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Abstract 

CREATIVE COMPONENT  

As a Lover is a novel about identity, belonging and repression. It tells the story of the 

impact of the publication and subsequent banning of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of 

Loneliness (1928), which is considered to be the first overtly lesbian novel in English. It 

was banned for obscenity in 1928, within months of publication. The title of my novel is 

taken from one of the very few explicit lines in The Well, “she kissed her full on the lips, as 

a lover.” The story is told from the perspectives of Maggie Dillon, an invented character, 

and Radclyffe Hall, a real historical figure. Maggie is a young firefighter, originally from 

Belfast, whose life is influenced by The Well, and Radclyffe Hall is The Well’s author. 

Through these different perspectives I explore the connection between historical fiction and 

the lesbian past for both real historical figures and events and purely imaginary ones, whilst 

also representing issues of interest to a contemporary audience such as the impact of 

religiously inspired homophobia on lesbian self-identity.  

CRITICAL COMPONENT  

‘Exploring the Wreck’ considers the issues involved in (re)creating the lesbian past through 

historical fiction. It proposes that lesbian historical fiction creates knowledge about the 

lesbian past that can be assessed for plausibility or at least possibility with reference to 

other sources of information. As a genre, lesbian historical fiction is under-researched, and 

scholarship has tended to consider individual writers and texts rather than the genre as a 

whole. I provide an overview of lesbian historical fiction, and draw on a stylistically 

diverse range of novels to think about its relationship to the past and the present through its 

representation of patriarchal restrictions on women’s lives and freedoms. The critical 

component concludes with an examination of Emma Donoghue’s Life Mask, chosen as a 

case study because it is a broadly realist novel that represents real historical events, as does 

my own novel, As a Lover.  
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Bridging Statement  

In 1926, award-winning author Radclyffe Hall began work on a new novel that she 

feared would “shipwreck” her whole career.1 Its theme, love and desire between women. 

Hall wanted to break the public silence on lesbianism. Within four weeks of publication, 

her publishers had withdrawn The Well of Loneliness from sale under pressure from the 

right wing press and the Home Secretary. Three months later it was banned. Lesbianism 

itself had been put on trial and judged to be obscene.  

Unlike most of the lesbian past, the circumstances surrounding The Well’s 

publication and banning are a matter of public record. This seminal moment in lesbian 

history can be researched in the archives. What is less easy to discover is how lesbians of 

the time who read Hall’s doomed depiction viewed her portrayal of female same-sex love 

and desire and what impact the ban had on them. Recorded history doesn’t give us much in 

the way of answers. But lesbian historical fiction can.  

I could say that this was the starting point for my thesis novel, As a Lover, but that 

is only partly true. The real starting point was a series of photographs of women firefighters  

 

that I came across on social media. My work 

returns again and again to the issue of 

female agency and I felt inspired by the 

images, some of which dated back to the 

1920s. Several of the photos appeared to me 

to hint at a lesbian subtext. I was particularly 

captivated by an image of four young 

women on a motorcycle sidecar firefighting 

appliance. One woman was gazing at the 

motorbike rider ahead of her with such 

tenderness that I was convinced that this was 

a record of lesbian history. I discovered that 

the women were members of the Achille 

Serre Ladies Fire Brigade and that they had  

                                                
1 Una Vincenzo, The Life and Death of Radclyffe Hall (London: Hammond Hammond, 1961), p. 82. 
(Available at https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.61150/page/n3/mode/2up). 
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won firefighting competitions in the 1920s. However their names and the lives that they 

lived are not part of the public record.  If we are to recover the stories of women like these, 

we can only do so through fiction. 

Lesbian historical fiction can imagine the history that the records don’t give us. It 

has played a significant role in meeting my own need for a sense of the lesbian past. I grew 

up against the backdrop of the Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign, which managed to 

simultaneously suggest that homosexuality was a biblical abomination and a modern-day 

perversion. When I first came out in the 1980s, I sought a lesbian (and gay) history that 

would bolster my sense that I was neither evil nor perverted. I bought Martin Greif’s non-

fictional The Gay Book of Days (1985), a who’s who of possible lesbian and gay figures 

over the previous 5,000 years, but it was dominated by the lives of men. And then I 

discovered a book that gave me my first real taste of the lesbian history I longed for. Isabel 

Miller’s Patience and Sarah (1971) was a fictional love story inspired by the lives of two 

real women, the artist Mary Ann Willson and her companion Miss Brundidge who lived in 

early nineteenth-century rural America.2 It was a joy to me. I read The Color Purple (1982) 

soon after, and was completely absorbed by Alice Walker’s portrayal of the ways the 

female characters resisted the violence and abuse that they experienced, and moved by the 

love and friendship between them.3 The appeal of these novels was their combination of 

both history and fiction. They made the lesbian past real to me.  

Before I started my PhD I somewhat naively thought that there was a self-evident 

relationship between lesbian historical fiction and the past. However I soon discovered that 

the genre’s ability to portray the lesbian past is disputed. For example, Elizabeth English 

suggests that interwar lesbian modernist writers paid scant regard to historical accuracy in 

their representations of the past in favour of “construct[ing] and explor[ing] modern lesbian 

identity.”4 In the days before she became the “Queen of lesbian historical fiction”,5 Sarah 

Waters argued that fictional representations of the lesbian and gay past are fantasies that 

                                                
2 Isabel Miller, Patience & Sarah [1971] (London: The Women’s Press, 1979). First self-published 
as A Place for Us in 1969.  
3 Alice Walker, The Color Purple [1982] (London: The Women’s Press, 1983).  
4 Elizabeth English, Lesbian Modernism: Censorship, Sexuality and Genre Fiction (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2015), p. 87. 
5 Emma Donoghue, ‘Picking Up Broken Glass, or Turning Lesbian History into Fiction’, in 
Sapphists and Sexologists; Histories of Sexualities: Volume 2, ed. by Sonja Tiernan and Mary 
McAuliffe (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2009), p. 3.  
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reveal more about contemporary preoccupations than they do about the past.6 Whilst they 

recognise the importance of lesbian historical fiction to the lesbian present, English and 

Waters understate the ‘history’ aspect of the genre. Part of the appeal of lesbian historical 

fiction for me as a reader and writer, is its ability to reflect and explore both present 

concerns and the lesbian past. In this thesis I set out to examine lesbian historical fiction’s 

relationship to the past and the present through creating a lesbian historical novel set at the 

time of the publication of The Well, and through considering how other writers have 

approached writing lesbian historical fiction.  

My thesis novel, As a Lover, brings together the banning of The Well and female 

firefighters falling in love in order to explore the issues involved in representing the often 

elusive lesbian past. It is told from two distinctive points of view, those of Maggie Dillon 

and John Radclyffe Hall. Maggie is an invented character who is a new recruit to the 

Achille Serre Ladies Fire Brigade. She is what Ann Rigney describes as an “invented 

exemplar”, a character derived from historical records who is able to represent a social 

category, as I discuss in Chapter One of the critical part of my thesis.7 The circumstances of 

Maggie’s life, such as her previous employment in a linen mill, her experiences of sectarian 

violence in Belfast in the 1920s, and her firefighting role at Achille Serre, are based on 

historical records, and her narrative grew out of what I was able to discover and imagine of 

the lives of working class lesbians of the late 1920s. The Well has often been described as 

the “bible” of lesbianism.8 Reading it helps Maggie to embrace her attraction to other 

women and facilitates her coming out. Her perspective allows the impact of the publication 

and banning of The Well on its readers at the time to be represented. Unlike Maggie, John is 

a real historical figure. She is a wealthy, successful, masculine-presenting lesbian, who has 

been shaped by a childhood of emotional, physical and sexual abuse. A number of 

biographies of her exist and one might ask what a fictional depiction of the events 

surrounding the banning of The Well from her perspective might add. Historical fiction 

provides what Russell Banks calls a “different truth” to that provided by non-fictional 

                                                
6 Sarah Waters, Wolfskins and Togas: Lesbian and Gay Historical Fictions, 1870 to the Present. 
PhD dissertation (London: University of London 1995), p. 8. 
7 Ann Rigney, Imperfect Histories: The Elusive Past and the Legacy of Romantic Historicism 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), pp. 25-6.  
8 See, for example, Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, Lesbian/Woman (New York: Bantam Books, 
1972), p. 17.  
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biography.9 Combining historical evidence and invention enables a more intimate story to 

be told, allowing the writer and reader to enter the historical figure’s internal world. 

Historical fiction can imagine conversations, actions, as well as thoughts, that there is no 

evidence actually took place, but which convey a sense of the character’s life. In choosing 

John’s point of view, I wanted to try to understand what it might have been like to be her at 

the heart of a very public controversy.  

Through John and Maggie, As a Lover represents parts of both the recorded and 

unrecorded lesbian past and tries to get to the meaning of real historical events for both real 

and imagined characters. However, as well as attempting to convey the past, my novel 

explores issues of the present. Perhaps, foremost amongst these is the continuing impact of 

religiously-inspired homophobia on the lives of lesbians. The attitudes that led to The Well 

being banned are still a problem nearly a century on in Northern Ireland and many other 

countries. I also reflect on how lesbian lives and opportunities are affected by gendered 

expectations of women, and by class, wealth, and to a lesser degree, race. By illuminating 

the past I hope to illuminate the present. 

I wanted the critical and creative components to resonate. The critical engages with 

the issues that I, and other writers, experience in writing lesbian historical fiction. These 

include: how to use historical detail to bring the past to life when details of the specifically 

lesbian past are often limited; the beg, steal and borrow approach to historical evidence of 

female same-sex love and desire; how to navigate and represent the restrictions placed on 

women’s lives in the past and present; and the need for an engaging story that does not seek 

to be ‘straight’ history. Both my novel and critical component suggest that lesbian 

historical fiction provides a powerful means of narrating a history of female same-sex love 

and desire. The genre challenges the male-dominated, heteronormative narrative of 

traditional history in which women’s lives and relationships are marginalised. Lesbian 

historical fiction makes visible the lost, hidden, and contested lesbian past, creating 

knowledge about the lives of women who experienced female same-sex love and desire in 

the past. However, lesbian historical novels are also contemporary novels. Through their 

exploration of issues of relevance to the present as well as the past they help to illuminate 

and challenge the continuing restrictions placed on women’s lives in patriarchal societies.  

                                                
9 Russell Banks in Kimberly Rae Connor, ‘Engaging History in Collaborative Mythmaking: A 
Conversation with Russell Banks’, Revue LISA/LISA e-journal, II.4, (2004), 5-16, in 
<https://journals.openedition.org/lisa/2920> [accessed 1 October 2018]. 
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 I came to explore the wreck. 
The words are purposes. 
The words are maps. 
I came to see the damage that was done 
and the treasures that prevail. 
 
    Adrienne Rich 
 
 
 
If you forget me, think 
of our gifts to Aphrodite 
and all the loveliness that we shared 
 
    Sappho 

 
 
 
 
    I prefer, where truth is important, to write fiction. 
 
        Virginia Woolf 
 
 
 
 
    Make every effort to remember. And, failing that, invent. 

 
    Monique Wittig 
 
 
 
 
So it is better to speak  

    remembering 
    we were never meant to survive  
 
        Audre Lorde 
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Chapter One 

THE INVISIBLE LESBIAN AND HOW TO FIND HER  

Introduction 

Historical fiction has arguably played a more significant role in representing a hidden 

lesbian past to the present than the discipline of history, which did not begin to investigate 

female same-sex love and desire to any meaningful degree until the 1970s.10 In 1904, 

Renée Vivien’s French novella Une Femme M’apparut (A Woman Appeared to Me), an 

overtly lesbian feminist historical fantasy of Ancient Greece, was published in Paris. It re-

imagines Sappho’s Lesbos whilst also recounting Vivien’s turbulent relationship with her 

lover, Natalie Barney. However, Vivien’s novella was not translated into English until 1976 

and the first lesbian historical novel in English is probably Hope Mirrlees’s Madeleine: 

One of Love’s Jansenists (1919), which is set in seventeenth-century France. It was 

followed by fictions featuring female same-sex love and desire by established writers such 

as Virginia Woolf (Orlando, 1928), Sylvia Townsend Warner (Summer Will Show, 1936), 

and Kate O’Brien (As Music and Splendour, 1958). However, it was the success of Isabel 

Miller’s Patience & Sarah (1971) that helped to establish lesbian historical fiction as a 

recognised sub-genre. Set in rural America in 1816 it was inspired by the lives of artist 

Mary Ann Willson and her companion Miss Brundidge.11 It in turn has inspired other 

writers including Sarah Waters who described it as “open[ing] up the possibility for 

imagining lesbian life in the past.”12  

In the fifty years since Patience & Sarah was published, lesbian historical fiction 

has thrived. Of the one hundred and thirty-two lesbian historical novels published between 

1904 and 2019 (as set out at Appendix One), one hundred and eighteen have been 

published since 1970. They comprise a variety of forms including realism, fantasy, family 

saga, thriller, epistolatory, Gothic, romance, the adventure story, and metafiction, and have 

a range of historical and geographical settings, from nineteenth-century pogrom Russia, to 

seventh-century Northumbria, the Napoleonic Wars and jazz-era New York. Despite 
                                                
10 Rebecca Jennings, ‘From ‘woman-loving woman’ to ‘queer’: Historiographical perspectives on 
twentieth-century British lesbian history’, History Compass, 5.6, (2007), 1901–1920. 
11 Isabel Miller, Patience & Sarah [1971] (London: The Women’s Press, 1979), p. 190. First self-
published as A Place for Us in 1969.  
12 Sarah Waters quoted in Hilary McCollum, ‘Making Herstory’, DIVA, February 2016, p. 50. 
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differences in form and setting, lesbian historical fiction is united by an underlying 

epistemological principle – to make visible the hidden past of female same-sex love and 

desire. It challenges the “ghost[ing]” of lesbian lives within mainstream culture and 

history.13 Over the past century, it has been a crucial genre for lesbian writers and readers 

offering variously: a means of understanding and exploring gender and sexuality, both in 

terms of the past and the present; a way of circumventing censorship when lesbianism was 

otherwise “unspeakable”14; a political tool to challenge women’s oppression and pervasive 

narratives of heteronormativity and lesbian invisibility; a form of escapism and pleasure for 

its readers; and a means of validating and affirming female same-sex relationships, which 

have been, and still are, stigmatized and persecuted to varying degrees in different parts of 

the world. In spite of the political and creative significance of lesbian historical fiction, it 

has received relatively little critical attention. Norman Jones suggests that “scholars often 

look down” on lesbian (and gay) historical fiction, criticising it for “encouraging 

identifications with the past” which they consider anachronistic.15 It has yet to be the 

subject of a full-length study in its own right,16 although it is considered in some depth in 

the works of Waters and Jones on lesbian and gay historical fiction and in Wallace’s work 

on women’s historical fiction.17  

In the critical part of this thesis, I consider a century of lesbian historical fiction to 

explore the challenges inherent in narrating across gaps and silences, the issues that writers 

face in representing the lesbian past, and the meaning that such representations hold for our 

understandings of both the past and the present. I draw on a range of theoretical 

perspectives, particularly Ann Rigney’s articulation of historical fiction’s capacity to 

                                                
13 Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 4. 
14 Adrienne Rich, On Lies, Secrets and Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978 (London: Virago, 1980), 
p. 199.  
15 Norman W. Jones, Gay and Lesbian Historical Fiction: Sexual Mystery and Post-Secular 
Narrative (New York; Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), p. viii. 
16 Linda Garber is currently working on such a book, Claiming Lesbian History: The Romance 
Between Fact and Fiction. Department of Women's and Gender Studies: Linda Garber, 
<https://www.scu.edu/cas/wgst/faculty-and-staff/linda-garber/garber.html> [accessed 16 September 
2021].  
17 Sarah Waters, Wolfskins and Togas: Lesbian and Gay Historical Fictions, 1870 to the Present. 
PhD dissertation. (London: University of London 1995); Jones, Gay and Lesbian; Diana 
Wallace, The Woman’s Historical Novel: British Women Writers, 1900-2000 (Houndmills: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2005). 
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represent the past, albeit imperfectly,18 Hamish Dalley’s application of Rigney’s work to 

postcolonial historical fiction,19 which I have further adapted to the context of lesbian 

historical fiction, Wallace’s analysis of women’s historical fiction and Jones’s of lesbian 

and gay historical fiction, and Carolyn Dinshaw’s concept of queer “connections across 

time.”20 In this chapter, I develop a definition of lesbian historical fiction and argue that in 

its creation of knowledge about the past and its exploration of issues of relevance to the 

present, it should be considered a form of allegorical realism.21 In the second chapter, I 

draw on the work of a number of writers from the early 1900s to the present day to provide 

an overview of the genre and consider how issues related to women’s position are 

represented in lesbian historical fiction. The final chapter presents a case study of Emma 

Donoghue’s Life Mask as an example of allegorical realism.   

