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(Dis)Possessing Knowledge: 
A. S. Byatt’s Possession: 
A Romance

The work of the human mind, with its meandering 
and its logical and fantastic inventions, was literature’s 
field of observation until first natural and social phi-
losophy, then, in the last century, specialized scientific 
disciplines dispossessed literature of them.

(Safir, Margery Arent, Melancholies of 
Knowledge, 1999)

Tell me you know – and that it is not simple – or sim-
ply to be rejected – there is a truth of Imagination.

(A. S. Byatt, Possession: A Romance, 1990)

In April 1992, in an article for Newsweek entitled ‘Don’t Undo Our 
Work’, Margaret Thatcher claimed that during her terms as prime min-
ister ‘we reclaimed our heritage’ (Thatcher, 1992). As we have seen, her 
platform after 1984 was built upon the slogan of ‘Victorian values’, a 
catchphrase that concealed an expansive programme for quite revolu-
tionary change behind the reassuring visage of a return to old-fashioned 
values and an all-but-lost national heritage. Her campaign fed into a wider 
cultural  anxiety over the preservation of the nation’s legacies, centring 
upon the tangible relics of the past such as antiques, country houses, 
and ‘period’ homes. These homes were opened to the public but, conso-
nant with New Right ideology, now charged an entrance fee. Similarly, 
industrial museums multiplied but also charged for admission. As Harold 
Malchow observes, ‘English Heritage, if it could not be shunted into the 
private  sector, was expected to pay its way, to impose admission charges’ 
(Malchow, 2000: 201). In short, English heritage was to become a com-
modity, preferably one bought and sold by the private entrepreneur. 
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As Thatcher’s idea of ‘reclamation’ perhaps unwittingly suggests, this 
obsession with Victorian collectibles, and with the preservation of 
stately homes, invokes the idea of heritage as property. ‘History’ 
becomes its tangible objects, which are bought and sold to decorate 
homes, or to boost tourism. The past becomes a possession.

A. S Byatt’s neo-Victorian novel Possession: A Romance (1990) engages 
the idea of the past as a possession in order to re-centre the literary 
text as a medium for cultural memory. It tells two stories that become 
increasingly entangled as the novel progresses. A contemporary sto-
ryline, set in Thatcher’s Britain in the 1980s, depicts the developing 
professional and personal relationship between two Victorianist literary 
scholars who join forces to discover the truth about the relationship 
between the poets they study. Roland is an underemployed scholar 
who, though trained in poststructuralism, approaches the work of the 
fictional Victorian poet Randolph Henry Ash primarily as a textual 
critic. Maud is a more established scholar of some renown in the field of 
feminist psychoanalytic criticism. She is also a descendant of the object 
of her study, the (also fictional) Victorian poet Christabel LaMotte. 
Set in the mid-Victorian period, the novel’s second storyline gradually 
reveals the textual and then carnal affair between Ash and LaMotte. 
This gothic plot, which incorporates adultery, lesbianism, suicide, ille-
gitimacy, frigidity, and the possibility of infanticide, disrupts the intel-
lectualised climate of the twentieth-century storyline which in turn 
culminates in an extraordinarily sensational grave robbery.

Within its overarching structure of Romance Possession borrows from 
gothic, as well as its Victorian derivative, sensation fiction, the novel 
with a secret.1 The novel deploys a notion of sensation which incor-
porates both a cerebral and visceral response to interrogate and under-
mine the division of knowledge between (rational, factual) science and 
(emotional, fictional) literature, and to resituate literature as a valu-
able, and valued, mode of knowledge. It does this by placing an intel-
lectually eclectic Victorian period in opposition with a 1980s present 
 characterised by professionalised readers and specialised, demarcated 
knowledge. Against the painstakingly methodological reconstructive 
work performed by its literary critics, the novel refigures the relation-
ship between past and present as that between the literary text as 
medium and an ideal reader who is willing not only to possess the text, 
but also to be possessed by it, to allow its voices to speak. It is a relation-
ship not of ownership, nor even primarily of intellectual  knowledge. 
Rather, it is a relationship of desire. Byatt therefore establishes the 
metaphor of the romance, the relationship of lovers, to explicate this 
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model of knowledge. The novel suggests that in an age governed by 
scientific truths, desire is the disruptive excess that cannot be accounted 
for nor fully explicated by science. Against dismissals of Possession as 
nostalgic and conservative I suggest that its formulation of sensation as 
a conjunction of the critical and emotional faculties shifts focus from 
postmodernism’s critique of historical representation to explore instead 
the creative possibilities arising from an imaginative, affective relation-
ship to the past. In this the novel anticipates subsequent neo-Victorian 
fiction and its interest in the ways in which the past can be remembered 
in the twenty-first century. 

I

Seeking to resituate literature as a mode of knowledge, Byatt seeks a 
time when the literary text did play a more central, and valued, role 
in propagating knowledge. She locates this time in the Victorian age, 
which she depicts as something of an Eden of intellectual endeavour. 
Her Victorian era exists prior to the specialisation of the intellec-
tual discourses. It is peopled by poets, artists, diarists, historians and 
mythologists, many of whom are also amateur botanists and scientists. 
Her Victorian poet, Ash, is both poet and natural scientist, and literally 
embodies the coexistence of literary and scientific pursuits through 
the use of standard literary devices for portraying the romantic hero, 
combined with the language of the nineteenth-century pseudo-science 
of phrenology, to give him flesh for her late-twentieth-century reader 
(273–4). His poetry, too, is a fusion of religious belief, pagan mythol-
ogy, history and science, which attempts to both discover and com-
municate truths that, he believes, are not accessible through only one 
of these means. Ash considers himself connected to the figures of the 
past and he seeks not only to understand them, but also to connect 
with them and, importantly, to allow them a sort of life after death, 
a power to speak through his language (395). For Ash, history and 
 science unite in this task: ‘the Historian and the Man of Science alike 
may be said to traffic with the dead [ ... They] have heard the  bloodless 
cries of the vanished and given them voices’ (104). It is in these terms 
that Ash understands his own historiographic pursuits, and links 
 himself, as a poet, to both the Historian and the Man of Science, claim-
ing that through his poetry he has ‘lent [his] voice to and mixed [his] 
life with those past voices and lives’ (104). Like Michelet, Ash invokes 
the Biblical raising of Lazarus as a metaphor for the power of the 
imagination to resuscitate the figures from the past (168). This image 
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of the text as medium finds its fullest representation in Ash’s likening 
of the literary text to the Victorian figure of the spiritualist medium. 
When the medium, Mrs Lees, tells Ash ‘I have no power to summon 
spirits. I am their instrument; they speak through me, or not, as they 
please, not as I please’, he responds with ‘they speak to me too, through 
the medium of language’ (395). As Elisabeth Bronfen argues, for Ash, 
‘a human being can be kept alive beyond the constraints of the body’s 
mortality, namely as long as a belief in the power of the imagination 
remains’ (Bronfen, 1996: 123).

