o n but a l s o forms a 
passageway back to a holy s t a t e . 
The concept of vagina dominates the 
image. The V i r g i n Mary becomes the 

most e x a l t e d of the r e f i n e d lovers be­
cause of the l y r i c i s t ' s obsession w i t h 
her vaginal i n a c c e s s i b i 1 i t y (which i s 
ambiguously reversed to a c c e s s i b i l i t y 
a f t e r death). 

The love l y r i c "A Song of Love to the 
Blessed V i r g i n " presents an even more 
obvious v a r i a t i o n of the theme: 

A yearning love has come to me 
To serve my lady, the queen of 
b l i s s , 
More and more in my degree 
As long as I night l i v e , k 

While Mary here i s s t i l l " b l e s s e d " she 
i s contemplated in human terms as a 
l o v e r ; she i s the lady whom the poet 
w i l l serve as a l o y a l knight should, in 
hopes that someday he may be rewarded. 

The C o u r t l y Love t r a d i t i o n , of course, 
emphasized that the knight's worship 
of h i s e a r t h l y lady should be a k i n to 
the r e l i g i o u s worshipping of a goddess.5 
Thus, when the r e f i n e d l o v e r becomes 
more a c c e s s i b l e than the V i r g i n Mary, 
she i s above the s u i t o r in rank, s t i l l 
worshipped from a f a r , s t i l l capable of 
l a r g e s s e . Now she i s the lady of the 
c o u r t l y love t r a d i t i o n who i s worship­
ped by one o f her l o r d ' s knights and 
who may, without s i n , become s e x u a l l y 
a c c e s s i b l e . Thus di d Cryseide in 

The Inamorata 
by 

from an engraving 
C a l l o t 



Chaucer's poem T r o i l u s and Cryseide: 
I f , in such circumstances, she 
y i e l d s , she commits no s i n against 
the s o c i a l code of her age and 
country: she commits no unpardon­
able s i n against any code I know 
o f — u n l e s s , perhaps against that 
of the Hindus. By C h r i s t i a n 
standards, f o r g i v a b l e : by the 
r u l e s of c o u r t l y love, needing no 
f o r g i v e n e s s " t h i s i s a l l that 
need be said of Cryseide's 
granting the Rose to T r o i l u s . 6 

Below the c o u r t l y lady in rank on t h i s 
s c a l e of r e f i n e d types of l o v e r s , the 
damsel in d i s t r e s s i s , out of g r a t i t u d e , 
u s u a l l y a c c e s s i b l e . In such cases the 
o b s t a c l e s between the male and h i s 
lover are not her scruples about t h e i r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p but dragons, g i a n t s or 
other kn i g h t s . At the end of t h i s 
s c a l e of lovers the more popular image 
of the genteel lover emerges to dominate 
much l i t e r a t u r e . She i s a c c e s s i b l e , 
a t t r a c t i v e , noble by b i r t h , 
i n t e l l e c t u a l l y s t i m u l a t i n g at the r i g h t 
times as, f o r example, V i o l a in 
Twelfth Night or B e a t r i c e in Much Ado 
about Nothing; she i s Rosalind in As 
You L i k e I t , who i s " g e n t l e " l i k e her 
f a t h e r , the banished Duke, and who i s 
praised " f o r her v i r t u e s . " 7 She has 
w i t , beauty and a lover who, despite h i s 
lame verse, adores her a p p r o p r i a t e l y : 

But upon the f a i r e s t boughs, 
Or at every sentence end, 
Wil 1 I "Rosalinda" w r i t e , 
Teaching a l l that read to know 
The quintessence of every s p r i t e 