Defining Lesbian Historical Fiction 

Anne Stevens defines a historical novel as one that is “set in a historical period different 

from the author’s own.”22 This is much less prescriptive than the approaches of the 

founding fathers of historical fiction criticism, György Lukács and Avrom Fleishman, who 

both emphasised the importance of representing public historic events, thus tending to 

preclude female protagonists. Following Jones’s approach to defining gay and lesbian 

historical fiction, lesbian historical fiction could be simply defined as “a literary genre 

comprising imaginatively fictionalised stories about lesbians in the past” (2). However, 

Jones goes on to outline two potential problems that scholars might have with his approach: 

shifting definitions of the terms gay and lesbian and their applicability to the past, and the 

difficulty of accessing evidence of the gay and lesbian past to underpin any historical claim 

the genre might make. I will consider the definitional problems of ‘lesbian’ first before 

going on to look at issues of evidence.   

                                                
18 Ann Rigney, Imperfect Histories: The Elusive Past and the Legacy of Romantic Historicism 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001).  
19 Hamish Dalley, The Postcolonial Historical Novel: Realism, Allegory, and the Representation of 
Contested Pasts (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014).  
20 Carolyn Dinshaw, Getting Medieval: Sexualities and Communities, Pre- and 
Postmodern (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999), p. 1. 
21 The concept of allegorical realism was developed by Hamish Dalley to characterise historical 
fiction in general and postcolonial historical fiction in particular. Dalley, Postcolonial.   
22 Anne H Stevens, British Historical Fiction Before Scott, (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2010), p. 12. 
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The meaning of the term lesbian is contested, with many scholars considering its 

use when referring to any period prior to the late nineteenth century to be ahistorical and 

anachronistic.23 They suggest that ‘lesbian’ became associated with female homosexuality 

in the late nineteenth century, the period when, according to theorists such as Michel 

Foucault and Jeffrey Weeks, sexologists developed the concept of sexual identity as a 

means of policing desire.24 Although sexologists did define their concept of lesbian at that 

time, linking same-sex attraction to a particular type of woman, its association with female 

same-sex attraction has a much longer history. Emma Donoghue identified a mock epic 

from 1732, The Toast by William King, which “referred to sexual relationships between 

women as ‘Lesbian Loves’ and the edition of 1736 called those women ‘Tribades or 

Lesbians’”.25 Terry Castle uncovered a libertine poem, “Tribades or Lesbia”, by François 

de Maynard from 1646 and cites Pierre de Bourdeille’s view of “‘the character of the 

Lesbian women, which will not suffer men at all,’” from 1665-6.26 Even further back, the 

Byzantine commentator Arethas used the term lesbian for same-sex relations between 

women more than a thousand years ago.27 Castle suggests that “where there are words […] 

there is identity.”28 Whilst sexology’s (pseudo)medical discourse undoubtedly influenced 

conceptions of ‘the lesbian’, the use of ‘lesbian’ as a term linked to female homosexuality 

has deeper roots and greater stability than is often acknowledged. 

Second, third and fourth wave feminism have all produced intense debates about the 

meaning of lesbian. Adrienne Rich theorised heterosexuality as a socially and politically 

enforced institution that oppressed and controlled women, and developed the concept of 

“lesbian existence” to suggest both that lesbianism had a history and that the creation of 

                                                
23 Judith M. Bennett, ‘“Lesbian-Like” and the Social History of Lesbianisms’, Journal of the 
History of Sexuality, Vol. 9, No. 1/2 (Jan. - Apr., 2000), pp. 1-24, p. 11.  
24 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction, trans. by Robert Hurley 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990). Jeffrey Weeks, Sex, Politics and Society: The Regulation of 
Sexuality since 1800 (London: Longman, 1981) pp. 96-121.  
25 Emma Donoghue, Passions Between Women: British Lesbian Culture, 1668-1801 (London: 
Bello, 2014), p. 4. Donoghue refers to the Oxford English Dictionary which, at the time she was 
writing (1993), traced the use of ‘lesbian’ as an adjective referring to female homosexuality to 
1890, and as a noun to 1925. The latest edition of the OED traces the use of lesbian as adjective and 
noun to 1732.  
26 Terry Castle, The Literature of Lesbianism: A Historical Anthology from Ariosto to Stonewall 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), p. 33. 
27 Bennett, ‘Lesbian-like’, p. 11. 
28 Castle, Apparitional, pp. 9-10 
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meaning regarding lesbian lives was an ongoing process.29 Controversially, she also 

proposed the idea of a “lesbian continuum to include a range—through each woman’s life 

and throughout history—of woman-identified experience” (27) that was not limited solely 

to genital sex. The lesbian continuum offered new understandings of homosocial bonds 

between women but was also criticized as desexing lesbianism.30  

The development of queer theory in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries has further challenged the concept of lesbian. Judith Butler argued in 1991 that 

while she recognised that there were times when there might be a political reason for 

appearing under the “sign of lesbian” she would like “to have it permanently unclear what 

precisely that sign signifies.”31 Although queer theory is widely used, some critics have 

suggested that “queerness is biased towards male experience”32 and that the rise of queer 

theory in the academy has led to work about male homosexuality predominating while 

work on lesbianism has been marginalised.33  

The definition of lesbian remains vexed. For some theorists it requires a woman to 

have or desire genital sex with another woman, for others an erotic interest in another 

woman is the threshold, for others a primary love for women is sufficient and for others the 

term lesbian is best abandoned altogether. These definitional problems are complicated in 

historiography by shifting conceptions of, and attitudes to, sexuality over time. “The 

practice of lesbian history”, according to Valerie Traub, is affected by whether practitioners 

believe the focus should be on sexual acts or on sexual identities, on the differences in 

“sexual understanding” between the past and the present or on the similarities (which Traub 

terms “alterity versus continuism”).34 The confusion between acts and identities is long 

                                                
29 Adrienne Rich, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’, Journal of Women's 
History, 15.3 (Autumn), (2003), 11-48. The first articulation of Compulsory Heterosexuality was 
published in Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 1980, Vol. 5 no. 4.  
30 Joan Nestle, ‘Wars and Thinking’, Journal of Women's History, 15.3 (Autumn), (2003), pp. 49-
57, p. 52.  
31 Judith Butler, ‘Imitation and Gender Insubordination’, in Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay 
Theories, ed. by Diana Fuss (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 14.  
32 Vera Whisman, Queer by Choice: Lesbians, Gay Men and the Politics of Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 1996), p. 124.  
33 Linda Garber, ‘Where in the World Are the Lesbians?’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, 14, 
1/2 (Special Issue: Studying the History of Sexuality: Theory, Methods, Praxis) (2005), pp. 28-50.  
34 Valerie Traub, ‘The Present Future of Lesbian Historiography’, in A Companion to Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender and Queer Studies, ed. by George E. Haggerty & Molly McGarry, 
Paperback edn. (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2015), p. 124. 
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standing and part of the pre-modern period as well as the present.35 Judith Bennett suggests 

broadening what can potentially be part of lesbian history by considering “lesbian-like” 

lives which might include women who had genital sex with other women, those whose 

primary emotions were directed toward other women, women who lived in single-sex 

communities, women who resisted marriage or did not marry, women who dressed as men, 

and women who did not comply with “norms of sexual propriety”.36 Donoghue also argues 

for wider concepts of lesbian history, suggesting that scholarship has been impoverished by 

“rigid divisions between friendship and sex, social acceptability and deviance, innocence 

and experience.”37 However Leila Rupp cautions against drawing the boundaries of lesbian 

too widely, suggesting that it understates differences between women. She also advocates 

for sexual desire being central to conceptions of lesbianism.38  

The investigation of lesbian-like lives and female homosocial bonding can provide a 

rich source of inspiration for writers of lesbian historical fiction to draw on. However same-

sex desire is integral to the genre. I have therefore drawn on Rupp’s definition of 

“sapphistries” (1) and on Stevens’s definition of historical fiction, to define lesbian 

historical fiction as:  

a fictional narrative that is set in a historical period different from the author’s own 

and includes representations of female same-sex desire and love.  

Like Rupp, my definition is sex-based, not gender-based, and includes female-

bodied people who present as “social males” (1). Rupp justifies her inclusion of people who 

might now be considered trans on the basis that although there is often a lack of 

information about how such individuals viewed their gender and sexuality, what is clear is 

that authorities tended to be concerned about sex between female bodies and the usurping 

of male power (5). Gender non-conformism, including cross-dressing, is a significant 

theme in women’s historical fiction, including lesbian historical fiction, and this too argues 

for inclusion of female characters that may pass as men. I return to gender non-conformism 

in Chapter Two, but now I consider Jones’s second problem – the availability of historical 

evidence to inform lesbian historical fiction. 

                                                
35 Jones, Gay and Lesbian, pp. 8-9.  
36 Bennett, ‘Lesbian-like’, pp. 14-15.  
37 Donoghue, Passions, p. 1. 
38 Leila Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love Between Women (New York; London: New 
York University Press, 2009), pp. 3-4. 
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The Elusive Lesbian Past – Lesbian Historical Fiction and the Historical Record 

Historical novels are created under what Rigney refers to as the “fictionality convention”, 

giving writers freedom to invent, but they also “call upon prior historical knowledge” (19). 

This is a potential stumbling block for writing lesbian historical fiction (and historical 

fiction about other marginalised groups) – recorded history overwhelmingly reflects the 

lives, actions and opinions of men, especially powerful white men. Women’s day-to-day 

lives have been largely unrecorded for great swathes of the past and sexual and romantic 

relationships between them have often been hidden. Since the 1970s, feminist scholars have 

produced historical knowledge about women, disputing traditional history’s focus on public 

events and highlighting new areas for study such as the family and sexuality. Attempts to 

represent the previously unknown history of female same-sex love and desire and challenge 

the “historical denial of lesbianism”39 have been part of this approach.  

However, evidence about female same-sex desire, especially prior to the modern 

era, is largely mediated through the voyeuristic and/or punitive eyes of men.40 For much of 

the past, women were less likely to be literate than men and, for those that could write, their 

writing was less likely to survive.41 Evidence of lesbianism contained in diaries and letters 

has been destroyed, both by women themselves fearing the consequences of discovery, and 

by other family members, especially those dealing with a woman’s personal effects 

following her death. The voices and experiences of women who desired/loved/had sex with 

other women are rare prior to the nineteenth century.42 Lesbian love and desire have been 

hidden within dominant narratives of assumed heterosexuality. “[The] murky, often 

mystifying remnants of the lesbian past”43 may hint at same-sex desire or at lives that 

provided opportunities for same-sex love but evidence of “certifiable same-sex genital 

contact”44 is hard to come by, the diaries of Anne Lister notwithstanding.45 The records that 

                                                
39 Blanche Wiesen Cook, ‘The Historical Denial of Lesbianism’, Radical History Review, 
20.Spring/Summer, (1979), 60-65, (p. 60).  
40 Rupp, Sapphistries, p. 4. 
41 Bennett, ‘Lesbian-Like’, p. 2.  
42 Ibid. p. 3.   
43 Emma Donoghue, ‘Picking Up Broken Glass, or Turning Lesbian History into Fiction’, in 
Sapphists and Sexologists; Histories of Sexualities: Volume 2, ed. by Sonja Tiernan and Mary 
McAuliffe (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2009), p. 3.  
44 Bennett, ‘Lesbian-Like’, p. 14. 
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are available are skewed towards wealthy and educated women and, to a lesser degree, 

women who were criminalised or subject to religious sanctions.46  

Lesbianism remained publicly “unspeakable” well into the twentieth century.47 In 

1918, the dancer Maud Allan failed in her attempt to sue the MP Noel Pemberton-Billing 

for libel after he implied that she was a lesbian in the right-wing magazine, The Vigilante. 

Billing had named Allan as belonging to what the magazine referred to as “The Cult of the 

Clitoris”. Nair argues that clitoris, “stood in for ‘lesbian’ at the trial… The epistemological 

trap set by Pemberton-Billing relied on the public unknowability of lesbianism” (9-10; my 

emphasis). In 1921, the House of Commons passed an amendment to the Criminal Law 

Amendment Bill that would have criminalised lesbianism by adding a section for ‘gross 

indecency between female persons.’ The amendment was rejected by the House of Lords 

on the basis that 999 out of 1000 women “have never even heard a whisper of these 

practices,” and that it would be “a very great mischief” if criminalisation brought 

lesbianism to their attention.48 Radclyffe Hall said her desire to break the public silence 

about lesbianism was one of her reasons for writing The Well of Loneliness, which was 

published in 1928.49 The government responded by banning it. 

Bringing the Lesbian Past to Life 

All writers of historical fiction face the challenge of combining historical evidence and 

invention to create meaningful and engaging representations of the past. However, the 

failings of the archive in relation to women’s lives in general, and female same-sex desire 

specifically, present a particular challenge for the writer of lesbian historical fiction who 

must find a way through its gaps and opacity in order to create her (hi)story. Rigney argues 

that through the process of representation the writer of historical fiction “establish[es] a 

                                                                                                                                               
45 Lister encoded her sexual and romantic relationships with women in her diaries. They were 
decoded and partially published in the 1980s. Anne Lister, I know my own heart: The diaries of 
Anne Lister, 1791-1840, ed. by Helena Whitbread (London: Virago, 1988). 
46 For information about the criminalisation of sex between women see, for example, Rupp, 
Sapphistries, pp. 71-73, 91-99; Bennett, ‘Lesbian-like’, p. 3.  
47 Sashi Nair, Secrecy and Sapphic Modernism: Reading Romans à Clef Between the Wars 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012) p. 6. 
48 The Lord Chancellor, Viscount Birkenhead, and the Earl of Desart respectively in 
Hansard, Commons Amendment: HL Deb 15 August 1921 vol 43 cc567-77, 
<https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1921/aug/15/commons-amendment-2> [accessed 
11 May 2020]. 
49 Radclyffe Hall, ‘Why Did I Write the Well of Loneliness? (1934)’, in American Queer: Now and 
Then, ed. by David Shneer and Caryn Aviv (Boulder: Paradigm, 2006), pp. 172-3. 
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meaningful relationship between the limited amount of information that is presented in a 

text and the past as it actually was” (101), which, for convenience, I refer to as the ‘actual 

past’. For the writer of lesbian historical fiction, representation also involves establishing a 

meaningful relationship between the limited amount of information that may be available 

about the lesbian past, the past as it actually was, and the information presented. Hoberman 

suggests that for women, “[w]riting the past means making palimpsests – texts that carry 

traces of that which has been suppressed”.50 The history of lesbian historical fiction is of 

women writing against the erasure of previous generations of women, of (re)creating a 

history that has been denied. 