It is this belief in the power of the imagination that is lacking in the 
characters that inhabit Byatt’s contemporary storyline. Whereas liter-
ary resuscitations of the past, whether in the public discourse of poetry 
or the ostensibly private forms of diaries and letters, enrich Byatt’s 
Victorian age, her late-twentieth century is cluttered with impersonal, 
dense and scholarly works that obscure and obfuscate rather than expli-
cate and enliven the past. Knowledge is specialised and demarcated 
between disciplines, and the study of literature has become profession-
alised. Her scholars read Ash’s texts not, primarily, to allow their voices 
to speak, but to produce complex analyses of them, to take intellectual 
possession of them. The texts become objects upon which to practice 
their sophisticated tools for reading. These tools are portrayed as those 
of science. Byatt’s amusing parody of twentieth-century literary scholar-
ship represents it as plagued by its subjugation to categorical and meth-
odological imperatives; by each critic’s overwhelming commitment to 
practices that are depicted as more scientific than literary and thus 
unsuited to the critic’s task, rendering their knowledge flawed. Thus, 
James Blackadder models himself on the naturalist, adopting an exact-
ing, ‘stringent’ scholarship (10) that paralyses and keeps him working 
on his Complete Poems and Plays of Randolph Ash for more than twenty 
years. His minute fidelity to identifying the possible sources of each 
poetic image drains Ash’s text of its language, its poetry, and makes 
Blackadder’s own text full of footnotes that ‘engulfed and swallowed 
the text’ (28). Striving for a nineteenth-century scientific objectivity, 
Blackadder buries Ash with footnotes and then erases himself: ‘Much 
of his writing met this fate. It was set down, depersonalised, and then 
erased. Much of his time was spent deciding whether or not to erase 
things. He usually did’ (300). Blackadder demonstrates the ‘death wish’ 
identified by George Levine in Dying to Know (2002). Levine argues 
that there is a connection in western culture between knowledge and 
death, which he approaches via the idiom ‘I’m dying to know’. This 
idiom has two meanings. The first is ‘a passion for knowing so intense 
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that one would risk one’s life to achieve it; and second, a willingness to 
repress the aspiring, desiring, emotion-ridden self and everything merely 
personal, contingent, historical, material that might get in the way of 
acquiring knowledge’ (Levine, 2002: 2). This second meaning is the 
legacy of the Platonic tradition but was revitalised in the nineteenth 
century through the empiricist imperative of objectivity as the neces-
sary counterpart to knowledge.

In contrast to Blackadder but also adopting scientific models, the most 
successful literary scholars are the deconstructionists, Lacanian psycho-
analysts, Marxists and feminists; those who undertake what Louise Yelin 
calls ‘hypertheoretical critical writing’ and ‘voyeuristic dilettantism and 
connoisseurship’ (Yeelin, 1992: 39). Scholars who do not adopt such 
methodologies, especially those who undertake what is considered to 
be old-fashioned textual criticism, such as Beatrice Nest, whose work on 
the journal of Ellen Ash resists the tools of feminist scholarship, do not 
share the pecuniary or scholarly success of those who do.2 The literary-
critical establishment, in an age that privileges scientific methodology, 
privileges in turn these exacting theoretical modes. In Postmodern Pos-
tures Daniel Cordle positions structuralist and psychoanalytic criticism 
as postmodern schools that ‘at least aspire to inclusion in the scientific 
box. In these accounts literature itself may be separated from science, 
but literary criticism becomes a “science” of literature, studying literary 
artifacts much as scientists study nature’ (Cordle, 2000: 31). Aspiring to 
the scientific, literary criticism carves for itself a role in the production 
of knowledge in an age characterised by the ascendency of scientific 
epistemology (Silver, 1998) and by the  ‘sciencing’ of the humanities 
(Safir, 1999: 4). Yet for Byatt it does so at the expense of the vitality of 
the text itself. Texts written, as Ash says, for ‘the singing of the language 
itself’ (132), are subjected to a pseudo-scientific methodology and can-
not mediate historical knowledge; the voices of the past cannot come 
alive and take possession of the present. The literary text becomes a 
dead relic, one of Mortimer Cropper’s artefacts or ‘History to hold in 
your hand’ (100). 

Ash’s poem, ‘The Great Collector,’ neatly summarises Cropper’s char-
acter. With an array of colourful and shiny artefacts of the past placed 
before him, the collector beholds them, greedy and grasping:

And then his soul was satisfied, and then
He tasted honey, then in those dead lights
Alive again, he knew his life, and gave
His gold to gaze and gaze (92)
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Like this collector, Cropper seeks to know the past through possession 
of its objects and dead relics. His Ash scholarship prioritises a kind of 
literary tourism; he walks in the poet’s footsteps on the journeys he 
took and possesses any object he touched, some of which, like Ash’s 
watch, Cropper keeps on his own person. Ash’s texts, including his cor-
respondence, become more of these relics to be possessed. The novel 
ties Cropper’s acquisitiveness to his American nationality. A current of 
anxiety circulates throughout the novel about the loss, during a period 
of economic decline for England, of English cultural artefacts to rich 
Americans, like Cropper, who, having purchased them, return with 
them to their own country. The physical description of Cropper dwells 
upon his nationality, so that he even purses his lips ‘in American, more 
generous than English pursing’ and he has ‘American hips, ready for a 
neat belt and the faraway ghost of a gunbelt’ (95). John J. Su observes 
that this evocation of the ‘mythos of the Wild West’ links his national 
identity ‘to the threat he represents to the other characters in the novel’ 
(Su, 2004: 684), the threat that he will appropriate and remove national 
artefacts. This anxiety centres ultimately upon the clandestine corre-
spondence of Ash and LaMotte, and the fear that Cropper will purchase 
it and remove it from England. Blackadder, in his attempts to prevent 
this, comes up against the inscrutability of Thatcher’s economics:

Blackadder had written to every public body he could think of who 
might be concerned with the Ash-LaMotte correspondence. He had 
lobbied the Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art, 
and had requested an interview with the Minister for the Arts, 
which had resulted in a dialogue with an aggressive and not wholly 
gentlemanly civil servant, who had said that the Minister was fully 
apprised of the importance of the discovery, but did not believe that 
it warranted interfering with Market Forces. It might be possible to 
allocate some small sum from the National Heritage Trust. It was felt 
that Professor Blackadder might attempt to match this sum from 
private sponsorship or public appeal. If the retention of these old let-
ters in this country is truly in the national interest, this young man 
appeared to be saying, with his vulpine smile and slight snarl, then 
Market Forces will ensure that the papers are kept in this country 
without any artificial aid from the state. (398)

England is implicated in these transactions, and if the novel parodies 
acquisitive America then it also excoriates the compliance of Thatcher’s 
England. It is clear, in the novel, that the small sums Blackadder might 
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cobble together from different sources are no match for Cropper’s 
seemingly bottomless chequebook, and that it is this chequebook that 
determines what is in the national interest. Or, rather, which nation’s 
interests are served. As Blackadder rather dryly observes, ‘Mortimer 
Cropper had a direct line to infinitely more powerful Market Forces 
than he himself’ (399). A nation that devotes ‘an occasional five min-
utes on the Arts on Events in Depth’ (399) is not economically commit-
ted to holding on to its artistic heritage. 

