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ABSTRAKT

Tato prace se zabyva ,,sexudlnimi personami® v dile britské autorky Ann Quin. Cilem prace je
sledovat jisty ptehled typl postav objevujicich se napfi¢ autoréinym dilem, poukazat na
patrné vzorce v jejich konstrukci a pfistupu k nim. Rozbor pracuje zejména se zavéry
dosazenymi v dosavadnim vyzkumu tykajicim se autorCina dila a zohlediiuje také zavéry
psychoanalytickych texti, pfedev§im pak z tvorby Sigmunda Freuda, jehoz dilo z velké casti
popisuje fenomény sledované v jednotlivych postavach, nebo textli psychoanalyzou
ovlivnénych. Pro rozbor byly zvoleny ¢tyfi oblasti opakované se vyskytujici v dile Ann Quin:
prostiedi rodiny, genderové role, trojuhelnikové vztahy a nasili. Tyto tematické okruhy
znaén¢ formuji archetypalni projevy jednotlivych postav. Prace poukazuje na vyznamné rysy
opakujici se v autor¢iné dile ve vztahu k jisté ,,typizaci® jejich postav v kontextu sexuality a
zaroven se pokousi o srovnavaci reflexi jednotlivych ,,person®.

KLICOVA SLOVA

Ann Quin, sexualita, persona, britskd literatura, 60. 1éta 20. stoleti, experimentalni
spisovatelka

ABSTRACT

This thesis focuses on the “sexual personae” in the oeuvre of the British novelist Ann Quin.
The aim of the thesis is to map out a basic overview of the types of characters appearing
throughout the author’s work, point out the significant patterns involved in their construction
and the approach to these figures. The analysis draws from the arguments maintained in the
research regarding this author so far, and works of psychoanalysis, especially the oeuvre of
Sigmund Freud since his works contain analyses of the phenomena discussed in relation to the
characters observed in this thesis, and other texts influenced by psychoanalysis. The analysis
follows four thematic spheres significant in the works of Ann Quin: the family environment,
gender roles, triangular relationships and violence. These thematic circles significantly shape
the archetypal nature of Quin’s characters. The thesis indicates the resurfacing attributes
“typifying” Quin’s characters in the context of sexuality, and also attempts to provide a
comparative reflection of these “personae.”
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Ann Quin, sexuality, persona, British literature, 1960s, experimental woman writer
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Introduction — “Why does the sea move?”

Water is truly the transitory element. It is the essential, ontological metamorphosis between
fire and earth. A being dedicated to water is a being in flux. He dies every minute; something
of his substance is constantly falling away. Daily death is not fire’s exuberant form of death,
piercing heaven with its arrows, daily death is the death of water. Water always flows, always
falls, always ends in horizontal death. In innumerable examples, we shall see that for the
materializing imagination, death associated with water is more dream-like than death
associated with earth: the pain of water is infinite.!

Discussions of the Brighton-born writer Ann Quin, whose works have become known for
their vivid formal experimentation and innovative approach to language, often revolve around
the very way Quin’s texts interact with reality. Adjectives associated with her writing tend to
focus on its volatile nature — her writing is ambiguous, promiscuous, fluid. The last adjective
seems to define her fiction on multiple levels. Fluid in Quin functions as an adjective but also
as a crucial noun — there are ubiquitous bodies of water: the sea waves are splashing against
the rocks, bathtubs are overflowing with hot water, geysers are bubbling from underground.
The liquid imagery mimics the process of forming, shaping the discourse in her works. The

Cambridge Dictionary defines fluidity as “the quality of being likely to change repeatedly and

29 <¢ b

unexpectedly,” “the quality of being smooth and continuous,” and “(of a substance) the
quality of being not solid and able to flow.”? All of this can be seen in the content and form of
Quin’s works which are in a constant state of exchange, blending, ebbing and flowing. As
Philip Stevick has observed, “no one makes water more sexual than Quin, and just as water
and various other fluids seep through the very fabric of Quin’s writing, so does the ever-
present erotic charge. Sexual act itself usually comes with a wide variety of bodily fluids such
as semen, sweat, saliva, mucus, sometimes tears or even blood. The characteristic qualities of
water and bodily fluids also extend to the functioning of fictional characters’ presence in
Quin’s texts.

The narrative strategies creating these characters observes them in a fragmented

fashion which sometimes even leads to dehumanization, reducing them to assemblages of

! Gaston Bachelard, ‘Introduction’ in Water and Dreams. An Essay on the Imagination of the Matter, translated
by Edith R. Farrell (Dallas: The Pegasus Foundation, 1983) 6.

2 “Fluidity” in Cambridge Dictionary <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fluidity> 19 July
2023.

3 Philip Stevick, “Voices in the Head: Style and Consciousness in the Fiction of Ann Quin,” in: Breaking the
Sequence: Women'’s Experimental Fiction, edited by Ellen G. Friedman and Miriam Fuchs, (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989) 235.



body parts. Literary critics frequently note that Quin’s characters’ presence is often felt in
their absence, they are somehow “not there,” whether physically or mentally. The characters’
tangibility has therefore been problematized, as they seem to be fleeting and always in
between “here” and “(already) gone”, yet they manage to contain a very palpable language of
signs and leave an atmospheric impact. In terms of imagery, there is a connection between the
characters’ physical presence and their relation to water, for they are ever so often in contact
with it. They are immersed in water — bathing, swimming, showering, drowning? — and as a
result, they might seem somehow moist, in their appearances, but also in their character. And
this aura of humidity surrounding them almost always happens to be of somewhat sexual
nature.