Lesbian visibility remains an issue, with a recent survey finding that most lesbians 

believe they have less public visibility than gay men.51 By making the lesbian past visible 

and speakable, lesbian historical fiction addresses the desire for greater lesbian visibility in 

the present. Making the lesbian past visible is political. Sarah Waters has a “broad agenda 

about lesbian history” and hopes her novels have “the effect of making people think about 

sexuality in the past.”52 With her first novel, Tipping the Velvet (1998), she wanted to 

reclaim the late Victorian period for what she calls “a modern lesbian agenda.” Set in 

London and Whitstable in the 1890s, it is a coming out story styled as a “Dickensian 

coming of age stor[y]” (2-5). In developing the lesbian salon life around her character 

Diana Lethaby, Waters borrowed from the lesbian worlds of women like Natalie Barney 

and Renée Vivien in early twentieth-century Paris to fill an archival gap about lesbian life 

in London a decade earlier. She explains, “It’s not that hard to extrapolate backwards and 

imagine similar kinds of women in the 1890s doing similar things in Britain.”53  

Like other types of historiography, lesbian historical fiction employs the technique 

of bricolage, borrowing themes and evidence from a variety of sources and rearranging 

them in new ways for new purposes. All fiction lives on details. For some lesbian historical 

novels, these details may come from records of the lesbian past related to the time and 

                                                
50 Ruth Hoberman, ‘Multiplying the past: Gender and Narrative in Bryher’s “Gate to the 
Sea”’, Contemporary Literature, 31.3 (Autumn), (1990), 354-372, p. 364. 
51 Tris Reid-Smith, 79% of LGBT+ Women Feel Less Visible Than Gay Men (2020) 
<https://www.gaystarnews.com/article/79-of-lgbt-women-feel-less-visible-than-gay-men/> 
[accessed 30 April 2020]. 
52  Sarah Waters in Lucienne Boyce, ‘Those Rude Victorians: An Interview with Sarah 
Waters’, Solander, 11.6:1 (May 2002), pp. 2-5. 
53 Waters in McCollum, ‘Herstory’, p. 50.  
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place in which the novel is set. As Waters suggests, they may also come from records of the 

lesbian past in another time and place. However, many of the historical details used in 

lesbian historical fiction are not specific to the lesbian past. They include information about 

working conditions, transport, dress, food, speech, communication, manners, domestic life 

and living conditions. Details from historical records might be regarded as the analytic 

knowledge that underpins the novel, but it is the imagination, skill and personal experience 

of the author that brings them to life. Author Caeia March works from the assumption that 

“wherever women were together as close friends/companions, and certainly where women 

shared beds in servants’ quarters and slums, that some of them loved each other’s bodies.”54 

Whilst historians are limited by evidence of the lesbian past, writers of lesbian historical 

fiction can imagine into the gaps between what is known and not known. The interaction of 

the writer’s awareness of the historical details in which the story is grounded, and her 

intuition, invention and creative risk-taking, enables a different way of knowing.  

Lesbian Historical Fiction and the Actual Past 

Despite the challenges of the archive, writers have imaginatively created, invented and 

recovered hidden, lost and unrecorded histories of women’s lives and female same-sex 

relationships spanning antiquity to the twentieth century, particularly within Europe and 

North America. Whilst lesbian historical fiction certainly creates a visible lesbian past, does 

it tell us anything about the actual past? The relationship between historical fiction and the 

past has been debated ever since historical fiction first emerged in the late eighteenth 

century. A number of historians have suggested that historical fiction bears no relation to 

the past55 and criticised it for confusing readers unable to tell the difference between fact 

and fiction. In this framing, history is associated with representing ‘the truth’ about the past 

whereas historical fiction is seen as pure invention.  

With regard to lesbian (and gay) historical fiction specifically, some scholars have 

suggested that the failings of the archive mean that it is “too much fiction, not enough 

history”.56 Others argue that the genre’s relationship to the actual past is not important. As I 

                                                
54 Caeia March, ‘The Process of Writing “Three Ply Yarn”’, in What Lesbians Do In Books, ed. by 
Elaine Hobby and Chris White (London: The Women's Press, 1991), p. 243. 
55 See for example Mark McKenna, ‘Writing the Past: History, Literature & the Public Sphere in 
Australia’, in The Best Australian Essays 2006, ed. by Drusilla Modjeska (Melbourne: Black Inc., 
2006), pp. 96-110. 
56 Jones, Gay and Lesbian, p. 2. 
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discuss in the Bridging Statement, Elizabeth English’s suggestion that lesbian modernist 

writers of the 1920s and 1930s rejected “any duty to historical truth or accuracy” in order to 

“redress the balance of history” downplays the degree to which lesbian modernist historical 

texts are informed by historical evidence.57 For example, in Orlando, Virginia Woolf 

depicts events from the past, such as Queen Elizabeth’s summer visits to wealthy 

landowners, as she recasts the life and family history of her lover, Vita Sackville-West, 

across three centuries (the connections between Orlando and the actual past are considered 

in more detail in Chapter Two).  

In the late twentieth century, postmodernist and poststructuralist discourse 

challenged the idea that historical representations could be regarded as reflective of the 

actual past. Postmodernism’s influence on writers of fiction gave rise to what Linda 

Hutcheon terms historiographic metafiction – novels that expose the constructedness of 

narratives of the past.58 The best-known lesbian example is Jeanette Winterson’s historical 

fantasy, The Passion (1987), which is set in the Napoleonic era, but even this adheres to 

recorded historical details regarding women’s position in the world, and Napoleon’s 

military operations, as it weaves its magical realist tale of broken love and exile.  

Katharine Harris argues that historiographic metafiction has been succeeded by a 

new aesthetic, the neo-historical, which is also influenced by postmodern critiques of 

representations of the past:  

The neo-historical aesthetic acknowledges the inevitable failure of narratives about 

the past but – in contrast to its postmodern predecessor, historiographic metafiction 

– simultaneously and contradictorily works to create coherent stories about it that 

recognise their own limitations even as they attempt to overcome them.59 

Harris suggests that the “conspicuous use of anachronisms” such as “homeland security” 

and “weapons of mass destruction” in Emma Donoghue’s lesbian historical novel Life 

Mask (2004)60 makes “a statement about the artificiality of narratives about the past” (194). 

                                                
57 Elizabeth English, Lesbian Modernism: Censorship, Sexuality and Genre Fiction (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2015), p. 87. 
58 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York & London: 
Routledge, 1988). 
59 Katharine Harris, ‘“Part of the project of that book was not to be authentic”: neo-historical 
authenticity and its anachronisms in contemporary historical fiction’, Rethinking History: The 
Journal of Theory and Practice, 21.2, (2017), 193-212 (p. 194). 
60 Emma Donoghue, Life Mask [2004] (London: Virago, 2005).  
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However arguably it functions, rather, to underline what Donoghue sees as parallels 

between the response to the French Revolutionary Wars and the contemporary response to 

the perceived threat of international terrorism.61  

Other than her deliberate use of anachronism, Donoghue’s Life Mask is a broadly 

realist novel.62 Realism remains arguably the dominant approach to both mainstream 

historical fiction and lesbian historical fiction but has been described as “the antithesis of 

postmodern practice”.63 Over the past twenty-five years, analysis of lesbian fiction 

(including lesbian historical fiction) within western academia has tended to be framed by 

queer theory, a discourse significantly influenced by postmodernism. Whilst readily 

embracing the experimental and metafictional, queer theorists tend to either dismiss realist 

fiction or reframe it as non-realist. For example, Emma Parker suggests that Isabel Miller’s 

Patience & Sarah, and other realist lesbian historical fiction of the 1970s and 1980s, sought 

merely to “chronicle the past.” She argues that by contrast contemporary lesbian historical 

novels seek to “create” the past, making them “postmodern and performative” (my 

emphasis).64 Parker implicitly reframes broadly realist contemporary novels, such as Emma 

Donoghue’s The Sealed Letter (2008), as non-realist, but neither acknowledges, nor 

provides an explicit justification for, doing so. She also ignores the degree to which 

Patience & Sarah, and other realist novels of that period, “created” the hidden lesbian past 

through invention and bricolage and were “performative” in relation to concepts of lesbian 

identity. 

As a writer and reader of lesbian historical fiction, much of it broadly realist, I am 

interested in the genre’s relationship with the actual past. Historical novels are a hybrid 

form, “a kind of interdisciplinary borderland” between history and fiction65 that combine 

elements of historical evidence and invention in varying proportions. Rigney proposes that 

                                                
61 In an interview, Donoghue said that she wanted her readers “to feel that this is now—and yet 
there are enough factual details about the past time period that they also feel as if it is then and not 
now.” Michael Lackey and Emma Donoghue, ‘Emma Donoghue: Voicing the Nobodies in the 
Biographical Novel’, Éire-Ireland, 53. 1 & 2, Spring/Summer 2018, (2018), 120-133 (p. 126).  
62 By broadly realist, I mean that details are used to create a representation of events that are 
plausible or at least possible, within what is known of the actual past. 
63 Nigel Wheale, ‘Postmodernism: From Elite to Mass Culture?’, in The Postmodern Arts: An 
Introductory Reader, ed. by Nigel Wheale (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 51. 
64 Emma Parker, ‘Contemporary Lesbian Fiction’, in The Cambridge Companion to Lesbian 
Literature, ed. by Jodie Medd (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 214. 
65 John Demos, ‘Afterword: Notes From, and About, the History/Fiction Borderland’, Rethinking 
History: The Journal of Theory and Practice, 9.2-3, (2005), 329-335 (p. 329).  
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the characters and events in historical fiction should be viewed as “invented exemplars” 

that have been derived from historical sources and are able to represent the past.66 Although 

historical novels have the “freedom [of] make-believe” (19) they are rooted in sources of 

historical knowledge. Like history, they draw on historical records to create a narrative 

about the past. However, the past encompasses much more than the fictional and non-

fictional texts that are written about it. As Rigney suggests “the principle of imperfection” 

is at the heart of all attempts to represent the past (2). The past resists the writer’s desire to 

represent it in various ways – the evidence available is incomplete, skewed and 

contradictory; the writer is influenced, whether consciously or not, by other narratives 

about the same period; the information available reflects only a fraction of what happened 

in the past but may still be more than can be reasonably managed in a fictional (or non-

fictional) text; and the process of narrativisation creates a more coherent account of events 

than was actually the case (63-65). But though imperfect, fictional representations do bear a 

relationship to the actual past and can contribute knowledge about it.  

Hamish Dalley has drawn on the work of Rigney to analyse postcolonial historical 

fiction, developing a model which has the potential to provide insights for theorising 

lesbian historical fiction and historical fiction related to other marginalised 

groups/contested histories. He argues that postcolonial historical novels are created in 

dialogue with historical records and other accounts of postcolonial pasts. The imaginary 

characters and events that they present (Rigney’s “invented exemplars”) can be assessed for 

their plausibility against archival sources and “alternative accounts” of the same 

events/period.67 Utilising the work of Ian Baucom, Dalley suggests that imaginary 

characters are able to represent sociological categories or types (typification) but 

nevertheless exhibit individuality beyond the “averageness” of being a type (singularity).68 

By enabling the reader to move between understanding characters as types and identifying 

with them as individuals, historical novels operate “as a form of allegory”.69  

Whilst Dalley’s concept of allegorical stretches conventional interpretations of the 

term, it resonates with my experience, as a writer and reader, of the multiple levels on 
                                                
66 Rigney, Imperfect Histories, pp. 25-6. 
67 Dalley, Postcolonial, p. 9.  
68 Hamish Dalley, ‘Postcolonialism and the Historical Novel: Epistemologies of Contemporary 
Realism’, Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, 1.1, (March 2014), 51-67 (pp. 63-
4).  
69 Dalley, Postcolonial, p. 16.  
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which historical novels operate. They are created through an interplay between analytic and 

intuitive ways of knowing and are read as both history and fiction.70 Dalley suggests a 

model of postcolonial aesthetics, which he calls “allegorical realism,” that blends “invented 

and documented phenomena” (11) to interpret the contested past. His articulation of realism 

positions it as a means of creating understanding and knowledge about the past that can be 

assessed for plausibility against other sources of knowledge, rather than as a set of mimetic 

techniques and conventions for portraying the world. This “realist imperative” (9; emphasis 

in original) exists regardless of form.   

Lesbian Historical Fiction as Allegorical Realism 

Although I do not wish to imply that post-colonial and lesbian history are equivalent, nor to 

disregard lesbian experience in colonial/postcolonial settings, nevertheless there are 

aesthetic, methodological and epistemological parallels between postcolonial and lesbian 

historical fiction. Both are formally diverse. Both are developing fictional narratives to 

create a form of ‘history from below’ about the contested past. Both are created in dialogue 

with skewed, partial, and distorted historical records in which colonised peoples and 

lesbians respectively are often either absent or viewed as the inferior ‘other’. Both exert 

knowledge claims and invite the reader to engage with heterogenous sources of information 

to consider whether the fictional world presented is a plausible, or at least possible, 

representation of the actual past. The realist imperative that Dalley identified in relation to 

postcolonial historical fiction also underpins much lesbian historical fiction. It, too, 

“produc[es] meaningful knowledge of contested pasts” (9) and in doing so intervenes in the 

present and dreams of the future (203).  

Beyond Dalley’s conception of historical fiction as allegorical due to the interplay 

between typification and singularity, lesbian historical fiction can be viewed as allegorical 

in its capacity to code multiple meanings, particularly its ability to both represent the past 

and explore issues relevant to the present. Historical novels are arguably always about the 

present as well as the past, influenced by the conditions, constraints and preoccupations of 

the time in which they are written. Women writers have frequently used the genre as “a 

                                                
70 For example, in my thesis novel, As a Lover, Maggie Dillon is an imaginary character who 
represents ‘types’ of women of the actual past – working class women of the 1920s, and women 
impacted by the publication and banning of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness. Details of her 
life are drawn from historical records, but she is also an individual with her own tastes, responses 
and experiences that are drawn from my imagination rather than archival sources.  
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political tool” to “offer a critique of the present through their treatment of the past.”71 For 

example, Chinelo Okparanta’s Under the Udala Trees (2015) is a coming of age/coming 

out story set against the backdrop of the Biafran war and its aftermath. It explores inter-

ethnic conflict and religiously inspired homophobia during the late 1960s and 1970s but is 

also an allegory for the treatment of lesbians and gay men in present day Nigeria, where 

violent persecution is commonplace and same-sex sexual activity for both women and men 

can result in lengthy imprisonment. 