Here an implicit distinction is drawn between the attempt to retain 
the material artefacts of one’s own cultural heritage, and coveting the 
artefacts that, in this case, belong to another nation. The manuscripts 
are depicted as belonging almost spiritually to England, being a part of 
its ‘national story’ (404), and so as naturally belonging in that country. 
Cropper’s attempt to gain the manuscripts is depicted as an almost 
fraudulent lechery, the appropriation of an inheritance that is not his 
own, nor his country’s.

Yet whether they are whisked away to the United States or remain 
in England, the letters face the same potential fate, that of becoming 
dead relics. The building that houses the Stant collection, in the United 
States, and the British Museum, in England, are rendered similarly in the 
novel, as mausoleums for dead relics. The British Museum’s dome evokes 
a tomb ‘which, however high, held, [Roland] felt, insufficient oxygen 
for all the diligent readers, so that they lay somnolent like flames dying 
in Humphrey Davy’s bell-jar as their sustenance was consumed’ (26). 
Furthermore, in this building the ‘Ash Factory’ (which itself suggests 
an impersonal relationship to the texts) is located in the basement, 
exemplifying the prioritisation of objects over living texts. The building 
that houses Cropper’s Stant collection, too, is a sterile place in which to 
display such objects, not to resuscitate living texts. Although it is in the 
middle of a desert it has ‘the finest conditions and purified air, control-
led temperature and limited access, only to accredited scholars in the 
field’ (96–7). Neither building promotes an engagement with the text; 
in these structures the text cannot mediate and resuscitate the past in 
the body of the reader.3

II

In order for her image of the literary text as medium to be effective, it 
is necessary for Byatt to posit the existence of an ideal reader against 
the analytical reading made by her twentieth-century literary critics. 
This reader is one who not only possesses the text, in the sense of 
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knowing it and understanding it, but who also engages with the text 
as medium, allowing him or herself to be possessed by it. Engagement 
with the text as medium opens up the possibility of being possessed 
by the past it mediates. The novel exploits the multiple meanings of the 
term ‘possession’ to mobilise its image of the literary text as medium.4 
The term refers to the active form ‘possessing’, which is implicated in 
the approach of Byatt’s literary academics, whose attempts at appro-
priation bleed the text of its vitality. It also refers to the more passive 
state of ‘being possessed’ and implies a relinquishing of authority and 
 ownership. Or, as Maud puts it, ‘[a] possession, as by daemons’ (492). In 
the opening scene of the novel when Roland discovers two unfinished 
letters from Randolph Ash to a woman he later identifies as Christabel 
LaMotte, he is not only ‘shocked’ and ‘thrilled’ but also ‘seized by a 
strange and uncharacteristic impulse’, prompting him to steal the let-
ters, ‘these living words’, from the British library (6, 8). In fact, the 
possession of Roland, by the texts of the Victorian, Ash, began much 
sooner than his discovery of the letters. He explains that Ash’s poems 
‘were what stayed alive, when I’d been taught and examined everything 
else’ (55). Yet this possession has been stifled by his own act of posses-
sion, his attempts to achieve mastery over Ash’s texts, so that now his 
curiosity ‘was a kind of predictive familiarity, he knew the workings of 
the other man’s mind, he had read what he had read, he was possessed 
of his characteristic habits of syntax and stress’ (130). Ash’s letters to 
LaMotte disrupt this comfortable, restricted curiosity, and Ash meta-
morphoses, in the light of this new knowledge, from ‘a man whose life 
seemed to be all in his mind’, to a passionate, urgent man who lived 
also in his body. Confronted by Ash’s lively and pressing voice, Roland is 
forced to abandon his pleasure in the fact that this man that produced 
work of ‘ferocious vitality and darting breadth of reference’ seemed to 
live ‘so peaceable, so unruffled a private existence’ (8). Importantly, in 
the face of this, Roland lets go of the knowledge he possesses of Ash and 
allows himself to become possessed by this new voice.

Similarly, early in her career, Maud chose to focus upon LaMotte 
because of a particular poem that took possession of her in her own 
childhood, and became ‘a kind of touchstone’ (53). As an adult Maud 
employs a particularly scientific, psychoanalytical, mode of literary criti-
cism to distance herself from texts, emotions and, in fact, people, claim-
ing ‘you can be psychoanalytic without being personal!’ (211). After 
she joins Roland in his pursuit of Ash and LaMotte’s affair she recon-
nects with her earlier sensations; the purloined letters are ‘alive’ (56). 
For Maud, possession culminates when she and Roland are in LaMotte’s 
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room and she summons up a piece of the Victorian woman’s poetry 
and thus divines the hiding place for the letters. In contrast to Roland 
who, at this stage, is ‘being uselessly urged on by some violent emo-
tion of curiosity – not greed, curiosity, more fundamental even than 
sex, the desire for knowledge’, Maud allows herself to become pos-
sessed by the poetry and begins to recite it, ‘chill and clear … a kind 
of incantation’ (82). As Bronfen argues, it is as if LaMotte wanted 
‘to make sure that justice would be done to her, even if she would have 
to let one century go by … [and so] exerts a spectral influence on her 
descendent Maud’ (Bronfen, 1996: 132). Maud’s renewed possession 
by the text begets new knowledge of the author, which forces Maud 
to revise her scholarship. Furthermore, by allowing herself to recon-
nect with the text as medium, and so become possessed, Maud gains 
access to knowledge of her own ancestry. Since Maud is descended from 
both Ash and LaMotte, this final letter, as Bronfen observes, eventually 
reaches its destination. ‘After a century it finds in Maud and through 
Maud a resuscitation’ (ibid.).

Again, the text as medium is integral. Not just the poem about the 
dolls but LaMotte’s final, undelivered letter to Ash, which Ellen Ash 
neither reads nor burns but buries with her husband. In this way Ellen 
helps to facilitate the haunting and even, in some sense, prophesies it:

I want them to have a sort of duration, she said to herself. A demi-
eternity.

And if the ghouls dig them up again?