Heaven would in l i t t l e show.8 

The d i f f e r e n c e between the r e f i n e d 
lover and our second category of 
unrefined lovers drawn from the types 
of servant g i r l s in the commed i a del 1' 
a r t e has been explored in Kate M i l l e t t ' s 
a n a l y s i s of V i c t o r i a n sex imagery.9 
The " L i H i e s " whom she c a l l s " h i g h ­
born maidens f u l l of s e n s i b i l i t y and 
melting with sexual f r u s t r a t i o n " are 
our r e f i n e d lovers.10 However, as 
these r e f i n e d lovers are seen through 
male eyes, t h e i r h i g h - b i r t h and 
s e n s i b i l i t y w i l l be the most obvious 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c presented to the reader. 
Their sexual f r u s t r a t i o n , which Kate 
M i l l e t t perceives by a c c u r a t e l y reading 
between the l i n e s , i s more r e a d i l y 
observed in characters found in works 
w r i t t e n by women. It i s e s p e c i a l l y 
obvious, though unconsciously portrayed, 
in the works of many women n o v e l i s t s of 
the nineteenth century. Lady Eastlake's 
c r i t i c i s m of Jane Eyre as an u n c h r i s t i a n 
work, as being born from the s p i r i t of 
the a n t i - c h r i s t , i s not only due to her 
resentment of those u p s t a r t governesses 
who wish to marry r i c h e l i g i b l e 
bachelors and thereby to shake the 
foundations of her s o c i e t y ; i t i s a l s o 
a r e s u l t of her perception that Jane 
i s s e x u a l l y p r o v o c a t i v e , a l b e i t n a i v e l y 
so.11 It i s not d i f f i c u l t to a t t r i b u t e 
Jane's behaviour to her sexual 
f r u s t r a t i o n s and to those of her 
c r e a t o r who was b l i n d to t h i s q u a l i t y 
in her heroine. 

On the other hand, Kate M i l l e t t ' s Roses, 



"the sensual o p p o s i t e s " o f L i l i e s , 1 2 
are more harmful than our unrefined 
l o v e r s , the f r e s h and fr o l i c s o m e maids 
who form the second category of types 
of women in the framework drawn from 
the commed?a del 1'arte. Roses are 
d e s t r u c t i v e ; "a vaginaT t r a p " i s M i l left's 
term f o r A r a b e l l a in Hardy's Jude the 
Obscure. The unrefined lover i s in an 
i n v i d i o u s p o s i t i o n ; she may seem too 
a c c e s s i b l e to men and th e r e f o r e i s 
suspected by them o f i n f i d e l i t y w ith 
other men. On the other hand, she i s 
too independent to be an inamorata; the 
unrefined l o v e r i s the property o f no 
one man. 

At her most exalte d the unrefined lover 
i s a coquette (sometimes soubrette) 
s i m i l a r i n character to Belinda in 
Alexander Pope's The Rape o f the Lock: 

On her white Breast a s p a r k l i n g Cross 
she wore, 
Which Jews might k i s s , and I n f i d e l s 
adore. 
Her l i v e l y Looks a s p r i g h t l y Mind 
d i s c l o s e , 
Quick as her Eyes, and as unfi x ' d 
as those: 
Favours to none, to a l l she Smiles 
extends, 
Oft she r e j e c t s , but never once 
offends. 13 

She can be the innocent yet provocative 
ingenue whom we f i n d as S y l v i a in 
Marivaux's A r l e q u i n Pol? Par L'Amour. 
A l a t e outcropping o f the commed?a He11' 
a r t e in eighteenth-century France, she 
i s c o n s t a n t l y provoking Harlequin with 
her s e x u a l i t y w h i l e she maintains an 

Columbi nes 

innocent appearance. The provocation 
of the coquette i s , u n l i k e that of 
Jane Eyre, not due to naivety and 
sexual f r u s t r a t i o n but i s c o n s c i o u s l y 
manipulated s e n s u a l i t y . 

Turning from the coquette and r e l a t e d 
types o f unrefined lovers to the most 
a c c e s s i b l e unrefined l o v e r , we f i n d , 
of course, the p r o s t i t u t e . From Plautus 
to Ben Jonson the courtesan i s a 
recognized r o l e in comedy. With her on 
the l a s t rung o f the ladder i s the le s s 
comic (consciously anyway) f a l l e n woman 
of the Pre-Raphaelites, Mary Magdalen. 
Yet however degraded t h i s f i g u r e may 
become, she i s not a h o s t i l e f i g u r e in 
male eyes. She i s a helper and not a 
destroyer. 



Destructiveness i s the hallmark of the 
t h i r d category of character-types drawn 
from the framework of the commedia del 1' 
a r t e . Let us c a l l her the w i t c h -
bitch-shrew f i g u r e who "eats men l i k e 
a i r . " 1 4 The shrew emerges in the 
commed?a del 1'arte in the behaviour of 
the inamorata when she i s aroused by 
anger. La t e r , though, in 1'Amanto 
Interessato, C l a r i c e i l l u s t r a t e s that 
wealth encourages the a s p e r i t y of the 
shrew.15 This i s i n t e r e s t i n g because 
i t i l l u s t r a t e s how the woman with 
wealth, as wel l as with p o s i t i o n , 
becomes a h o s t i l e f i g u r e in male eyes. 
This f i g u r e becomes i n a c c e s s i b l e , not 
because she i s d i v i n e l y blessed,but 
because she i s free to choose whether 
or not to become a v a i l a b l e to a man. 
She has power over men, not v i c e 
versa; she has "maistrye." Such a 
woman i s seen as d e s t r u c t i v e . 