Conclusion  

Lesbian historical fiction has played an important role in narrating the lesbian past, 

“render[ing] female–female desires intelligible – both in their own historical terms, and in 

ours.”72 However, the genre’s significance has been somewhat neglected in scholarship and 

its capacity to create knowledge about the past has been underestimated. A model of 

allegorical realism which incorporates both Dalley’s original conception of it, and the 

recognition that novels about the past may also code meanings about the present, has much 

to offer the analysis of lesbian historical fiction. It provides a means of dealing with the 

genre’s formal diversity without demeaning approaches (especially realism) that are 

critically unfashionable; of recognising the significance of the content of historical novels 

as a way of making a lesbian past visible to the present; of considering whether and how 

issues of the present and dreams of the future are explored through representations of the 

past; and of understanding that each novel makes an epistemological claim to be considered 

against other sources as an interpretation of the contested past. In the next chapter I will 

apply this understanding of lesbian historical fiction as allegorical realism to consider the 

representation of women’s status in patriarchal societies within the genre, suggesting that it 

creates knowledge of women’s oppression in both the past and present.  

                                                
71 Wallace, Woman’s Historical, p. 2. 
72 Traub, ‘Present Future’, p. 127.  
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Chapter Two  

REPRESENTING WOMEN’S STATUS IN LESBIAN HISTORICAL 

FICTION  

Introduction 

Despite lesbian historical fiction’s significance in both narrating the lesbian past and 

shaping contemporary lesbian identity, it has received relatively little critical attention. The 

full-length studies that have been undertaken to date either consider both lesbian and gay 

historical fiction (Jones, Waters), or women’s historical fiction more broadly (Wallace),73 

resulting in a lack of theorisation of the issues at stake in creating historical fiction that 

engages with both women’s lives and same-sex desire. Given this deficit, in this chapter I 

present an overview of lesbian historical fiction, drawing on a range of texts to explore a 

theme frequently represented in lesbian historical fiction – women’s oppression in 

patriarchal societies. The protagonists of almost all lesbian historical novels are female and 

the material conditions of women’s lives form at least the backdrop to most lesbian 

historical novels. Aspects of women’s oppression, such as male violence, are often in the 

foreground. Writers have to think seriously about the differences and similarities in the 

conditions of women’s lives in the past and the present, how they represent the restrictions 

placed on women, and the impact of such restrictions on the expression of female same-sex 

love and desire. In doing so, they produce knowledge about the past as well as exploring 

issues of the present.    

From its earliest examples, lesbian historical fiction has often had a political agenda 

regarding women’s oppression. In Renée Vivien’s A Woman Appeared to Me (1904), 

Petrus asks the androgynous San Giovanni why she hates men. “‘I neither love nor hate 

men,’ San Giovanni answered amicably. ‘What I hold against them is the great wrong they 

                                                
73 Norman W. Jones, Gay and Lesbian Historical Fiction: Sexual Mystery and Post-Secular 
Narrative (New York; Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007); Sarah Waters, Wolfskins and 
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Fact and Fiction. Department of Women's and Gender Studies: Linda Garber, 
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2021].  



 279 

have done to women.’”74 For Vivien, and for many other writers of lesbian historical 

fiction, this “great wrong” is an issue of the present as well as the past. However, writers of 

lesbian historical fiction do not conceive of patriarchy as a single, historically unchanging 

structure. Rather they explore the changing nature of women’s subordination across time, 

space and culture, and how this intersects with race/ethnicity, wealth and class. Many 

historical aspects of women’s oppression, such as labour market discrimination, male 

violence, the control of women’s sexuality, and the cultural silencing and devaluing of 

women, remain issues in the present, albeit sometimes manifested in different ways. As 

Judith Bennett argues, women’s lives have changed but their social status has not been 

transformed.75  

In this chapter I will consider how three (partially) interlinked aspects of women’s 

oppression — gender restrictions, male violence, and the control of female sexuality — are 

represented within lesbian historical fiction. I have chosen these both because they are 

frequently represented and because they have particular resonance with women’s 

experience in the present. The novels that I discuss are formally diverse, demonstrating that 

a model of allegorical realism can be applied to different types of texts.  

Gender Restrictions and Rebellions 

The restrictions placed on women because they are women, and the characters’ responses to 

those restrictions, form at least the backdrop to most lesbian historical novels. Gender 

restrictions are mediated through other factors such as race/ethnicity, class and wealth and a 

number of writers explore how sex intersects with these factors to shape women’s 

experiences. To take but a few examples: the history of women as men’s property is evoked 

in Judith Katz’s The Escape Artist (1997) where Sofia Teitelbaum’s father accepts the bride 

price from a suitor his daughter does not like, and unwittingly sells her into prostitution; 

Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) reflects the exploitation of women’s domestic 

labour in Mr. _____’s treatment of Celie, and the power of privileged white women to 

impose domestic servitude on Black women in Miss Millie’s treatment of Sofia; the limited 

economic options open to migrant women are depicted in Elana Dykewomon’s Beyond the 
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Pale (1997), where Jewish immigrants Chava and Rose have little alternative but to take 

employment in New York’s sweatshops, on low wages, in exploitative conditions; and the 

power of husbands to control their wives’ financial affairs is demonstrated in Sylvia 

Townsend Warner’s Summer Will Show (1936).  

Lesbian historical fiction is often about the ways in which women resist the 

restrictions associated with compulsory femininity and gendered expectations of women. 

Characters respond with ingenuity to the conditions of their lives and the circumstances 

they find themselves in, satisfying the longing of contemporary lesbian readers for 

representations of female agency. The genre is full of active heroines, not passive victims 

waiting to be rescued. Writers explore the gender constraints that limit women’s lives in 

various ways but, because of space, I am going to concentrate on what I consider to be the 

most significant - the exploration of gender non-conformity (or gender rebellion) to 

question the construction of masculinity and femininity. Arguably almost all lesbian 

historical fiction is to some degree gender non-conformist in presenting women who 

choose to have relationships with women when social expectations and economic pressures 

push them towards having relationships with men. As Castle suggests “by its very nature 

[…] lesbianism poses an ineluctable challenge to the political, economic, and sexual 

authority of men over women”, and lesbian historical fiction offers this challenge again and 

again and again.76 Aspects of lesbian masculinity are perhaps the most obvious examples of 

gender non-conformity, present in more than fifty novels in the form of cross-dressed 

heroines, androgynous characters, and female characters usurping traditional male attire, 

occupations, and privileges.  

In Ali Smith’s How to Be Both (2014), for example, a female character is able to 

pursue a career as an artist by passing as male. Smith’s novel employs two connected 

narratives that can be read as ‘Eyes’ then ‘Camera’ or ‘Camera’ then ‘Eyes’. The 

protagonist of ‘Eyes’ is the fifteenth-century fresco painter Francesco del Cossa, who 

recollects her life, passions, and affairs with women as she travels through the afterlife. 

Francesco del Cossa is a real historical figure. Smith adheres to the known facts about their 

life but instead of portraying del Cossa as male, as is commonly believed, she portrays 

them as female, passing as a man. The deception begins in childhood when her father offers 

her the opportunity to be trained as an artist if she will stop wearing her recently deceased 
                                                
76 Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 62. 
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mother’s clothes: “Nobody will take you for such a training wearing the clothes of a 

woman. You can’t even be an apprentice to me, wearing the clothes of a woman.”77 Cross-

dressed heroines such as Smith’s del Cossa appear frequently in not just lesbian historical 

fiction but women’s historical fiction more broadly, particularly in historical (adventure) 

romances. Indeed, beyond fiction the cross-dressed heroine has featured widely in 

Elizabethan and Jacobean drama as the girl-page,78 in the breeches roles of Restoration 

drama, in nineteenth and early twentieth-century music hall as the male impersonator, and, 

until recently, as a mainstay of pantomime in the role of principal boy.79 In her 1920 

analysis, Bryher suggests women of the Elizabethan era “had nothing but monotony to 

gratify [their] longing for experience.” The page disguise “gave liberty in an age when 

freedom was unknown to women.”80 Female characters who are able to pass as male can 

pursue adventures, travel freely and participate in the public, political, military and cultural 

spheres in ways that gender-conforming female characters would not have been able to in 

many periods of history. The cross-dressed heroine allows the writer of lesbian historical 

fiction to access and appropriate male history and to challenge traditional gender roles. In 

Nora Purtscher-Wydenbruck’s Woman Astride (1934), for example, Judith von Loë adopts 

a male disguise and male name in order to fight in the Thirty Years War. In Justine 

Saracen’s Sistine Heresy (2009), male disguise allows Rafaela to paint the Sistine chapel 

with Michelangelo. And in Judith Katz’s The Escape Artist (1997), Hannah Lubarsky dons 

male attire and takes the male name, Hankus, in order to escape after a pogrom in Poland 

wipes out her community. 

Through the cross-dressed heroine, writers explore and expose the constructed 

nature of gender, perhaps most audaciously in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928), probably 

the single most critically considered lesbian historical novel (although Woolf herself 

rejected the term ‘novel’ to describe it and some critics might reject ‘lesbian historical’ as a 

categorisation).81 What I wish to focus on here is the proposal that the character of Orlando, 
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who begins the novel as a man but later transforms into a woman, could be considered as a 

cross-dressed heroine. The opening of any work of fiction is significant. Woolf begins:  

He—for there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time did 

something to disguise it—was in the act of slicing at the head of a Moor which 

swung from the rafters. 82 

Emphasising Orlando’s maleness plants the seed for his later transformation. Although it 

could be a literal change of sex, from male to female, Woolf could also be drawing 

attention to his maleness to suggest that there is a doubt about his sex, that from the 

beginning Orlando is actually a woman passing as a man—a cross-dressed heroine. Such a 

reading chimes with Woolf’s intentions when she decided to write Orlando as a biography 

of her lover, Vita Sackville-West. Soon after beginning work, she wrote to Sackville-West 

seeking her permission to proceed: 

Yesterday morning I was in despair. […] I couldn’t screw a word from me; and at 

last dropped my head in my hands: dipped my pen in the ink, and wrote these 

words, as if automatically, on a clean sheet: Orlando: A Biography. No sooner had I 

done this than my body was flooded with rapture and my brain with ideas. […] But 

listen; suppose Orlando turns out to be Vita; and it’s all about you and the lusts of 

your flesh and the lure of your mind. […] Shall you mind? Say yes, or No.83 

Woolf had been intrigued by Sackville-West’s aristocratic heritage since they first met in 

1923.84 The Sackville family history offered Woolf the opportunity “for florid descriptive 

passages in great abundance” but she confessed to Sackville-West that through Orlando she 

wanted “to untwine and twist again some very odd, incongruous strands in you.”85 Woolf 

was drawn to her lover’s “pearl-hung” glamour, her “full breastedness” and 

“voluptuousness”, “her being in short (what I have never been) a real woman.”86 She was 

also aware of Vita’s propensity for cross-dressing and her childhood desire to be “as like a 

                                                                                                                                               
Orlando’s relationship with Nell can also be considered a depiction of female same-sex love and 
desire.  
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boy as possible.”87 As an adult, Vita walked around London and Paris disguised as a man 

with her lover Violet Keppel (later Trefusis),88 the inspiration for Sasha, the Russian 

princess that Orlando falls in love with. The fact that the person on whom Orlando is based, 

Vita, had herself been a cross-dressed lesbian heroine lends weight to reading the character 

of Orlando in the same way. So too does the reaction of the housekeeper, Mrs. Grimsditch, 

when the female Orlando returns to the estate that the male Orlando had left some years 

before. She tells Mr. Dupper that “she had always had her suspicions” (111). 

Elizabeth English suggests that Orlando employs the generic conventions of the 

historical romance including “the use of disguise and the cross-dressed figure”.89 Woolf 

was familiar with contemporary historical fiction and women’s historical romances in her 

role as a reviewer (113). She was also familiar with the figure of the girl-page, notably 

Shakespeare’s Rosalind, who she includes as one of the women that “have burnt like 

beacons in all the works of all the poets from the beginning of time.”90 Cross-dressing 

“endow[s] women with masculine privilege”.91 The apparently male Orlando becomes 

Queen Elizabeth’s steward and treasurer and travels to Constantinople to serve as King 

Charles II’s ambassador, opportunities that would have been denied to a visibly female 

Orlando (and to Sackville-West herself, who lived in Constantinople as a diplomat’s wife 

rather than as a diplomat, when her husband, Harold Nicholson, was working there for the 

Foreign Office). Significantly, the male Orlando is able to own and inherit property. In real 

life, the female Sackville-West was not. She was an only child. Had she been a son and not 

a daughter, she would have inherited the family estate at Knole, a place she loved deeply, 

when her father died at the beginning of 1928. Instead, due to the practice of male-

preference primogeniture, it passed to the next male in line, her uncle. In the novel, the 

visibly female Orlando faces a centuries long legal battle to retain her estate, first granted to 

the apparently male Orlando by Queen Elizabeth. Although the estate in Orlando is not 

named, Woolf’s descriptions are of Knole, down to the heraldic leopards, the 365 rooms, 

the names of actual seventeenth-century servants, the “vulgar” royal bedchamber and 
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famed pot-pourri.92 By allowing the female Orlando to eventually regain her estate, Woolf 

symbolically gives Sackville-West her home back. 

Through Orlando, Woolf makes Sackville-West the living embodiment of the 

Sackville family’s history — the connections to the royal family, patronage of artists and 

writers, ambassadorial service, literary endeavours, relationships with gypsies and legal 

challenges to inheritance. Woolf also tells Sackville-West’s own personal history including 

her relationship with Violet Keppel (Sasha), the unwanted courtship of Lord Lascelles 

(Archduke Harry) and her marriage to Harold Nicholson (Shel). Orlando does not age 

beyond 36, the age of Sackville-West at the time of publication. As suggested previously, 

lesbian historical fiction can be considered on an intertextual basis as producing meaningful 

knowledge of the actual past. Orlando is in conversation with Sackville-West’s Knole and 

the Sackvilles (1922), Sackville-West’s own life story, key events in British history, 

developments in literary tradition and the realities of women’s oppression. Its realist 

imperatives are the personal and family histories of its subject, the disparities in the 

treatment of men and women, and the socially and historically constructed nature of 

gendered expectations.  

Orlando is one of the most significant and sustained critiques of the construction of 

masculinity and femininity within lesbian historical fiction and shows the power of the 

cross-dressed heroine to expose gender restrictions. Beyond the cross-dressed heroine, 

lesbian historical fiction also explores gender restrictions through characters known to be 

female that wear masculine attire. There are long associations between the adoption of 

partial/complete male attire and lesbianism. In the early nineteenth century, Anne Lister 

wore clothing associated with men such as a greatcoat, cravat and boots and dressed in 

black at a time when most women only did so when in mourning. Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning wrote to her sister about the circle of women around the American actress 

Charlotte Cushman in 1850s Rome, including Matilda Hayes (Cushman’s former lover) 

who “‘dresses like a man down to the waist’ (so the accusation runs).”93 Male attire was 

also worn by interwar Harlem jazz legends such as Gladys Bentley and Ma Rainey and 
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93 Elizabeth Barrett-Browning, quoted in Rupp, Sapphistries, p. 137.  
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among the circles of white (often wealthy) lesbians in 1920s England such as Toupie 

Lowther and Radclyffe Hall. 

Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928) famously portrays a masculine female 

character, Stephen Gordon. Esther Newton argues that the “mannish lesbian” acts as the 

stigma bearer for lesbians in a similar way to the “effeminate man” for gay men.94 In 

lesbian historical fiction, masculine characters who are known to be female are often 

notorious and set apart from other women in the community. In Isabel Miller’s Patience & 

Sarah (1971), for example, Sarah has been raised to be the boy her father needs to help him 

on the farm but is known in the neighbourhood to be female. When Sarah first comes to 

deliver wood, Patience doesn’t know if a boy or a woman has arrived at their house and 

says if it’s a woman she should be invited in. Her sister-in-law, Martha, has other ideas.  

‘She don’t set no foot in this house,” Martha said.   

‘So it’s a she! Do you know her?’ 

‘No, and I’m not about to. I heard about her. That’s enough. And I’m not about to 

have my youngsters see her. This is a Christian home.’95 

Jenny (Jeanne) Bonnet in Emma Donoghue’s Frog Music is also notorious for wearing 

male attire, which was against the law at the time the novel is set in mid nineteenth-century 

San Francisco. Bonnet is a real historical figure and the novel explores her murder through 

the eyes of her friend and lover, Blanche Beunon. When they first meet, Jenny has only 

been out of jail for a week. Blanche asks: 

‘What were you in for?’ 

‘Oh, the usual. “Appearing in the apparel of the other sex,”’ quotes Jenny in a 

pompous voice.  

Blanche frowns. Can that be an actual crime? ‘Well, if this outfit gets you arrested,’ 

she asks with a hint of impatience, ‘what makes you keep putting it back on?’ 

‘It suits me,’ says Jenny.96   
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In history, Bonnet’s murder is unsolved but in Donoghue’s tale, it results from the jealousy 

and selfishness of Blanche’s exploitative male pimp/partner, though a twelve-year-old boy 

pulls the trigger, motivated by a combination of homophobia and bribery money.  

I shall discuss the portrayal of male violence in lesbian historical fiction further, but 

to conclude this section, writers of lesbian historical fiction frequently represent the 

gendered restrictions that women have faced across time and place, and the ways that 

women have rebelled against them. Through the cross-dressed heroine and gender non-

conforming characters, writers explore the construction of gender roles, the freedoms 

linked to masculinity and restrictions associated with compulsory femininity. Whether 

passing as a man or presenting as a masculine female character, gender non-conforming 

characters in lesbian historical fiction do not comply with expectations of femininity in 

terms of appearance, interests, actions and sexuality. By rejecting aspects of compulsory 

femininity and appropriating behaviours and experiences traditionally associated with 

masculinity, they draw attention to the culturally and socially constructed nature of 

gendered expectations. Gender non-conforming characters enable the writer of lesbian 

historical fiction to both claim male history for lesbian purposes and to challenge the 

patriarchal restrictions that women have faced in the past and that continue in the present.  

Male Violence Against Women and Girls 

Male violence is one of the most frequently and powerfully explored aspects of women’s 

subordination in lesbian historical fiction, reflecting its significant impact in the lives of 

women in both the past and present. The power of religion to inspire and perpetrate 

violence against women is central to Stevie Davies’s Impassioned Clay (2000), which is set 

in the seventeenth and twentieth centuries.97 The skeleton of a woman is found in a 

Lancashire garden when the protagonist’s (Olivia) Quaker mother is buried. The dead 

woman, Hannah Emmanuel, had been hanged wearing a scold’s bridle, which is found with 

the body. An archaeologist explains that the bridle’s role was to “shut her up for good.” 

(10) Impassioned Clay is a “romance of the archive”98 and combines the archival quest of 

contemporary lesbian historian, Olivia, with the multiple narratives of the past that she 

discovers. These include the diaries of Hannah, David Lyngard, a seventeenth-century 
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preacher who persecuted her, and Isabel Clarke, her lover, “yoke-fellow” and “sister-

spouse” (171). Davies implicitly contrasts the response of the archaeologist thrilled with a 

“wonderful find” (10) when the body and bridle are first unearthed, with the firsthand 

reality of the torture meted out to women who refused patriarchal religious doctrine and 

insisted on speaking their mind. Hannah refuses to be silenced and is ducked “in their filthy 

pool” (204), half-stripped and whipped through the streets of Stockport (205) and fitted 

with a scold’s bridle:  

an iron cage, a stone in weight, with a bit two inches long, ending in nine iron pins 

with sharp points… I was forced to open my mouth to receive the spikes. Blood 

filled my mouth & throat. (206)  

She is led through the streets on a rope attached to the bridle. Eventually she is found guilty 

of witchcraft and hanged. Davies draws on her scholarship about seventeenth-century non-

conformist women to bring to life the persecution that they faced at the hands of patriarchal 

state religion. Hannah is an “invented exemplar” derived from the historical record and able 

to create knowledge about the past and the realities of religiously inspired violence against 

women in the seventeenth century. She also represents the silencing of women in 

patriarchal societies, including through the threat and use of violence, which remains an 

issue in the present.    

Religiously inspired violence also features in Chinelo Okparanta’s Under the Udala 

Trees (2015), this time with an explicitly anti-lesbian motive.99 The protagonist, Ijeoma, 

goes with her lover Ndidi to a secret women’s club in 1970s Nigeria, its existence 

concealed by its location in a church. One night a group of men bang on the church’s front 

door. Most of the women escape out of the rear entrance to a hidden bunker, packing in 

“tightly like stacked up tubers of yams” then pulling the wooden covering shut. Outside 

they hear “screams and cries and a man’s thundering voice as if reciting a prayer” but 

fearing for themselves they stay hidden. When they finally emerge they find “a stack of 

burning logs” behind the church, and in its midst, their friend Adanna “burning and burning 

and turning to ashes right before our eyes.” (206-8). Although set three hundred years apart, 

Under the Udala Trees and Impassioned Clay demonstrate the continuing power of 

patriarchal religion to control women’s lives and choices, and the sanctions that women 

who resist or reject heterosexuality and gendered expectations may face.  
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Ann-Marie MacDonald’s gothic family saga, Fall On Your Knees (1996), also 

features a woman who is violently punished for pursuing a relationship with another 

woman.100 It is a story of domestic terrorism in which child marriage, domestic abuse, 

incest and rape interact with racial and sexual identities to shape the lives and destinies of 

the female characters. Set in Canada and New York from the 1890s to the 1960s, the story 

revolves around the consequences of James Piper’s incestuous desire for his eldest 

daughter, Kathleen, who he rapes after discovering that she is having a relationship with a 

Black female pianist, Rose Lacroix. The novel is haunted by the secrets and lies that 

surround Kathleen’s resulting pregnancy and death during a botched caesarian conducted 

by her mother. Knowledge of the already long dead Kathleen’s relationship with a woman 

is not revealed until book eight of nine, perhaps hinting at the concealment of knowledge of 

lesbianism in the past that I discuss in Chapter One. Kathleen’s daughter Lily sees her 

mother fall in love in the pages of a forgotten diary she reads as she journeys to meet her 

mother’s lover. Although initially Kathleen views Rose as “a machine” (467) and an 

“automaton” (469) her feelings begin to change when she hears her secretly playing her 

own compositions. The diary ends with Kathleen full of hope for the future.  

O Diary. My loyal friend. There is love, there is music, there is no limit, there is 

work, there is the precious sense that this is the hour of grace when all things gather 

and distil to create the rest of my life. I don’t believe in God, I believe in 

everything. And I am amazed at how blessed I am. (536) 

The reader already knows she’ll be dead nine months later and discovers soon after that it 

was her abusive father that impregnated her. Gabriella Parro suggests that MacDonald’s 

“use of Gothic conventions signals an effort to question the status quo and to address 

contemporary issues.”101 Whilst Parro’s interest is primarily in the representation of racial 

identities, the depiction of the ways women can be trapped in abusive situations and the 

tragic, and sometimes fatal, consequences of domestic and sexual violence in the family in 

MacDonald’s neo-Gothic tale resonate in the present.  

The interaction of violence and racism is explored by a number of writers. In The 

Color Purple (1982), for example, Alice Walker exposes the abuse women and girls 
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experience from men in their families, and that Black women face in a racist, white-

supremacist society.102 The protagonist, Celie, is beaten and sexually abused by both her 

father and her husband. Her stepson, Harpo, beats his wife, Sofia, to try to make her obey 

him. Although Sofia leaves him, on a visit to town she refuses to submit to a powerful 

white woman and is severely beaten by the police, imprisoned and then forced to become 

the woman’s servant. Despite the violence and brutality the characters face, The Color 

Purple is also a story of the power of relationships between women. Celie’s life is 

transformed when she falls in love with her husband’s lover, Shug Avery. Through her 

relationship with Shug, Celie experiences sexual pleasure for the first time. With her 

husband, “He git up on you, heist your nightgown round your waist, plunge in… Just do his 

business, get off, go to sleep” (68). But with Shug, “Us kiss and kiss till us can’t hardly kiss 

no more. Then us touch each other” (97). Celie experiences both a spiritual and sexual 

transformation when she falls in love with Shug and it becomes the turning point for her 

life.103 Whilst Walker doesn’t duck the realities of racist and misogynist violence, the story 

nevertheless ends on an optimistic note.  

Female Sexual Subjectivity 

Like violence against women, sexual subjectivity is a recurring theme in lesbian historical 

fiction. Garber suggests the historical denial of women as sexual subjects is one of the key 

barriers to recovering lesbian history.104 Writers of lesbian historical fiction imbue their 

female protagonists with a sense of sexual agency and are able to imagine sexual lives that 

the archive does not provide. Echoing Celie in The Color Purple, Rafaela Fano’s 

experience of sex and sexuality is transformed when she has her first sexual relationship 

with a woman in Ellis Avery’s The Last Nude (2011). Sixteen-year-old Rafaela manages to 

escape her grandmother who is escorting her to an unwanted, arranged marriage in Italy. 

An older man helps Rafaela make her way to Jazz Age Paris in exchange for sex. In the 

months that follow she trades sex “for an apartment, for a coat and hat and shoes, and most 

recently—some half-dozen times since my mother’s letter—just for money.”105 A chance 
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encounter with artist Tamara de Lempicka in the Bois de Boulogne leads to the offer of a 

modelling job.106 They quickly become lovers. It is a revelation for Rafaela who “had never 

simply gone to bed with anyone just because I wanted to” (46). With Tamara, Rafaela 

becomes a sexual subject rather than the sexual object she has been with men. The 

experience takes her back to the years before the burden of her beauty, and childhood 

memories of sliding down the banister for the sheer pleasure of it.  

I had forgotten this kind of eagerness until now, as my body sobbed into Tamara’s 

hand. Again! Again! I wanted to crow. I was a giddy witch on a broomstick. I was a 

leaping dog. I was liquor; I was laughter; I was a sliding girl on a shining rail: 

something I’d forgotten how to be. (46; emphasis in original)  

As with violence against women, sexual subjectivity is complicated by the impact of 

racism. The intersectional experiences of Black lesbians are reflected in the work of a 

number of Black writers. For example, in the multi-century, genre-defying The Salt Roads, 

Nalo Hopkinson set out to explore “how black women’s bodies and sexualities get 

conceived in white imagination through the lens of slavery.”107 Hopkinson links together 

the stories of three Black women living in different times and places through the goddess, 

Lasirén/Ezili, who is able to inhabit their minds and bodies. Two of the women, Mer, an 

eighteenth-century African woman enslaved on a sugar plantation in Saint Domingue 

(present-day Haiti), and Jeanne, a nineteenth-century woman of Haitian descent living in 

Paris, have sexual relationships with women. Instead of the lesbian couple relationship that 

characterises much white lesbian historical fiction, their lesbian relationships exist 

alongside those with men. Mer and her African lover, Tipingee, were “shipmates; sisters 

before Tipingee’s blood came; wives after, even when they had had husbands.”108 

Tipingee’s husband “had never tried to take the joy of Mer from [Tipingee]” (13) and 

accepts his wife’s relationship with another woman. The reader first encounters Jeanne 

having extravagant, sweaty sex with her white lover, Lise: “The roar [Lise] gave at the end 

seemed to come from the pit of her, to bellow up through her sopping cunny” (15). 

However, in a fortune telling game involving a chamber pot that follows, Lise is horrified 

to discover that her “true love” will be a man who is “‘Black as the devil,’” instead of the 
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wished-for white husband who will take care of her. Afterwards Jeanne thinks, “If I had 

looked for my own love in that pot, I knew I would only have seen Lise, but she and I 

weren’t rich women, to make of our tribadism a secret marriage” (22-3). Despite their 

physical confinement and exploitation through slavery, Mer and Tipingee are able to love 

and support one another. But for Jeanne, freedom from enslavement does not mean 

freedom to pursue the life she wants due to Lise’s racism and their limited economic 

options. Instead she becomes the mistress of Charles Baudelaire. The Salt Roads perfectly 

illustrates the realist imperative that underpins lesbian historical fiction, whether it be 

formally realist or fantastical, and its capacity to represent the actual past. Jeanne is based 

on a real historical figure, Jeanne Duval, and Mer’s story is inspired by the slave rebellion 

led by François Mackandal. Rather than being constrained by mimetic conventions, 

Hopkinson combines historical fantasy, magical realism, folklore and hagiography to create 

a visceral tale of the realities of slavery, violence, and economic disenfranchisement, whilst 

also celebrating the resilience of Black women and the power of their relationships.  

These novels are but three examples of the widespread expression of female sexual 

subjectivity in lesbian historical fiction. Through such portrayals, writers challenge the 

routine sexual objectification of women and girls in patriarchal cultures and give women 

agency to pursue and articulate their sexual desires.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, lesbian historical fiction disrupts and disputes heteronormative accounts that 

invisibilise same-sex desire and female agency. It allows writers (and readers) to make 

tangible the lives of the lost and hidden lesbians of the past. The representation of women’s 

status in patriarchal societies is a significant feature of lesbian historical fiction, reflecting 

its influence on lesbian lives and desires. In exploring women’s status, writers embrace 

both aspects of similarity between the past and the present (continuism) and aspects of 

difference (alterity). Whilst the silencing of women remains an issue of today, for example, 

it doesn’t involve a scold’s bridle, but the domestic terrorism of incest and domestic abuse 

remains very similar to that represented in these novels of the past. Carolyn Dinshaw 

suggests that the concerns of the present can “illuminate the past”109 but it is also the case 

that representations of the past can illuminate present concerns. In linking the past and the 

                                                
109 Carolyn Dinshaw in Carolyn Dinshaw et al, ‘Theorizing Queer Temporalities: A Roundtable 
Discussion’ GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 13.2-3 (2007), 175-195 (p. 178). 