Then justice will perhaps be done to her when I am not here to 
see it. (462)

Ellen’s use of the term ‘demi-eternity’, to describe the kind of persistence 
she grants to Ash and LaMotte, suggests an afterlife, but of an aborted, 
‘sort of’, kind. In fact, the letter that Ellen keeps also grants the recog-
nition of their persistence in the figure of Maud, who, descended from 
each, gives them a ‘sort of’ embodied duration, the demi-eternity of the 
progenitor. Maud likens this to ‘Daemonic’ possession: ‘I feel they have 
taken me over’ (505).5 Physical characteristics of her ancestors persist 
in Maud’s own body (504), which becomes a medium through which 
LaMotte and Ash continue to have an existence. As Tatjana Jukić puts 
it, ‘Maud simultaneously historicizes her self and incarnates history’ 
( Jukić 2000: 84).6 If Maud is revealed as embodying the memory of Ash 
and LaMotte, then the reader has been aware throughout of intricately 
crafted recurrences and patterns which increasingly connect not only 
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the work of the two Victorian scholars, but also the two storylines, 
so that Byatt’s twentieth century characters are (often unconsciously) 
influenced by the Victorians in a number of ways.7 For example, 
throughout the novel images of green, white and gold link Christabel 
(274), the Princess in the glass coffin (63), Melusine and Maud (38–9), 
making them recall each other physically and psychologically. Thus, 
while we can, in a sense, separate out the two storylines at the level 
of plot, symbolically they are increasingly entangled by this web of 
imagery and by complex repetitions and allusions. This is particularly 
important for understanding the relationship between present and past 
as it is represented in the novel. The novel does not conceptualise the 
past as distinct, and separate from the present, but rather as entan-
gled and entwined. For the novel, the Victorians continue to have an 
embodied afterlife today, as part of our cultural memory, mediated in 
part by the imaginative texts they have left behind them, which con-
tinue to shape the present.

Since it is the text that is the privileged medium of the past Roland 
only embodies the ideal reader when, toward the end of the novel, he 
realises that as he comes closer to possessing the truth of Ash’s life, 
he feels distanced from Ash himself. His attempts to possess the end of 
the story, and thus Ash himself, are self-defeating. This realisation leads 
him back to Ash’s text as medium. He reads, not searching for allusions 
to other texts, nor hunting for hints about Ash’s life, but enjoying a 
reading in which he can again hear the language sing. It is an epiphanic 
moment that restores to Roland ‘the days of his innocence’, when he 
‘had been not a hunter but a reader’ (469–70). It is a reading that, we 
are told, ‘is violently but steadily alive’ (470), engaging both ‘sensuous 
alertness and its opposite, the pleasure of the brain as opposed to the 
viscera – though each is implicated in the other, as we know very well, 
with both, when they are working’ (471).8 His is a ‘sensational’ reading – 
one that appeals to and evokes the appetites and emotions at the same 
moment that it engages the reason and intellect. In her discussion of the 
‘neo-sensation’ novel Kelly Marsh argues that the appeal to sensation 
in the antecedent genre of Victorian sensation fiction undermined the 
notion that reason governed (particularly men’s) actions and suggested 
that there were visceral truths, as well as intellectual ones. The sensation 
novelist ventured the idea that sensation was a strong motivating force, 
exploring its effects and evoking it in their readers (Marsh, 1995: 109). 
She notes that the term ‘sensation’ is ‘vexed’, but traces Thomas Boyle’s 
etymological pursuit of it which finds that the two meanings of the term 
given in the Oxford English Dictionary are paradoxical,  evoking two 
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contradictory senses: ‘of “cognition” and “emotion” at the same time … 
The physical urge and the mental intent overlap, leaving open the 
possibility that there is no convenient way of separating the body and 
the mind’ (Boyle, 1989: 199 qtd. in Marsh, 1995: 112). Although this 
moment of reading, combining body and mind, marks Roland’s birth as 
a poet (see Hennelly, 2003: 459), it is not a ‘modernist epiphany’ that 
transforms him into Ash as he is takes his place in the Great Tradition 
(see Buxton, 2001: 215 and Bronfen, 1996: 128). Rather, Roland has 
become the ideal reader, no longer privileging his pseudo-scientific, 
theoretical approach to literature but engaging both intellectually and 
emotionally with the text-as-medium as it takes possession of him. The 
effect is that he moves beyond the postmodern problematisation of 
language: ‘the ways in which it could be said had become more inter-
esting that the idea that it could not’. This is not a rejection of his 
knowledge that ‘language was essentially inadequate’ (473). Rather, it 
is a willingness to live with this knowledge while making an ‘interest-
ing effort of the imagination’ (254) to cross the gap between signifier 
and signified; to believe that not knowing everything is not the same 
as knowing nothing. Of the various reconstructions of Ash in word and 
image, including his own, he reflects: ‘All and none of these were Ash 
and yet he knew, if he did not encompass, Ash’ (473).

This conjunction of the intellectual and the visceral capacities in the 
ideal reader complicates the text’s apparent excoriation of the  literary 
academy. Jackie Buxton argues that the ‘ideological component’ of 
Posses sion is Byatt’s ‘rejection of criticism – or at least of certain kinds 
of criticism’ (Buxton, 2001: 101). Indeed, as a novelist, Byatt seems to 
want critics to keep their hands off the language of her text, to reassert 
the authority of the Author. However, Byatt is also a literary critic and a 
reader and her text seems split between the authority of the author and 
the power of the reader, and critic, to make meanings.9 It is Roland’s 
and Maud’s exhaustive knowledge of the Victorian poetry that enables 
them to infer that LaMotte accompanied Ash on his Yorkshire expedi-
tion long before they can prove it. Their training and practice as literary 
critics facilitates their tracing of images, words and cross-references in 
each poet’s work (252, 266). ‘Literary critics make natural detectives’, 
observes Maud (237).10 If Byatt’s novel ruthlessly satirises the literary 
academy – as undoubtedly it does – its most substantial pleasures are 
nonetheless reserved for members of precisely that academy. Yelin 
writes that for literary critics generally and Victorianists in particularly, 
the novel ‘entices us with its depiction of scholarship as a detective 
game … and it flatters us by offering us the pleasures of recognizing the 
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intertextual allusions and revisionary rewritings out of which it is made’ 
(Yelin, 1992: 38). As the stellar sales of the novel suggests, enjoyment of 
the novel is not dependent upon a detailed knowledge of the Victorian 
period and its poetry, and of the language, tools and styles of different 
schools of literary criticism. However, familiarity with these certainly 
enhances its satire and increases its appeal. 