The witch-bitch-shrew i s a threatening 
f i g u r e . The witch i s i n a c c e s s i b l e and 
t r i e s to render other women l i k e w i s e 
by coming between a man and hi s sexual 
s a t i s f a c t i o n . This s i t u a t i o n occurs 
in many f o l k t a l e s and romances as wel l 
as in l i t e r a t u r e in gene r a l : Mozart's 
The Magic F l u t e i s one case in p o i n t ; 
Sleeping Beauty and Snow White are 
others . Later in Dickens' Great 
Expectations we f i n d that S t e l l a i s 
Miss Havjsham's means of destroying 
love, Miss Havisham being a s u b t l e 
wi t c h . 

Following the f i g u r e of the witch 
c l o s e l y , because of her uneart h l i n e s s , 

i s the daemon l o v e r . She may be 
a c c e s s i b l e but she destroys her mate; 
she betrays him; she leaves him 
"alone and p a l e l y l o i t e r i n g " unable 
to love again. The power of t h i s 
f i g u r e may cause her to seem other­
w o r l d l y to a male author yet i t i s her 
s e x u a l i t y which i s the source of her 
strength and which renders him h e l p l e s s . 
She represents another type of the 
vaginal t r a p . 

At her most debased the w i t c h - b i t c h -
shrew becomes the pantomime dame, the 
ugly s i s t e r . Sometimes she can be 
amusing l i k e Lady Jane in W.S.Gilbert's 
l i b r e t t o of Patience, but more ofte n 
she i s threatening to come between the 
hero and h i s lover as Katisha does in 

Joseph G r i m a l d i ' s costume f o r Queen 
Rondabel1yana in the opening of 
Harlequin and the Red Dwarf (1812) 



The Mikado. Beside such a f i g u r e a 
man appears to be an i n s i g n i f i c a n t 
clown l i k e Ko-Ko who, to pr o t e c t 
h i m s e l f from her d e s t r u c t i o n of him, 
must put himself in her power through 
marriage. The question of the access­
i b i l i t y o f t h i s f i g u r e i s answered by 
the mid-nineteenth century pantomime 
t r a d i t i o n of a male impersonating the 
dame. 

T h i s l a s t category i n the framework of 
character-types i s of p a r t i c u l a r 
i n t e r e s t . The witch-bitch-shrew i s 
f r i g h t e n i n g when the reasons f o r her 
e x i s t e n c e are examined. Any th r e a t of 
wealth, sex. or w i l l power which may 
chall e n g e male d e s i r e s and which may 
r e q u i r e t h e i r a l t e r a t i o n i s immediately 
c l a s s e d as e v i l , as emanating from 
the behaviour t y p i c a l of the w i t c h , 
b i t c h or shrew. This character-type 
in l i t e r a t u r e becomes feared, shunned 
and destroyed. It i s rare f o r these 
women to a r r i v e at anything but a 
d i s a s t r o u s end. 

Within the framework of the three b a s i c 
types of women--the r e f i n e d l o v e r , the 
unrefined lover and the w i t c h - b i t c h -
shrew—we can see gradations of female 
character-types whose one common aspect 
i s v a g i n a l a c c e s s i b i l i t y . More recent­
l y , James Joyce in Ulysses e x a l t s va­
g i n a l a c c e s s i b i l i t y beyond a l l c a t e ­
gories of our typology to become the 
fo r c e of c r e a t i o n , the fecund female 
sea and the bedridden (but not i n v a l i d ) 
Molly Bloom. It becomes degraded by 

modern a d v e r t i z i n g to "Use my Miami 
Gateway to America's Sunshine States 
. . . . I can f l y you in wide-bodied 
comfort." Surely t h i s i s the modern 
equivalent of g l a d l y passing through 
the blessed gate to Paradise. 

Women authors are now emerging and 
c r e a t i n g new images of themselves. 
They w i l l , we hope, come to terms with 
the images of women which have been 
typed i n l i t e r a t u r e to f i t a man-made 
s c a l e of vaginal a c c e s s i b i 1 i t y . It 
w i l l be i n t e r e s t i n g to see what impact 
t h e i r new images of women w i l l have 
on male authors. 
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