 292 

present through characters that readers identify with, lesbian historical fiction creates 

“affective connection—a touch across time” that both fulfills a desire for the lesbian past 

and stimulates the reader to consider the lesbian present.110 In the final chapter of the 

critical component, I will consider how Emma Donoghue’s Life Mask (2004) creates such a 

“touch across time”.  
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Chapter Three  

KEEPING IT REAL: EMMA DONOGHUE’S LIFE MASK AS 

ALLEGORICAL REALISM 

Introduction 

Set among London’s elite in the shadow of the French Revolution and the French 

Revolutionary Wars, Emma Donoghue’s Life Mask (2004) is an exploration of how gender 

restrictions and homophobia affect experiences of female same-sex desire and lesbian (self) 

identity.111 The story was inspired by a piece of gossip about three real historical figures in 

the 1795 diary of Hester Thrale Piozzi, which Donoghue includes in an Author’s Note at 

the end of the novel:  

Wensday 9 Decr [1795] ‘tis now grown common to suspect Impossibilities. (such I 

think ‘em) whenever two Ladies live too much together […] ‘tis a Joke in London 

now to say such a one visits Mrs. Damer. Lord Derby certain insisted on Miss 

Farren keeping her at Distance & there was a droll but bitter Epigram made while 

they used to see one another often -  

Her little Stock of private Fame 

Will fall a Wreck to public Clamour, 

If Farren herds with her whose Name 

Approaches very near to Damn her (605) 

Throughout the novel the point of view shifts between each of the three members of 

Piozzi’s implied love triangle - the widowed Honourable Mrs. Anne Damer, one of the first 

female sculptors in Britain, the celebrated comedy actress Eliza Farren, and the twelfth Earl 

of Derby, a wealthy aristocrat. These multiple points of view allow Donoghue to explore 

gender restrictions, homophobia and sexuality from the perspectives of the two women at 

the centre of the malicious gossip and the powerful heterosexual man who is in love with 

one of them and a close friend of the other.   

                                                
111 Emma Donoghue, Life Mask [2004] (London: Virago, 2005). All references to this text are from 
the 2005 paperback edition and are given in parentheses.  
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Life Mask is a realist text, both in Dalley’s conception of a text that is able to 

produce knowledge about the past because it is derived from historical records,112 and in a 

more conventional understanding of realist as employing historical details to create 

verisimilitude. In the Author’s Note, Donoghue describes it as “fiction, but the kind that 

walks arm in arm with fact” (605) and says, elsewhere, that, “always I was fumbling for the 

truth or my best educated guess of the truth.”113 However, it is not viewed as a realist novel 

by contemporary scholars such as Emma Parker and Katharine Harris. Parker suggests that 

Life Mask (and contemporary lesbian historical fiction in general) is postmodern because it 

“invents and imagines an unrecorded past.”114 She dismisses any claim realism might also 

make of inventing and imagining the hidden lesbian past. Harris describes Life Mask as 

neo-historical, arguing that Donoghue deliberately uses anachronism to demonstrate that 

historical narratives are artificial.115 However, as I discuss in Chapter One, Donoghue’s use 

of anachronism is better viewed as facilitating an allegorical reading of the text as a 

commentary on the contemporary response to the 9/11 attacks and parallels with the British 

government’s response to the French Revolutionary Wars. Neither critic engages with the 

realism of Donoghue’s text and how it functions to bring the reader into the characters’ late 

eighteenth-century world. In this chapter, I will examine Life Mask as an example of 

allegorical realism, suggesting that it operates through realism to create a plausible 

depiction of the past, and it operates allegorically to explore issues of contemporary and 

historic relevance, especially women’s position, same-sex desire, and homophobia.  

Life Mask as Allegorical Realism 

Donoghue describes herself as “committed to the real” and, like many other realist 

novelists, uses historically accurate details of everyday life, such as dress, food, manners, 

                                                
112 Hamish Dalley, The Postcolonial Historical Novel: Realism, Allegory, and the Representation of 
Contested Pasts (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014), pp. 9-10. 
113 Emma Donoghue, ‘Picking Up Broken Glass, or Turning Lesbian History into Fiction’, in 
Sapphists and Sexologists; Histories of Sexualities: Volume 2, ed. by Sonja Tiernan and Mary 
McAuliffe (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2009), pp. 6-7. 
114 Emma Parker, ‘Contemporary Lesbian Fiction’, in The Cambridge Companion to Lesbian 
Literature, ed. by Jodie Medd (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 214. 
115 Katharine Harris, ‘“Part of the project of that book was not to be authentic”: neo-historical 
authenticity and its anachronisms in contemporary historical fiction’, Rethinking History: The 
Journal of Theory and Practice, 21.2 (2017), 193-212 (p. 194). 
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and domestic arrangements, to create the realism of her portrayal.116 The language of 

Regency high society, such as “the Beau Monde (alias the Quality, the Bon Ton or simply 

the Ton)” (3), is sprinkled throughout Life Mask to ground the story in the period and 

society of the characters. In the extracts from the fictional Beau Monde Inquirer which 

open each of the novel’s nine sections, Donoghue misses out letters in place and character 

names, such as “Dr_ry L_ne” and “Miss F_rr_n” (3), employing the conventions of 

Regency periodicals to support her realist depiction.  

Walshe describes Donoghue as “a very physical writer, always presenting her 

characters within the context of bodily desires and discomforts.”117 Sensory details bring 

the story to life. For example, when Anne visits Paris following the French revolution, her 

morning toilette is interrupted by “the vociferous voices” of a group of strangers. 

[T]he miscellaneous reek when they swarmed in confirmed to Anne that these were 

half a dozen of the famous fishwives and street traders of Paris, the ones who’d 

forced the royal family to march back from Versailles with them. […] One of them 

marched up and presented her with a bouquet of white lilac. The exquisite scent 

startled Anne. (317)  

After consulting her hairdresser, Anne pays them six francs but the “odorous gang” wants 

more. “The leader […] held her hand out with a rather sinister smile” (318). When Anne 

pays a further six francs, “one of the women seized her in a violent embrace. Anne smelt 

sweat and fish and something else she didn’t recognise. She kept her spine rigid and waited 

to be released” (318). The accumulation of olfactory details viscerally evokes the sensory 

world of revolutionary France and contrasts Anne’s genteel circumstances with the physical 

demands placed on the female workers.  

Readers bring their previous historical knowledge to their encounters with historical 

fiction and Donoghue’s reference to the French royal family, whose final fate is widely 

known, enhances the sense of threat in this scene. The representation of real historical 

events and figures is central to Life Mask’s realism and is a feature of Donoghue’s 

historical novels. She uses “specific, real, named protagonist[s]” because her “original 

                                                
116 Michael Lackey and Emma Donoghue, ‘Emma Donoghue: Voicing the Nobodies in the 
Biographical Novel’, Éire-Ireland, 53. 1 & 2, Spring/Summer 2018, (2018), 120-133 (p. 127). 
117 Eibhear Walshe, ‘Emma Donoghue’, in The UCD Aesthetic: Celebrating 150 Years of UCD 
Writers, ed. by Anthony Roche (Dublin: New Island Books, 2005), pp. 278-9.  
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impulse was very much to represent the ones who had been left out […] I felt an 

obligation.”118 She goes on to describe an “ethical commitment” and  

attachment to these real, long-dead people […] the fact that I am writing about real 

people in many of my books creates a relationship between them and me. It is 

something like, “Come on, Emma, write about us, get it right.” (127) 

In the Author’s Note at the end of Life Mask, Donoghue identifies the sources that 

she consulted to try to piece together the lives of Anne, Eliza and Derby, and also sets out 

brief biographical notes about the dramatis personae (605-13). Historical notes are common 

in historical fiction and invite the reader both back inside the text, to re-evaluate their 

perception of the story,119 and beyond it, to “reflect on the connections between the 

historical novel’s representation and other sources of putatively verifiable knowledge.”120 

Discussing her lesbian historical novel, Frog Music (2014), Donoghue says,  

I always try to give my sources because I do not want to own these historical 

instances […] It is not that I am trying to establish some new solid version of the 

truth, but more me saying, ‘This is my version; can you give a more plausible 

one?’121 

Here the invitation to readers to consider plausibility is explicit but the same invitation is 

implicit in her use of an Author’s Note in Life Mask. It reinforces reading Life Mask as a 

realist text whose plausibility as an interpretation of historical evidence can be assessed on 

an intertextual basis.  

However, Life Mask is not only a realist novel, but an allegorical realist one. 

Donoghue’s characters share attributes and experiences with wider categories or classes of 

people that allows them to represent ‘types’, whilst also exhibiting the unique combination 

of such attributes and experiences that makes them individuals. For instance, Anne Damer 

is both the real historical person, and the figure of the female artist in a male dominated art 

world. She is an individual with her own particular experience of embracing her attraction 

to other women, and she also represents women who struggle to come to terms with their 

                                                
118 Donoghue in Lackey and Donoghue, ‘Voicing’, p. 121. 
119 Richard Cole, ‘Breaking the frame in historical fiction’, Rethinking History, 24.3-4 (2020), 368-
387, p. 368.  
120 Dalley, Postcolonial, p. 19. 
121 Donoghue in Lackey and Donoghue, ‘Voicing’, p. 133. 
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sexuality in a misogynistic and homophobic world. Similarly, Donoghue’s portrayals of 

Eliza Farren and Mary Berry can be considered to be representations of both the real 

historical figures, and women engaged in homosocial relationships in the late eighteenth 

century. Both Mary and Eliza have strong homosocial bonds with Anne but ultimately 

Eliza chooses the safety of heterosexual marriage to a wealthy earl, whereas Mary embarks 

on a sexual relationship with Anne. They represent different responses to female same-sex 

attraction. This “oscillation” between reading characters as individuals and reading them as 

types is central to understanding historical fiction as allegorical, as set out in Chapter 

One.122 However, Life Mask is also allegorical in exploring issues of both the past and 

present. In creating her fiction, Donoghue is interested in making the “past moment” and 

the “present moment […] resonate.”123 In her depiction of sexual harassment, the sexual 

double standard, and the interaction of women’s oppression and homophobia in the late 

eighteenth century, Donoghue is also commenting on the same issues in the twenty-first 

century.    

Women’s Position and Reputation in Life Mask 

The position of women in society is crucial to the position of lesbians. It defines the 

conditions within which women are able, or not, to pursue same-sex relationships. The 

Regency world of the social elite in Life Mask is starkly sexually segregated and women’s 

lives are restricted. For example, they are not able to travel freely or enter the professions. 

Whilst the gentlemen of Mayfair attend “debates at the Lords or Commons” and “gamble at 

their clubs”, the ladies “shop on the Strand or admire the crocuses at Kew” (21-22). The 

alternating perspectives of Anne, Derby and Eliza serve to emphasise the separate spheres 

occupied by women and men. For example, Derby’s attendance at a brutal and bloody 

cockfight (96-100) where all the spectators are male, sits between a scene where Anne 

visits a friend who has recently given birth (89-95) and one where Eliza and Anne talk in a 

hat shop over a raspberry ice (100-101).  

The novel is set at a time of political turbulence. Derby and Anne are passionate 

about the cause of “liberal modernity” (51) and Eliza becomes more politically engaged 

over the course of the novel, with Anne’s encouragement. However, women can neither 

                                                
122 Hamish Dalley, ‘Postcolonialism and the Historical Novel: Epistemologies of Contemporary 
Realism’, Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, 1.1 (March 2014), 51-67 (p. 66).  
123 Donoghue in Lackey and Donoghue, ‘Voicing’, p. 126. 
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vote nor hold political office and are banned “as too distracting a presence” (52) from 

attending the House of Commons. Their political influence is in the margins. By contrast, 

as a member of the House of Lords and a Privy Counsellor, Derby is actively involved in 

the Whig struggle for power, and in resisting the government’s attacks on liberty following 

the French Revolution.  

Donoghue’s decision to tell the story from the perspectives of an extremely 

privileged heterosexual man, a woman he desires from a lower social class background, and 

a privileged woman who is subject to lesbian-baiting because of her gender non-

conformity, gives her freedom to interrogate gendered expectations and restrictions and the 

construction of masculinity and femininity.124 Eliza is a feminine beauty whose appearance 

is frequently commented upon. She is “magnificent” (10), “dazzling” (597), and 

“‘ravishing’” (244), with “‘a beauty that the Greeks would have recognised’” (169). Eliza 

herself acknowledges, “‘I live by my face’” (151). She tells Anne that she doesn’t suffer 

stage fright, but she sometimes experiences “‘life fright. […] The difficulty of being Miss 

Farren,’ she said, ‘and knowing my lines. Deciding what to wear, what to do, whom to see, 

what to say.’”  Her success depends on her attractiveness and her ability to perform 

femininity, both on and off stage, with the greatest of skill. In doing so she gains entry to 

the world of the social elite, and ultimately to a place in the aristocracy as Derby’s second 

wife.  

Anne is a gender non-conforming woman who struggles in the traditional female 

areas of “marriage, for instance, or the endless social round, or the running of a great 

house” (112). Although her appearance is conventional, she is repeatedly linked to 

behaviours that are traditionally the preserve of men. She “reads Latin better than most of 

us Etonians” (4), enjoys “fine wine” rather than the “light things” that most ladies drink 

(113-14) and “display[s] her coat of arms”, which is “rather unorthodox for a lady” (121). 

Significantly, Anne “is the first female ever to take up sculpture in a serious way” (5) and 

exhibits at the Royal Academy, a place where she could not train because of her sex. 

Members of the Academy view her as “rather a freak” (202) and question her artistic 

ability. For example, when Tom Lawrence paints Eliza’s portrait, he quizzes her about 

                                                
124 Lesbian-baiting refers to the practice of labeling a woman a lesbian, regardless of her sexuality, 
if she steps outside expected norms of femininity. It is a means of using the stigma that has been 
associated with lesbianism to try to reinforce gender stereotypes, deter women from challenging 
male dominance, and discourage female same-sex love.  
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whether Anne has help from men “on the sly” to create her sculptures (243). Anne’s wealth 

and privilege enable her to pursue her artistic dreams in spite of the obstacles, but her 

success contributes to her being targeted for lesbian-baiting, “a way of cutting an 

independent, artistic widow down to size” (219).  

Whilst Eliza and Anne represent different versions of womanhood, ventriloquizing 

a heterosexual male voice as Derby allows Donoghue to comment on the construction of 

masculinity, and the freedoms and power associated with it. Derby gives access to the male 

homosocial worlds of politics, cockfighting, horse-breeding, and private members clubs, 

that Anne and Eliza are excluded from. He shares his passion for cockfighting and 

horseracing with his friend, Sir Charles Bunbury, but conversations between them often 

move beyond sporting matters to reveal underlying misogyny. Bunbury considers women 

to be “cuckolding whores, the lot of them” (14). He wonders why Derby continues to 

pursue Eliza after six years of a chaste relationship. But Derby “can afford to wait” and in 

the meantime London was “full of amenable females” to meet his sexual urges (16). One 

such female is a young servant at a masked ball. She is “not yet a woman” but her height 

and graceful movement remind him of Eliza. He insists she keeps her veil on and then takes 

her to an empty room where he 

turned her over, this girl who was not, could not, could never be Eliza, and kept his 

eyes on the fabric that covered her thick hair. He lifted all the layers of silk skirts in 

one bunch and took her hard. (190) 

In her use of “took her hard” Donoghue invokes the language of sexual conquest to expose 

violent misogyny. Not only does Derby avoid looking at the servant’s face by turning her 

over, he won’t even look at her hair, focusing instead on the fabric covering it. He has no 

interest in the servant or in whether she is “amenable”. She is merely an object to be used.   