For Byatt’s primary textual strategy is to evoke an affective response in 
her reader. Throughout Possession Byatt cultivates the reader’s desire for 
her text to both illustrate and embody a mode of knowledge is one that, 
in contrast to more scientific modes, appeals firstly to the senses and 
the emotions in order to cultivate the ‘sensual alertness’ accomplished 
in Roland’s epiphanic reading. In this way Catherine Belsey des cribes 
desire as ‘a state of mind which is also a state of body, or which per-
haps deconstructs the opposition between the two’ (Belsey, 1994a: 3). 
Possession does not resist, or refuse, representation of the past. By 
avoiding the more overtly self-referential, anti-mimetic techniques 
which distance the reader from the text and elicit a primarily cerebral 
response, Byatt’s more conventional narrative techniques, and her use 
of the romance mode as the overarching structure of the novel, enable 
her to romance her readers, to seduce them. Ventriloquising Victorian 
romance, Byatt suggests that Possession is meant to recall ‘the kind of 
book that people used to enjoy reading when they enjoyed reading’ 
(qtd. in Rothstein, 1991). She builds desire for the text into the fabric 
of her own novel which, far from univocal, refers, primarily, not to an 
external, historical reality, but to other texts: myth, history, fairytales, 
literary criticism, Victorian poetry and other writings. Indeed, this 
film of citation is dramatised: Maud ‘cited Cropper, citing Ash’ (252). 
Flaunting its own fictiveness, this textual promiscuousness, I would 
suggest, over-determines the literary text as a means to know the past. 
Specifically, the intertextuality of Possession is a significant means 
through which it mediates cultural memory since it constantly evokes 
the memory of other texts. This idea has recently been taken up more 
fully in relation to Byatt’s oeuvre by Lena Steveker, who describes the 
Possession as ‘a memory-bank – or, in other words, a literary space of 
memory – that constantly draws on British cultural memory through 
its manifold intertextual references’ (Steveker, 2009: 109). In addition 
to mediating a certain image of the Victorian period for the contempo-
rary reader, then, Possession also becomes a mnemonic space in which 
literary texts belonging to Britain’s canon are remembered: ‘Possession 
is engaged in a double movement: not only does it draw on British 
cultural memory by constantly referring to the Victorian Age, but it also 



(Dis)Possessing Knowledge 105

contributes to the construction of this memory by creating an image of 
that of epoch’ (ibid.: 123).

III

Thus, via its textual promiscuousness, memory of, and desire for literary 
texts is produced and reproduced in the novel, generating an excess that 
Diane Elam has labelled ‘characteristic’ of the Romance (Elam, 1992: 1). 
This citational excess continually elicits the reader’s desire for the text 
while also engaging the intellect in an endless process of reaching back 
for additional meanings. The proliferation of intertexts not only makes 
reading the novel an exciting detective game, which engages both the 
intellect and the emotions. It also makes reading an endless process of 
reaching back for additional meanings, imitating the process of knowl-
edge that, Elam argues, typifies postmodernism. The extensive use of 
citation, allusion and metaphor ensures that Byatt’s text and reader con-
tinue to embody the mode of knowledge that she seeks to elucidate.11 
Reading is as Peter Brooks describes it in Reading for the Plot :

a form of desire that carries us forward, onward, through the text. 
Narratives both tell of desire – typically present some story of desire – 
and arouse and make use of desire as dynamic of signification. Desire 
is in this view like Freud’s notion of Eros, a force including sexual 
desire but larger and more polymorphous. (Brooks, 1984: 37)

Through producing desire in her reader for her text, Byatt’s own novel 
thus embodies the model of knowledge it elucidates.12 It takes the shape 
of a mystery; unfolding little by little it installs in her reader the desire 
for an ending exemplified in the Ash poem that begins the chapter in 
which the Victorian storyline ostensibly ends. This poem figures curios-
ity in similar ways to its depiction in Waterland, as an unceasing desire 
to know more:

… We must know
How it comes out, the shape o’ the whole, the thread
Whose links are weak or solid, intricate
Or boldly welded in great clumsy loops
Of this bright chain of curiosity
Which is become our fetter. So it drags
Us through our time – ‘And then and then and then’,
Towards our figured consummation. (476)
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Byatt’s twentieth-century characters believe they possess the whole 
story when they find LaMotte’s final letter to Ash in the grave. Yet in a 
postscript, a piece of writing accessed by Byatt’s reader but not by her 
characters, the encounter between Maia and Ash, in which he recog-
nises her as his daughter, is disclosed. Byatt’s reader is therefore privy 
to information undisclosed to her fictional literary critics, emphasising 
that it is reading, and not analysis, literary biography or sleuth work 
alone that accesses the living past. Byatt’s own readers, as readers, are 
awarded fuller knowledge of the story. The integrity and value of the 
literary text – in this case her own – and its power to arouse interest in, 
and provide knowledge of, the past is affirmed.

Catherine Belsey observes that, in many romances, it is the unfulfilled 
quality of desire that ensures its appeal. Her comments about desire in 
Gone with the Wind apply also to Possession:

by withholding closure, by continuing to tease, elude and frustrate, 
[it] succeeds in sustaining the desire of its central character and of 
the audience simultaneously. Narrative strategies and plot converge, 
not on an immobilized happiness which fails to satisfy, but on 
end-less indeterminacy, which is also the condition of desire itself. 
(Belsey, 1994a: 41)

Byatt ensures the continuing desire of her reader for her text by resist-
ing a coherent, whole ending that ensures the continued happiness 
and love of Roland and Maud. The novel closes on them triumphant 
in their love-making but also having to negotiate their love from differ-
ent sides of the world. Intimately related to the visceral response of the 
sensational reading, it is desire that comes to characterise the romance 
between an ideal reader and the text-as-medium. 

Byatt develops the respective romances between her two couples as 
a metaphor for this relationship of textual desire because this relation-
ship, as it emerges in the novel, requires a continual dialogue of mutual 
possession. The lover must both possess the beloved and be possessed. 
This model of romantic relationship is naturalised in Ash’s mythic 
rewrite of the creation story in which a situation of mutual possession 
becomes the primordial state of relationship between man and woman 
who work ‘[i]n recognition and in sympathy’ (242). And it is this model 
of mutual possession that shapes Byatt’s representation of the affair 
between the Victorians Ash and LaMotte. Each describes the other as 
their centre: the place, as LaMotte writes, ‘where I have been coming to. 
Since my time began. And when I go away from here, this will be the 
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mid-point, to which everything ran, before, and from which everything 
will run’ (284). Byatt contrasts Ash’s love for, and interest in, LaMotte 
to the objectifying gaze exemplified in Wordsworth’s poem about the 
solitary reaper. Ash reflects:

the poet had heard the enchanted singing, taken in exactly as much 
as he had needed for his own immortal verse, and had refused to 
hear more. He himself, he had discovered, was different. He was a 
poet greedy for information, for facts, for details. Nothing was too 
trivial to interest him; nothing was inconsiderable … so now his love 
for this woman, known intimately and not at all, was voracious for 
information. He learned her. (277)

Ash is depicted as one who seeks to know LaMotte, not because such 
knowledge would enable him to possess her, but for the sake of the 
knowledge itself. And LaMotte, who had feared the possession by a 
man, which romantic relationships seemed to mean in her culture, is 
depicted as enjoying the mutual sympathy and recognition that exists 
between Ash and herself. Indeed, she is freed from feminine conven-
tions and at liberty to join in his pursuit of knowledge: ‘she helped 
prepare his specimens, and scrambled indomitably over rocks to obtain 
them ... the crinoline cage and half her petticoats left behind, with the 
wind ruffling the pale hair’ (285). It is during this period that LaMotte 
is most productive in her own intellectual and creative work, beginning 
what will become her most famous poem, The Fairy Melusina, written 
in what was considered the masculine form of the epic. Their love is 
imaged as a partnership, a mutual possession, each of the other. It is 
figured as a union also of the intellect and emotion, mind and desire.

However, this naturalised state of mutual possession is embattled with 
the culture in which it finds itself. If Ragnarök represents this primeval 
relationship of mutual understanding between man and woman, it also 
prefigures its trammelled existence in a wider world. As Ask and Embla 
‘step forward on the printless shore’, their hands clasped,

Behind them, first upon the level sand
A line of darkening prints, filling with salt,
First traces in the world of life and time
And love, and mortal hope and vanishing. (242)

Ash’s imagery unites love and hope with death and loss. Expansive 
promise is soon marred by the world of objects, the world as resistance. 



108 History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction

In the Victorian storyline of Possession, the conventional dichotomy 
between science and art, as modes of knowledge, is inflected also through 
gender, along the same lines as the conventional dichotomy of rational 
masculinity and irrational femininity that we saw in the previous chap-
ter of this book. Scientific rationalism, realism and reason are aligned 
with masculinity, whilst illusion, emotion, make-believe and all that lies 
outside the masculine domain are identified with the feminine. In this 
Victorian world that privileges the rational and, therefore, the masculine, 
women are objects, possessions:

Know you not that we Women have no Power
In the cold world of objects Reason rules,
Where all is measured and mechanical?
There we are chattels, baubles, property,
Flowers pent in vases with our roots sliced off
To shine a day and perish. But you see
Here in this secret room all curtained round
With vaguest softnesses, all dimly lit
With flickerings and twinklings, where all shapes
Are indistinct, all sounds ambiguous,
Here we have Power, here the Irrational,
The Intuition of the Unseen Powers
Speaks to our women’s nerves, galvanic threads
Which gather up, interpret and transmit
The unseen Powers and their hidden Will.
This is our negative world, where the Unseen,
Unheard, Impalpable, and Unconfined
Speak to and through us – it is we who hear,
Our natures that receive their thrilling force. (410)

Denied access to the world of masculinised knowledge, women, in 
Ash’s poem Mummy Possest, must inhabit an-other space, and other 
knowledges. In his reference to ‘our negative world’, Ash points to the 
story Christabel evokes in her poetry of the City of Is. Drawn from 
Breton mythology, the City of Is is a female, underwater city that is 
‘the obverse of the male dominated technological industrial world of 
Paris – or Par-is as the Bretons have it. They say that Is will come to 
the surface when Paris is drowned for its sins’ (134). Byatt’s Leonora 
Stern describes the female world of Is as ‘in-formed by illogic and struc-
tured by feeling and in-tuition’ (245), counterpart to, but distanced 
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from, the world dominated by masculine reason and logic. This kind of 
world-in-reverse is appropriated by Ash for his re-creation of the world 
of the spiritualists:

Where power flows upwards, as in the glass ball,
Where left is right, and clocks go widdershins,
And women sit enthroned and wear the robes,
The wreaths of scented roses and the crowns,
The jewels in our hair, the sardonyx,
The moonstones and the rubies and the pearls,
The royal stones, where we are priestesses
And powerful Queens, and all swims with our will. (410)

Expected, in their culture, to hope for marriage, and yet resistant to 
the dependence it entails, LaMotte and Blanche Glover form a self-made 
City of Is, a space where they can be committed to scholarly pursuits 
and spared the ignominy of becoming possessions: ‘a place wherein we 
neither served nor were served … But we were to renounce the outside 
World – and the usual female Hopes (and with them the usual Fears) in 
exchange for – dare I say Art … ’ (187).

For LaMotte, this chosen way of life precludes the kind of disrup-
tion that Ash represents. ‘LaMotte’ means ‘the castle’ and to Ash she 
seems ‘distant and closed away, a princess in a tower’ (277), although 
she describes herself as ‘circumscribed and self-communing … not like 
a Princess in a thicket, by no means, but more like a very fat and self-
satisfied spider in the centre of her shining Web … ’ (87). To LaMotte, 
Ash represents a force that would violate the bastions of this existence 
and she writes to him ‘I cannot let you burn me up’ (194). LaMotte’s 
resistance to Victorian cultural norms places her in an oppositional rela-
tionship to Ash from the beginning of their acquaintance. As a male he 
is immediately cast in the role of possessor, seeking to possess.

And it is in this role that LaMotte recasts Ash when she finds that she is 
pregnant and she begins to look upon her time with Ash as an abandon-
ment of her ideals and characterises the whole time as awash with loss. 
She rewrites their relationship in terms of the story of the Little Mermaid, 
‘who had her fishtail cleft to please her Prince, and became dumb, and 
was not moreover wanted by him. “The fishtail was her freedom,” she 
said. “She felt, with her legs, that she was walking on knives” ’ (373–4). 
The romance between Ash and LaMotte, beginning as a mutual posses-
sion, is revised in terms of male domination and female subjugation.
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IV

Yet this narrative both fits and does not fit. It captures some truth of 
their story, but not the whole of it. What is denied in this rendering of 
the story is their mutual pleasure in reciprocal possession; their joint 
delight in ‘trusting minds which recognised each other’ (501). Ash 
challenges her revision of their story, saying: ‘think over what we did 
together and ask, where was the cruelty, where the coercion, where 
Christabel, the lack of love and respect for you, alike as a woman and 
as intellectual being?’ (456).

In her final letter to him, LaMotte acknowledges that although Ash 
threatened and ultimately destroyed her self-possession and solitude 
he did so ‘meaning me nothing but good’ (502). Her refusal to either 
contact Ash or tell him about their child, and her retreat into her pain 
and pride, is figured in the novel as a rejection of mutual possession, 
in favour of self-possession. It is symbolically rectified in the novel not 
only by LaMotte voluntarily seeking forgiveness and revealing the infor-
mation that she withheld, but also by her relinquishing self-possession 
once more. And not only to Ash, but also to his wife: ‘I write under 
cover to your wife – who may read this, or do as she pleases with it – 
I am in her hands – but it is so dangerously sweet to speak out, after all 
these years – I trust myself to her and your goodwill’ (500). 

It is only as Ash nears death that she can again affirm ‘we loved each 
other – for each other – only it was in the end for Maia’ (502). Their 
child, born of those moments in which each found the centre of life in 
possession, each by the other, becomes a literal embodiment of the life 
that inheres in mutual possession. So, too, does their grandchild, who 
‘is a strong boy, and will live’ (503). Witnessing the life that has come 
of their relationship, LaMotte once again asserts the mutuality of their 
love, and can see Ash not in his role of usurper and despoiler, but as the 
man she has known, loved and been loved by. 