From the beginning, Donoghue sets up the hegemonic, socially stratified, hetero-

patriarchal culture of the late eighteenth century. In the opening scene, Eliza and Derby 

travel in his carriage to the rehearsals of an amateur play, where Eliza will meet a number 

of Derby’s upper class friends, including Anne, for the first time. Eliza worries about how 

to shake off the “murky associations” of “the very word actress” when she meets the ladies 

of Derby’s privileged “World” (3-5). The scene switches to Anne and her half-sister, Lady 

Mary, who are discussing the same issue. Lady Mary admits, “‘It’ll be the first time we’ve 

ever had an actress in the house,’” but she is able to make an exception for Eliza because of 
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her “natural delicacy and good connections” (7). In Life Mask, Donoghue often creates 

these juxtapositions of different characters considering the same events or topics. It allows 

her to represent both similarities and differences of viewpoint and experience linked to sex, 

class and sexuality, and to challenge the idea of a single perspective or story about events. 

The opening scenes introduce the importance of women guarding their reputation, 

meaning sexual reputation, which Donoghue explores across the novel. As Lady Melbourne 

suggests in a conversation with Anne and Georgiana, “‘Discretion is the tax [women] pay 

the World, or suffer the consequences’” (92). Several women face harsh penalties when 

they are caught breaking the rules of female chastity before marriage, fidelity within it. For 

example, Georgiana’s husband, the Duke of Devonshire, has kept a mistress for years but 

he sends Georgiana into exile without her children for having an affair (356). Derby will 

not grant his wife a divorce after her “unforgivable crime” of “running off with the Duke 

[of Dorset] like some cheap harlot.” As a result, she is banned from court and “live[s] in a 

sort of social twilight” (15-16). He prevents her seeing her children and hopes that she will 

die so that he is free to marry again. Despite choosing to stay married to Lady Derby, 

Derby assiduously courts Eliza. After six years, he finally suggests that they “‘come to 

some kind of discreet arrangement… a marriage in all but name.’” Eliza dismisses him. “‘A 

marriage in all but name? Tell me, what do I have but my name?’” (80-1).  

It is women’s responsibility to guard their reputations and to deal with unwanted 

and uninvited sexual behaviour from men. When Eliza goes to view the completed portrait 

Tom Lawrence has painted of her, he forces himself upon her.  

His hands were under her cloak, his legs seized hers. He was wrenching away her 

muslin fichu; only when his fingers plunged into her bodice did she manage to 

move. She shoved him away so hard that he staggered into his easel and the portrait 

fell face down on the smeared floor. (249)  

Donoghue often uses clothing to convey the historical world to the reader and details like 

the cloak, fichu and bodice all help to locate the scene in the late eighteenth century. 

However, Tom Lawrence’s behaviour is reminiscent of the routine sexual harassment that 

women still face today.125 As elsewhere, there is an allegorical quality here, with Donoghue 

commenting on issues of the present as well as the past.  

                                                
125 The extent of sexual harassment women experience in the twenty-first century has been exposed 
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Unlike the female characters, where any suggestion of sexual scandal is a risk, the 

male characters live on the other side of the sexual double standard and need only be 

concerned about rumours linking them to same-sex love/desire. The only man who faces 

any consequences for his sexual behaviour is William Beckford, a spectral figure who 

haunts the novel reminding Anne of the consequences of acting on same-sex attraction. 

Beckford lives in exile following a scandal involving an alleged relationship with a younger 

man. Despite his considerable wealth “‘he remains excluded from all good society’” (117). 

The heterosexual male characters, including Derby, Fox, Sheridan, Richmond, and Prinny 

(the Prince Regent), are able to have sexual relationships outside marriage without 

consequence, as long as they are with women. During a drinking game called Connection, 

Derby and his friends take turns making links between members of their circle through 

women they have had sex with. Mrs Robinson is one of numerous women that Fox has 

“‘achieved connection’” with (emphasis in original). As the game continues Bunbury 

grumbles, “‘Gad, you fellows spread your nets wide in your youth […] My name never 

comes up in this game.’” Extensive sexual experience with multiple female partners is 

represented as a desirable masculine trait and the male characters enjoy the connections 

with each other that they make through the bodies of women. Fox and Derby are connected 

through Mrs Armistead, the former courtesan, who Bunbury describes as “the universal 

crossroads” (and who Eliza later refers to as Fox’s “‘whore’” [384]). There is no question 

of the men being sexually connected through other men and when Derby appears to suggest 

that the Prince of Wales connects to Sheridan, the latter protests. “‘He does not. […] 

Slippery devil I may be, but no bumboy’” (229-233).  

Triangulated Relationships and Erotic Counterplotting 

Male homosocial triangles, such as the one between Derby, Mrs Armistead, and Fox are a 

prominent feature of western literature, according to Eve Kosofsky-Sedgwick.126 In Life 

Mask, Donoghue uses them to expose the underbelly of misogyny and homophobia in male 

bonding. However, as shown in Figure One, the narrative revolves around a series of 

                                                                                                                                               
by the #MeToo movement. Emily Shugerman, Me Too: Why are women sharing stories of sexual 
assault and how did it start? (2017) <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/me-too-
facebook-hashtag-why-when-meaning-sexual-harassment-rape-stories-explained-a8005936.html> 
[accessed 27 September 2018].   
126 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New 
York: Columbia University, 1985). 
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interlinked erotic triangles in which men are either between women, or are absent 

altogether, rather than the usual pattern of triangles where women are between men.  

 
The triangle between Anne, Eliza and Derby structures the novel, but the one between 

Anne, Eliza and Mary is as important. It allows Donoghue to explore different responses to 

female homosocial relationships and the impact of lesbian baiting. Both Eliza and Mary 

form close relationships with Anne. Both are subject to lesbian-baiting as a result. Both are 

courted by men who offer them the social protection of heterosexual marriage. Eliza 

chooses marriage and motherhood, but ultimately Mary chooses Anne.  

Eibhear Walshe suggests that “the essential dynamics of desire within a triangular 

relationship have been established as Donoghue’s most characteristic trope as a 

novelist.”127 Triangular relationships are common not only in Donoghue’s work but across 

lesbian fiction, with Terry Castle identifying erotic counterplotting, where the male 

homosocial bond is replaced by a triangular relationship in which a man is between two 

women or absent altogether, as characteristic.128 She categorises two forms of such 

triangulation — dysphoric counterplotting, where ultimately the relationship between the 

two women founders in favour of a relationship with a man, and euphoric counterplotting, 

where the relationship with the man withers and the two women have the chance to be 

together. Life Mask features both a dysphoric counterplot, where Eliza rejects Anne in 

favour of Derby, and a euphoric counterplot, where Mary pursues a sexual relationship with 

Anne rather than married life with General O’Hara.  

                                                
127 Walshe, ‘Emma Donoghue’, p. 281.   
128 Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 74.  
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The dysphoric counterplot dominates the novel. Mrs. Piozzi’s fevered disclosure of 

the malicious epigram linking Anne and Eliza disrupts the intimate friendship that had 

developed between the two women in the first third of Life Mask. Donoghue invokes both 

contemporary and historic anti-lesbian sentiments as Mrs Piozzi first tells Eliza that “‘it’s 

impossible to be explicit on these matters,’” before informing her of “‘an unnatural vice 

spreading across Europe […] I’m speaking of man-hating females. Monsters in the guise of 

women.’” In warning Eliza to stay away from Anne, Mrs Piozzi refers to “‘the appalling 

rumours about the Queen of France and the Princesses of Lamballe and Polignac, in that 

sink of iniquity known as Versailles’” (208-9, emphasis in original). Like Beckford, Marie 

Antoinette is a spectral figure in Life Mask who acts as a warning of the risks of being 

linked to same-sex desire. During her lifetime the French Queen was ‘accused’ of having 

sexual relationships with women129 and has remained a figure associated with lesbianism 

since her death.130 In Life Mask, as in the actual past, she is accused of “every possible 

crime against the Republic and against morality” (402), and executed. The Princess de 

Lamballe, who Mrs Piozzi mentions in her lurid accusations, is “‘ripped – literally ripped – 

to pieces’” by a mob and her head paraded on a pike (385). Although Donoghue does not 

suggest a simple equation between violent homophobia and the two women’s deaths, she 

does imply that accusations of lesbianism were used to discredit them and contributed to 

the atmosphere of hostility in which their deaths took place.  

Both Beckford and Marie-Antoinette represent the dangerous consequences of 

being the target of toxic homophobic gossip. They help to contextualise Anne’s struggle to 

come to terms with her sexuality, and her responses to the accusations made against her. 

During the first period of accusations, Anne changes her plan to travel abroad with Mary to 

protect the latter’s reputation (282). However, when the accusations re-emerge, and this 

time more publicly, she flees from her parents’ house to the anonymity of the countryside.  

[S]he couldn’t bear to stay; she dreaded a soft word as much as any rebuke. Anne 

couldn’t stand to be written to, spoken to, looked at, even. It made her shudder to 

                                                
129 See for example, Elizabeth Colwill, ‘Pass as a Woman, Act Like a Man: Marie-Antoinette as 
Tribade in the Pornography of the French Revolution’ in Marie-Antoinette: Writings on the Body of 
a Queen, ed. by Dena Goodman (New York and London: Routledge, 2003), pp. 139-169. 
130 For example, in The Well of Loneliness, Jonathan Brockett uses the doomed relationship between 
Marie-Antoinette and the Princesse de Lamballe “to communicate to Stephen [Gordon] both the 
fact of his own homosexuality and his unspoken awareness of her own.” Castle, Apparitional 
Lesbian, p. 144. 
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think that she was being gossiped about, at this moment, by people she’d never met. 

(472) 

Aching from the “carriage’s jolting progression,” hidden behind “choking layers of gauze,” 

and barely able to eat, Anne contemplates first suicide, and then exile. “That was the 

traditional recourse for outcasts, after all” (473-4). When she eventually returns home she is 

publicly snubbed by her former friend, Lady Melbourne. Struggling not to cry, Anne 

realizes she should have expected the response. “It was all about surfaces, not substance; 

the reputation, not the heart” (491-2).  

The impact of lesbian-baiting extends through Anne to Eliza and Mary who also 

modify their behaviour as a result of it. Eliza does not believe the accusations but she 

distances herself from Anne after Mrs Piozzi’s disclosure of the epigram, in order to protect 

her own reputation and financial future. She “couldn’t risk spitting in the wind. To end her 

days on the provincial circuit, dragging her reproachful mother behind her, fleeing rumours 

of unnatural vice…” (227, emphasis and ellipsis in original). Although Derby helps to 

mend the initial rupture between Anne and Eliza, he subsequently demands that Eliza 

“break off” (477) her relationship with Anne after a broadsheet suggests that Eliza is more 

sexually attracted to Anne than to Derby. Eliza returns a pinky ring that Anne had given 

her, to signal that their relationship is at an end. Donoghue’s choice of a pinky ring as a 

token of affection is significant. During the nineteenth century, both men and women used 

pinky rings to indicate that they did not wish to marry,131 and from at least the early 

twentieth century, lesbians (and gay men) used them to signal their sexuality.132 The pinky 

ring in Life Mask can be read as a code for lesbianism which Eliza ultimately rejects in 

favour of the safety of marriage to a rich though “ugly little man” (24), who can offer her a 

coronet and the “magic circle of protection” (5) that lesbians are excluded from.  

Like Eliza, Mary initially distances herself from Anne when their names are linked 

in ways that suggest a lesbian relationship (464). Despite her love for Anne, “long the sole 

solace of my heart,” fear of the lesbian stigma means that “it can’t be between us as it used 

to be […] we must learn to live somewhat at a distance” (487-8). Although Mary does not 

turn her back on Anne, she asks for “‘discretion and prudence’” (496). All three women are 

                                                
131 Sandra Choron and Harry Choron, Planet Wedding: A Nuptialpedia (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt, 2010), p. 74. 
132 For example, Radclyffe Hall is shown wearing one in Charles Buchel’s 1918 portrait of her, 

which is now in the National Portrait Gallery. 
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concerned about the impact of the rumours on their reputations and modify their behaviour 

to try to limit the damage. This is the power of lesbian-baiting to control women’s lives. 

The relationships between the female characters unfold in a situation where they have to 

fiercely guard their reputation, where their agency and choices are compromised by their 

second-class status and legal and cultural oppression, and where anyone indulging in same-

sex desire risks notoriety and exile. 

Life Mask could be regarded as a coming out story in which Anne is finally able to 

accept her lesbianism. Through her depiction of Anne’s lengthy journey towards self-

acceptance, Donoghue represents the impact of homophobic culture on self-identity, which 

is of contemporary relevance. Her portrayal of attitudes to homosexuality in eighteenth-

century Britain could be regarded as an allegory for the duplicity of lesbian and gay life in 

Ireland at the time that she was writing.  

One particular aspect of the Irish lesbian and gay world [...] is that vast numbers are 

still in the closet. It’s not as bad as it used to be, but still most people live with the 

closet in some form or another.133 

Despite the rumours that have dogged her for more than a decade, Anne does not recognise 

her attraction to other women until Mary accepts a marriage proposal from General O’Hara. 

At the age of forty-six, she is finally ready to embrace her lesbianism. When Mary tells her 

that she loves O’Hara, Anne realises “I am what they call me […] Oh, God, it can’t be true. 

But how could she deny it. […] It had always been women who stirred her imagination.” 

(522-4, emphasis in original). Donoghue echoes Virginia Woolf’s sentiment that “Women 

alone stir my imagination”.134 This is one of Carolyn Dinshaw’s “touch[es] across time”, 

with a lesbian writer in the early twenty-first century invoking words written in 1930 by a 

writer who had lesbian relationships to describe the feelings of a woman attracted to other 

women in the late eighteenth century.135 Mary delays marrying General O’Hara when he is 

posted to Gibraltar because she doesn’t want to leave Anne behind. O’Hara breaks off the 

engagement leaving the stage set for euphoric resolution.  

                                                
133 Donoghue in Stacia Bensyl, ‘Swings and Roundabouts: An Interview with Emma Donoghue’, 

Irish Studies Review, 8.1 (2000), 73-81 (p. 76). 
134 Letter from Virginia Woolf to Ethel Smyth, 19 August 1930 in Virginia Woolf: The Complete 
Collection, p. 7749. 
135 Carolyn Dinshaw, ‘Got Medieval’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, 10.2 (April 2001), 202-12 
(p. 203).  
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The presentation of Anne’s “dreadful subject” and the playing out of lesbian baiting 

is resolved in the final section of Life Mask with the physical realisation of Anne and 

Mary’s love during a seaside holiday in Bognor. As far back as the eighteenth century, 

seaside towns have been liminal places where sexuality is given more license.136 Even 

before they finally consummate their relationship, the language describing a walk they take 

on a stormy evening hints at what is to come. “‘You’re not afraid?’ [Anne] mouthed at 

Mary./A shake of the head. Shining eyes./They never saw the great wave building.” When 

the wave breaks they cling together, “gasp[ing], wet-cheeked” (550). Instead of following 

this emotionally charged walk with the long awaited lesbian sex scene, Donoghue switches 

point of view to Derby at a cockfight, a Battle Royal with “eight birds in the pit and only 

one to come out alive.” Although Derby’s bird wins, when he realises it is injured and will 

never fight again, he “felt misery come over his head like a dark wave” (551-3). By 

portraying Derby’s cock as unable to fight anymore, Donoghue seems to be suggesting that 

the sexuality on offer to Anne and Mary within the confines of heterosexuality is no longer 

a contender. The male world of cruelty and violence and trying to exploit and control nature 

(such as through cockfighting and selective breeding) provides a stark contrast with Anne 

and Mary’s embrace of nature and their delight in the breaking waves. A wave literally 

comes over the women and they are euphoric, whereas Derby’s metaphoric wave depresses 

him. 

The point of view returns to Anne, who persuades Mary to take her first dip in the 

sea. Women are banned from the beach during the day when the men are free to bathe 

naked, but in the evening Anne and Mary get changed in a beach hut, emerging “cumbrous 

in calico: bloomers, skirts, boned bodices all salt-stiff and sharp against their hot skin” 

(555). Donoghue exploits the power of realism to evoke the past and the physicality of life. 

The reader can almost feel the clothes on her own body. The two women enter the water 

hand in hand. Neither of them can swim but Anne can float and shares the skill with Mary. 

Both embrace the pleasure of the sea and it transforms them. “When they came out of the 

water it was into a different world, or rather, it was they who’d changed.” As they lie in bed 

that night Mary says, “‘You must teach me,’” but Anne replies, “‘I can’t. […] I know no 

more than you.’” Mary takes matters into her own hands and kisses Anne who returns the 

kiss, “as if sealing a pact, though she couldn’t have named the terms” (557-8). As their 

                                                
136 Judy Hemingway, ‘Sexual learning and the seaside: relocating the ‘dirty weekend’ and teenage 
girls’ sexuality’, Sex Education, 6.4 (2006), 429-443. 
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sexual relationship intensifies over the days that follow Anne recognises that “she’d always 

wanted this” but the “grotesqueries of the pamphleteers” had frightened and confused her. 

The narratives about lesbianism that have been available to her have been an obstacle to 

self-recognition but now she realises that “[t]his wasn’t evil, this wasn’t debauchery. It was 

love made flesh” (561). Donoghue makes the reader wait for the ‘happy ending’, which 

occurs in the final sixty pages of a novel that stretches to more than six hundred. Life Mask 

closes on an optimistic note with Anne awaiting Mary’s arrival from the neighbouring 

house.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Donoghue has used a fragment of lesbophobic gossip to inspire a richly 

textured novel which combines historical evidence and imagination to interrogate 

misogyny, identity and homophobia. Rigney suggests that in historical fiction “[t]hat which 

is presented is a possible way into understanding that which is absent.”137 By writing 

between and behind the facts and imagining into the gaps, Donoghue creates a compelling 

representation of the late eighteenth-century world of a number of real historical figures 

which both creates knowledge of the lesbian past and comments on the present. Life Mask 

is an exemplary allegorical realist text. It can be assessed as a plausible, or at least possible, 

interpretation of the historical record. Through her representation of lesbian baiting, the use 

of spectral figures, and multiple points of view, Donoghue examines lesbian identity and 

external and internalised homophobia in the late eighteenth century in ways that resonate 

with contemporary experience. Life Mask acknowledges both the invisibility of lesbianism 

and hostility to same-sex attractions. It parallels contemporary lives where lesbian-baiting 

and the closet still exercise power in cultures steeped in homophobia and misogyny. 

However, Donoghue also vividly portrays the love, pleasure and joy that lesbian 

relationships can bring, both now and in the past, providing her readers with hope for a 

better future.  

                                                
137 Ann Rigney, Imperfect Histories: The Elusive Past and the Legacy of Romantic Historicism 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 25.  
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Appendix One  

LESBIAN HISTORICAL NOVELS PUBLISHED BETWEEN 1904 AND 

2019138 

Author Title First 
publ’d 

Setting  

Renée Vivien A Woman Appeared to Me 1904 Antiquity, Sappho’s 
Lesbos 

Hope Mirrlees Madeleine: One of Love’s 
Jansenists 

1919 17th century, France 

Virginia Woolf Orlando 1928 16th - 20th centuries, 
Europe 

Djuna Barnes Ladies Almanack 1928 Middle Ages, Europe 
Maude Meagher The Green Scamander 1933 Antiquity, Amazons, the 

Trojan War 
Margaret 
Goldsmith 

Christina of Sweden 1933 17th century, Sweden 
and Italy 

Nora Purtscher-
Wydenbruck 

Woman Astride 1934 17th century, Europe 
(Thirty Years War) 

Mary Gordon Chase of the Wild Goose 1936 18th century, Ireland and 
Wales 

Sylvia Townsend 
Warner 

Summer Will Show 1936 1848, French revolution 

Margaret 
Goldsmith 

Sappho of Lesbos 1938 Antiquity, Sappho’s 
Lesbos 

Margaret 
Goldsmith and 
Murray 
Constantine 
(Katherine 
Burdekin) 

Venus in Scorpio: A 
Romance of Versailles 

1940 18th century, France  

Kate O’Brien As Music and Splendour 1958 Late 19th century, Paris 
and Rome 

Isabel Miller Patience & Sarah 1969 Early 19th century, 
America 

Gail Pass Zoe’s Book 1976 1920s, Bloomsbury and 
present 

Victoria Ramstetter The Marquise and the 
Novice 

1981 Early 19th century, 
France 

Alice Walker The Color Purple 1982 1900s to 1930s, America 
and Africa 

                                                
138 One hundred and thirty-two novels are listed. This is likely to be an underestimate but failings in 
library cataloguing and the fact that many titles are no longer in print make it difficult to compile a 
comprehensive list. The list includes dual narratives set between the present and an earlier period.  
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Author Title First 
publ’d 

Setting  

Anne Cameron The Journey 1982 Late 19th century, 
Canadian migration 

Ellen Galford Moll Cutpurse: Her True 
Story 

1984 Early 17th century, 
England 

Jeannine Allard Legende 1984 Mid 19th century, French 
fishing community  

Nevada Barr Bittersweet 1984 Late 19th century, 
America 

Michelle Martin Pembroke Park 1986 Regency England 
Ellen Galford The Fires of Bride 1986 Scotland in present and 

ancient past  
Penny Hayes The Long Trail 1986 Mid to late 19th century, 

America 
Jeanette Winterson The Passion 1987 Early 19th century, 

Europe (Napoleonic war) 
Caeia March The Hide and Seek Files 1988 North of England across 

20th century 
Jan Clausen The Prosperine Papers 1988 Early 20th century, 

America 
Daphne Marlatt Ana Historic 1988 Present and late 19th 

century, Canada 
Katherine 
Sturtevant 

A Mistress Moderately 
Fair 

1988 17th century, British 
theatre 

Penny Hayes Yellowthroat 1988 Late 19th century, 
America 

Ellen Frye The Other Sappho 1989 Antiquity, Sappho’s 
Lesbos 

Anne Cameron South of an Unnamed 
Creek 

1989 Late 19th century, 
Klondike gold rush 

Kim Larabee Behind the Mask 1989 Regency England 
Iona McGregor Death Wore a Diadem 1989 Mid 19th century, 

Scotland 
Penny Hayes Montana Feathers 1990 Late 19th century, 

America 
Paula Martinac Out of Time 1990 Present day and 1920s 

New York 
Jane Eiseman Home Again, Home Again 1990 Present day and 19th 

century, America 
Anne Cameron Escape to Beulah 1990 19th century, America 

(pre civil war) 
Rebecca BeGuin In Unlikely Places 1990 Late 19th century, Africa 
Caeia March Fire! Fire! 1991 1990s and 17th century, 

Britain  
Jewelle Gomez The Gilda Stories 1991 Mid 19th century to mid 

21st century, America 
Lori A Paige Passion’s Legacy 1991 Regency England 
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Author Title First 
publ’d 

Setting  

Penny Hayes Grassy Flats 1992 1930s, Idaho 
Barbara Johnson Stonehurst 1992 Regency England 
Rebecca BeGuin Hers Was the Sky 1993 1920s, America 
Penny Hayes Kathleen O’Donald 1994 Early 1900s, New York 
Erica Fischer Aimée & Jaguar: A Love 

Story, Berlin 1943 
1994 1940s, Germany 

Helen Elaine Lee The Serpent’s Gift 1994 1920s to 1980s, America 
Penny Hayes Now and Then 1996 Late 19th century, 

America 
Ann-Marie 
McDonald 

Fall on Your Knees 1996 Late 19th and early 20th 
century, Canada and 
New York 

Elana Dykewomon Beyond the Pale 1997 Early 20th century, 
Russia and New York 

Judith Katz The Escape Artist 1997 Early 20th century, 
Poland and Buenos Aires 

Jay Taverner Rebellion 1997 Early 18th century, 
England 

Penny Hayes City Lights, Country 
Candles 

1998 1800s to 1960s, America 

Sarah Waters Tipping the Velvet 1998 Late 19th century, 
London 

Penny Hayes Omaha’s Bell 1999 Mid 19th century, 
Omaha 

Jackie Kay Trumpet 1999 20th century, Britain  
Sarah Waters Affinity 1999 Mid 19th century, 

London  
Stevie Davies Impassioned Clay 1999 Present and 17th century, 

Restoration England  
Helen Humphreys Afterimage 2000 Mid 19th century, 

England 
Helen Macpherson And Those Who Trespass 

Against Us 
2001 Late 19th century, 

Australia 
Shamim Sarif The World Unseen 2001 1950s, South Africa 
Jay Taverner Hearts and Minds 2001 18th century, England  

Sarah Waters Fingersmith 2002 Mid to late 19th century, 
England 

Erica Jong Sappho’s Leap 2003 Antiquity, Sappho’s 
Lesbos 

Nalo Hopkinson The Salt Roads 2003 4th century, Egypt and 
Palestine, 18th century, 
Caribbean, and 19th 
century, France 

Emma Donoghue Life Mask 2004 Late 18th/early 19th 
centuries, England, 
France and Spain 
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Author Title First 
publ’d 

Setting  

Maureen Duffy Alchemy 2004 17th century, England 
Whitney Hamilton Firefly 2004 Mid 19th century, 

America (civil war and 
post war) 

Radclyffe Innocent Hearts 2005 Mid 19th century, 
America 

D. Jordan Redhawk Tiopa Ki Lakota 2005 18th century, America 
Linda Crist Galveston 1900: Swept 

away 
2005 Early 20th century, 

America 
Sarah Waters The Night Watch 2006 1940s, London 
Ellis Avery The Teahouse Fire 2006 Late 19th century, Japan 
Jae Backwards to Oregon 2007 Mid 19th century, 

America 
Catherine Friend  The Spanish Pearl 2007 11th century, Spain, and 

present day, America 
Catherine Friend  The Crown of Valencia 2007 11th century, Spain, and 

present day, America 
Radclyffe Promising Hearts 2007 Mid 19th century, 

America (post civil war) 
Bett Norris Miss McGhee 2007 Post WWII, America 
Brenda Adcock The Sea Hawk   2008 Present day, America, 

and early 19th century, 
America and Caribbean  

Emma Donoghue The Sealed Letter 2008 Mid 19th century, 
London 

Catherine Friend  A Pirate’s Heart 2008 Present, and 18th 
century, Caribbean 
piracy  

Colette Moody The Seduction of Moxie 2009 1930s, America 
Colette Moody The Sublime and Spirited 

Voyage of Original Sin 
2009 18th century, Caribbean 

piracy 
Lois Cloarec Hart Kicker’s Journey 2009 Late 19th century, 

England and Canada 
Jane Eagland Wildthorn 2009 Mid/late 19th century, 

England 
Justine Saracen Sistine Heresy 2009 Renaissance, Italy 
Caeia March Letters to Charlotte: The 

Letters from Ellen Nussey 
to Charlotte Bronte 

2010 Early to mid 19th 
century, England 

Justine Saracen Sarah, Son of God 2011 16th century, Italy, and 
1970s  

Jae Hidden Truths 2011 Mid to late 19th century, 
America 

Ellis Avery The Last Nude 2011 1920s, Paris 
Justine Saracen Tyger, Tyger, Burning 

Bright 
2012 1930s and 1940s, 

Germany 
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Author Title First 
publ’d 

Setting  

Elena Graf Occasions of Sin 2012 1930s, Germany  
Molly Beth 
Griffins 

Silhouette of a Sparrow  2012 1920s, America 

Paulette Mahurin The Persecution of 
Mildred Dunlap 

2012 Late 19th century, 
America 

Jeanette Winterson The Daylight Gate 2012 Early 17th century, 
England 

HP Munro Silver Wings 2013 1940s, America 
Nicola Griffith Hild 2013 7th century, Britain 
Sandra Moran Letters Never Sent 2013 1990s, Kansas, and 

1930s, Chicago 
Kate Worsley She Rises 2013 18th century, England 

and English navy 
Linda North Wind and Dreams 2013 Early 20th century, 

Egypt 
Debra Hyde Of White Snakes & 

Misshaped Owls 
2013 Late 19th century, 

America 
Emma Donoghue Frog Music 2014 1870s, America (San 

Francisco) 
Rosie Garland Vixen 2014 14th century, England 
Katharine Grant Sedition 2014 Late 18th century, 

England 
Justine Saracen Waiting for the Violins 2014 1940s, Britain and 

Belgium 
Ali Smith How to Be Both  2014 15th century, Italy, and 

21st century, Britain 
Robin Talley Lies We Tell Ourselves 2014 1950s, American south 
Sarah Waters The Paying Guests 2014 1920s, London 
Justine Saracen The Witch of Stalingrad 2015 1940s, Soviet Union 
Chinelo Okparanta Under the Udala Trees 2015 1960s, Biafran war and 

aftermath 
Hilary McCollum Golddigger 2015 Mid 19th century, Ireland 

and America 
Alex Westmore The Pirate’s Booty 2015 16th century, Ireland and 

piracy 
Alyssa Linn Palmer Midnight at the Orpheus 2015 1920s, America 
Penelope Friday Petticoats and Promises 2015 Regency England 
Jean Copeland The Revelation of Beatrice 

Darby 
2015 1950s/60s, America 

Jess Faraday The Strange Case of the 
Big Sur Benefactor 

2015 Late 19th century, 
America 

Debra Hyde The Tattered Heiress 2015 Late 19th century, 
America 

Kate Christie In the Company of Women 2015 1940s, America 
D. Jordan Redhawk Alaskan Bride 2016 Late 19th century, 

Alaska 
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Author Title First 
publ’d 

Setting  

Vanda Juliana 2016 1940s, America 
Ami McKay The Witches of New York 2016 Late 19th century, 

America 
Justine Saracen The Sniper’s Kiss 2017 1940s, Europe 
Catherine Friend  Spark 2017 Present and 16th century, 

England 
Vanda Olympus Nights on the 

Square 
2017 1950s, America 

Taylor Jenkins 
Reid 

The Seven Husbands of 
Evelyn Hugo 

2017 1950s to present day, 
Hollywood 

Vanda Paris, Adrift 2018 1950s, Paris 
Vanda Heaven is to Your Left 2018 1950s, America 
Katrina Carrasco The Best Bad Things 2018 Late 19th century, 

America 
Suanne Schafer A Different Kind of Fire 2018 Late 19th to early 20th 

century, America 
Elena Graf Lies of Omission 2018 1930s, Germany 
Justine Saracen Berlin Hungers 2018 Post war, Germany 
Elena Graf Acts of Contrition 2019 1940s, Germany 
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