Byatt’s Victorians, who believe in love and write and speak their own 
copiously, provide a contrast with her contemporary characters Roland 
and Maud. The sterility of the texts produced by the contemporary 
scholars is matched by the nullity of their sex lives. For Roland and Maud, 
love is something they theorise about, a ‘suspect ideological construct’ in 
which they cannot believe in any personal way. They are  ‘theoretically 
knowing’ about desire and sexuality, and possess a sophisticated, sci-
entific vocabulary to describe ‘phallocracy […] punctuation, punctur-
ing and penetration, polymorphous and polysemous perversity’ (423), 
and so on. However, it is their very cerebral, theoretical knowingness that 
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leaves them poorly equipped to respond to desire in their own lives. It is 
as if knowledge of desire and sex has replaced the sensation itself, in just 
the same way as knowledge about texts and about reading had replaced 
the pleasure of the actual experience. Their dependence upon a scientific 
vocabulary and mode of knowledge to understand desire has squeezed 
out the feeling associated with it. Desire is the subversive element that 
cannot be contained by intellectualising scientific constructions of it. As 
Roland observes, ‘I think all the looking-into has some very odd effects on 
desire’ (267).13 He and Maud are left with an absence of desire, or, more 
accurately, a desire for absence. Their identical wish is ‘to have nothing. 
An empty clean bed. I have this image of a clean empty bed in a clean 
empty room, where nothing is asked or to be asked’ (267).

Roland and Maud’s romance develops in silence, as if their vocabulary, 
so loquacious for dealing with matters of sex and sexuality, cannot find 
the words to express their feeling for each other: ‘they took to silence. 
They touched each other without comment and without progression. 
A hand on a hand, a clothed arm, resting on an arm. An ankle overlap-
ping an ankle, as they sat on a beach, and not removed’ (423).

The language they use to describe sex and sexuality, and the ideo-
logical construct that stands for love, is characterised by what is almost 
violence. Roland, and especially Maud, guard their solitude, their 
autonomous selves, jealously, and do not wish to sacrifice this to the 
other. They associate love with sex, and sex with being a possession. It 
is this that they resist:

it was important to both of them that the touching should not proceed 
to any kind of fierceness or deliberate embrace. They felt that in some 
way this stately peacefulness of unacknowledged contact gave back 
their sense of their separate lives inside their separate skins. Speech, 
the kind of speech they knew, would have undone it … (424)

Unable to speak their love, their gradual willingness to relinquish self-
possession and open themselves to the other is signified by the scene 
in which Roland convinces Maud to let down her hair. Maud’s long, 
blonde hair, worn tightly wound up and concealed beneath a scarf, is 
symbolic of her autonomy and independence. The passage in which 
she unravels it is figured as a kind of answer to the feminist poem 
that LaMotte had written a hundred or more years earlier. Angered by 
Ash, LaMotte rewrites the Rapunzel fairytale, replacing the prince who 
climbs to Rapunzel with a hairy ogre whose ‘black claws go clutching / 
Hand over Hand / What Pain goes thrilling/ Through every strand!’ (35). 



112 History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction

In Maud, the fairytale is again rewritten to include the agency of the 
female in giving the prince the means to reach her. It is Maud who 
unwraps her hair for Roland, signifying her willingness to allow him to 
reach her emotionally. 

The passage is connected to that in which Ash and LaMotte first 
make love, and not only because it ends the preceding chapter. The two 
scenes are also connected because for most of the novel this scene 
stands in the place of a sex scene between Roland and Maud. The 
release of Maud’s hair from its tightly bound turban is a metaphorical 
undressing that prefigures LaMotte’s discarded crinoline and petticoats 
in the following chapter (283). The scene begins slowly, and builds 
momentum steadily, until Maud is shaking her head ‘faster and faster’. 
It invokes ‘a moving sea’, drawing upon conventional representation of 
female orgasm (272). This rhythm and these images, together with the 
‘scarlet blood’ that Maud sees, make the metaphor more explicit and 
anticipate the following scene in which Ash finds traces of blood on 
his thighs after he and LaMotte have made love for the first time (284). 
Indeed, Mark Hennelly Jr. calls Maud’s turban her ‘figurative virginity 
belt’ (Hennelly, 2003: 451).

Byatt thus reverses what might be expected of representations of 
sexuality in the Victorian era and the late twentieth century. On the 
one hand, she draws the Victorians as frank and relatively uninhibited 
in their sexuality, whilst on the other, she creates twentieth-century 
characters whose relationship proceeds slowly, mutely, and with little 
physical contact.14 The verbal expression of Roland and Maud’s grow-
ing love for each other occurs only after they accept that this sensation 
must coexist with their knowledge that love is a construct, emplotted 
by Romance as a system (425). Roland’s confession of love recognises 
this paradox: ‘they reject the scientific lens through which they view it. 
Roland’s rejection of Leonora Stern’s Lacanian-inflected literary criti-
cism, ‘But I don’t want to see through her eyes … I just don’t’ (254), 
becomes a rejection of the science-based methodologies in which he 
is trained. Instead, he and Maud embark upon ‘an interesting effort 
of imagination to think how they (Ash and LaMotte) saw the world’, 
to share Ash’s interest in the ‘origin of life. Also the reason we are 
here’ (254). This attempt to see the world through the eyes of Ash and 
LaMotte overflows into the way that they see each other and their grow-
ing sense of responsibility for each other. 

The verbal expression of Roland and Maud’s growing love for each 
other occurs only after they accept that this sensation must coexist with 
their knowledge that love is a construct, emplotted by Romance as a 
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system (425). Roland’s confession of love recognises this paradox: ‘I love 
you ... It isn’t convenient. Not now I’ve acquired a future. But that’s 
how it is. In the worst way. All the things we – we grew up not believing 
in. Total obsession, night and day. When I see you, you look alive and 
everything else – fades. All that’ (506). His avowal of love acknowledges 
that all such declarations must always be citations but also that in his 
quotation he has, as Umberto Eco puts it, ‘succeeded, once again, in 
speaking of love’ (Eco, 1984: 32–3). In the dialogue of mutual posses-
sion so integral to the novel’s representation of reading and loving it is 
the imagination that holds in tension theoretical knowingness and the 
desire that subverts it. The ways in which love can be spoken becomes 
more interesting than the ways in which it cannot. 

Ventriloquising Ash and LaMotte enables Roland and Maud to relin-
quish some of their self-possession in order to take possession of the 
other, and be possessed in turn. This is represented by the scene in 
which they make love. It is figured as both possession and disposses-
sion, and the language Byatt uses signifies death as well as life. Or, more 
specifically, a life that inheres in death:

in the morning, the whole world had a strange new smell. It was the 
smell of the aftermath, a green smell, a smell of shredded leaves and 
oozing resin, of crushed wood and splashed sap, a tart smell, which 
bore some relation to the smell of bitten apples. It was the smell of 
death and destruction and it smelled fresh and lively and hopeful. 
(507) 

Byatt’s use of sex as a vehicle for characterising Roland and Maud’s 
mutual possession captures the paradox of life coexisting with death, 
of self-possession cohabiting with dispossession. In this novel, love 
destroys autonomy and self-possession, and yet it is also somehow nec-
essary to the individual, and much desired. Or, as Belsey writes, ‘desire 
is inevitable (“necessity”) Christabel calls it, twice … and at the same 
time dangerous – beyond the pleasure principle, destructive, angry, 
“a wrecker,” as Maud puts it’ (Belsey, 1994b: 696). Love, in this romance, 
embodies the paradox of ‘possession’ itself; it involves possessing the 
beloved, but at the same time, being possessed, possession and dispos-
session. Bronfen, too, observes that in the novel ‘to take possession in 
love need not always mean that the beloved is reduced to an object of 
possession’ (Bronfen, 1996: 132).

This is the lesson that Roland and Maud must learn. They must 
rethink, or, more precisely, re-feel the theoretical position they have 
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adopted as postmodern lovers as well as postmodern scholars. Just as in 
their scholarship their theoretical brilliance gives way to a more personal 
reading, so their sophisticated understanding of love gives way to a 
 personal investment in each other. In their romance, as in their reading, 
Roland and Maud learn to respond emotionally as well as  intellectually. 
They allow themselves to feel desire for the text, and also for each other. 
The same faculties that make them good readers at the end of the novel, 
will, it is hoped, make them good lovers. 

When Maud and Roland finally make love, it is not until Roland has 
first discovered that Maud looks like Ash. As Bronfen points out, ‘their 
sexual union is thus also the complete eroticisation of (Roland’s) schol-
arly relationship to his desired object of academic research’ (Bronfen, 
1996: 132). As he takes possession of Maud’s body, and is possessed 
by hers, Roland joins himself to Ash’s progeny and thus takes full pos-
session of Ash himself. I argue that this is also the consummation of 
Byatt’s metaphor that makes the ideal lover stand in for the ideal reader 
to symbolise the mutual possession of reader and text in a relationship 
that involves a conjunction of both the cognitive and emotional, or 
desiring, faculties.

That is, it marks the consummation of the metaphor and thus the 
intermingling of its two sides. For the two models of possession, that 
between the reader and the text, and that between the lovers, do not 
remain discrete. Rather, they become intertwined, and so contribute to 
the conjunction of the theoretical and the practical, the intellectual and 
the sensate. As Bronfen describes it, the hermeneutic search becomes 
knotted to love, ‘the relationship between the two Victorian lives and 
the two Victorian archives that Roland and Maud come to explore, 
enmesh a carnal with a textual dialogue’ (ibid.: 117). On the one hand 
there are the poems which, when read with the knowledge of the affair, 
seem to document it. On the other hand there is the carnal dialogue, 
the affair itself, which is bodily and sensual but also clandestine. The 
two are inveterately intertwined so that one cannot exist without the 
other. This intermingling of the carnal and textual is re-enacted by 
Roland and Maud a century later as, Bronfen argues, they ‘enter into an 
academic and a romantic correspondence, where in the end one cannot 
be distinguished from the other’ (ibid.: 118). 

Reviews and critics are divided over whether Possession can be called 
postmodern.15 I agree with Buxton’s suggestion that Byatt’s use of lit-
erary techniques labelled ‘postmodern’ need not suggest ‘a wholesale 
celebration of postmodernism per se’ (Buxton, 2001: 101). Possession is, 
indeed, ‘deeply suspicious’ of postmodernism (ibid.: 102). What interests 
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me is Buxton’s refusal to see the novel as subversive of, or challenging 
to, postmodernism. Buxton flags the possibility, in Hutcheon’s formula-
tion of postmodernism, of ‘a postmodernist challenge to postmodernism 
itself’ but refuses to find this ‘politics of resistance’ in Possession because 
of what she takes to be its regressive nostalgia (ibid.: 98). It is in a foot-
noted aside that, I believe, Buxton approaches the crux of the novel’s 
relationship to postmodernism and articulates a third possible position, 
even if she then places it under erasure. She playfully asks whether 
Hutcheon would ‘consider Possession doubly metafictional? Does its com-
plicity and critique of postmodernism itself make it post-postmodern?’ 
(ibid.: 104). Byatt’s comparatively realist narrative, which does not resist 
or refuse representation of the past, but revels in its textual construc-
tion of a seductive fictional world, acknowledges the inadequacies of 
language but asserts its power to nonetheless seduce the reader. Though 
the novel is in part flavoured by nostalgia for more traditional notions 
of authorial authority and linguistic stability, it ultimately shifts the site 
of representation to the imaginative, indeed imagined, space of desire 
created between the text and the ideal reader. Her nostalgia is for Ash’s 
ability to confront the ascendancy of scientific Truth and still assert 
the truth produced in and by the imagination, though this faith in imagi-
nation is attributed only to Ash and not to the period as a whole (168–9). 
The meaning produced is unstable and changes from reader to reader 
and, indeed, reading to reading. Moreover, the structuring nostalgia 
of Possession, for the Victorian period itself, which allows Byatt to rep-
resent her model of sensational reading and mutual possession, does 
not paint the entire period with its gloss. Byatt does not shy away from 
representing the limitations and failures of the period in her portrayal 
of LaMotte, or from contrasting this with the advantages of the present 
via her representation of (contemporary) Val and (Victorian) Blanche 
as textual doubles with widely different fates.16 The novel’s fascination 
with the period is undoubtedly affective but it finds both continuity and 
discontinuity between the two historical moments, attempting to map 
the present in relation to its past. In this it anticipates the formulation of 
a critical, productive nostalgia as a tool for mapping present identities in 
scholarly debates of the last two decades since the novel’s publication. 

Indeed, Susanne Becker positions Possession on ‘the threshold between 
postmodern thought and new forms of more realist representation’ 
marking a more general cultural shift ‘beyond postmodernism before 
the new millennium’ (Becker, 2001: 18).17 Byatt’s self-conscious realism 
anticipates critiques and modifications of postmodernism’s approach to 
history in the new formulations of realism in more recent neo-Victorian 
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fictions, especially the ‘new(meta)realism’ of the faux-Victorian novel 
which, as we shall see in the following chapter, shares historiographic 
metafiction’s problematisation of history but eschews its metafictional 
techniques, remaining ‘resolutely silent’ about its fictionality (Kohlke, 
2004: 156). Rather than establishing a univocal meaning or truth about 
the past, on the one hand, or privileging the problematisation of repre-
senting history, on the other, neo-Victorian fictions today are primarily 
concerned with exploring the manifold ways in which the past can be 
(provisionally) remembered and represented. Like Roland’s ‘materially 
engaged’ reading in Lynn Wells’ analysis of Possession, the affective 
relationship to history produced and performed by these novels ‘takes 
into account the representational crisis of his age, but is not longer 
constrained by it’ (Wells, 2002: 687). In this light, Byatt’s novel, which 
wrests the production of historical knowledge from historians, literary 
critics, and collectors, and places it in the joined hands of the literary 
text and the ideal reader appears strangely prescient. Her romance of 
mutual possession between the text and an ideal reader recentres litera-
ture as a sensational epistemology that can acknowledge the limits of 
representation and of historical knowledge and yet nonetheless assert 
with Ash ‘the truth of Imagination’, which is ‘not simple – or simply to 
be rejected’ (169).