The focus of this thesis is Ann Quin’s treatment of her characters as sexed and sexual
subjects and/or objects, and it aims to observe recurring patterns in Quin’s representation of
sexual personae in their fluidity. The fluidity of her fiction operates within the logic akin to
the flows of desire considered by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, but also relishes in a
Dionysian fluidity of liquids such as sap and wine — the fluidity in Quin’s work is movement,
the delicate shape-shifting, but also slipperiness. The subject matter itself — Quin’s characters
— may seem problematized by this specific author’s very poetics, as her characters are not
presented in a light easy to interpret or grasp in a straightforward way — within the text and
within the narrative they are absent, incoherent, and distorted.* Quin’s fascination with theatre
is also interwoven into the construction of her characters who in result often resemble
theatrical archetypes, positioning them into omnipresent triangular relationships motivated by
a distinct formalist impulse. The four thematic categories chosen for this thesis (the family,
gender, triangles, violence) are meant as certain viewpoints from which these sexual personae
can be observed, however, it will become apparent that no such persona is to receive “stable”
labels per se. The aim of this thesis is not to rigidly assign a certain role to each of Quin’s
characters — rather, it is an attempt to point out certain tendencies that are prominent in these
figures in terms of their sexual behaviors and its significance for their respective texts.

This thesis approaches Ann Quin as an established writer, and so her position from the
viewpoint of literary criticism or literary history will not be discussed in detail. However, for
the purposes of introducing the elements that are at play within Quin’s oeuvre besides those
that are of immediate interest for the core arguments of this thesis, the contexts within which

she operated as an author need to be considered. There are certain navigation points which

4 Julia Jordan, “The Quin Thing,” Times Literary Supplement, 19 January 2018, 16.



help situating Quin as a writer — as a writer within a context of cultural similarities, as well as
a writer existing quite in the liminal boundaries of any tradition, as transgressive as it may be.

Within the niche community of academia and avant-garde fiction enthusiasts, Ann
Quin has become an almost mythical figure, “a voice like no other”, the mentally ill working-
class woman writer who engaged with a range of unusual experiments in her writing as well
as in her life. Her novels were published between the years 1964 and 1972, so most of her
productive period fell within the scope of the sixties. The 1960s are often characterized as an
era of change and all things radical, paradigm shifts in culture and society, various emerging
social justice movements, sexual liberation and feminism impacting the public as well as the
private spheres. The stream of innovation affected the British literary scene as well, and so a
group of avant-garde authors emerged. This included such authors as Eva Figes, Christine
Brooke—Rose, Bridget Brophy, B.S. Johnson, and Ann Quin. There were other relevant
literary currents at the time to which Quin would be connected — such as the French nouveau
roman, at which early reviewers of Berg hinted, although it was not confirmed if Quin had
already read works of this very direction at that point.> Nevertheless, as Lee O’Rourke noted,
her writing is “ultimately European” in spirit, which reinforced this link.

Claire-Louis Bennett points out some of the issues Quin would face in British cultural
context specifically, extrapolating partly from her own experience as a writer. According to
Bennett, there is a massive urge to compare a work of literature of any specific author to
works of the other authors in Britain, which creates counterproductive boundaries.” Quin
seemed to be almost resistant to these types of thinking processes and comparisons which
could possibly be one of the many reasons why she did not receive as much attention,
especially in her homeland. In 1999, before the Dalkey Archive Press in tandem with And
Other Stories reprints of Quin’s works, Lorraine Morley suggested some of the other likely
reasons for Quin’s omission from literary canons to which she would belong, based on her
experience and work. She could quite easily be grouped together with the “experimental”
writers, or women writers of the 1960s, however, perhaps precisely because of the singularity

of her writing, and also the inability to easily identify her with a specific ideological

5 Carole Sweeney, “Ann Quin: Forms Forming Themselves,” in: Vagabond Fictions: Gender and Experiment in
British Women's Writing, 1945-1970 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020) 218. Sweeney amends the
assumption made by Stevick that Quin was not familiar with nouveau roman at all, while she actually read some
of the works by Nathalie Sarraute.

¢ Lee Rourke, “Who cares about Ann Quin?” The Guardian, 8 May 2007,
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2007/may/08/whocaresaboutannquin>.

" Leigh Wilson and Claire-Louise Bennett, ““So thrilling and so alive and so much its own thing’: Talking to
Claire-Louise Bennett about Ann Quin,” Women: A Cultural Review, 33:1 (2022): 23.



framework, she could not exactly fit into a neat category.® Nevertheless, Quin has recently
(from 2010s onwards) been receiving more attention — chapters and articles about her have
been featured in works such as Vagabond Fictions: Gender and Experiment in British
Women's Writing, 1945-1970 by Carole Sweeney, and British Avant-Garde Fiction of the
1960s’, with a whole issue of Women: A Cultural Review being dedicated entirely to her in
2022. An ultimate explanation of this resurgence is not within the scope of this thesis —
perhaps they are good-faith attempts to do her legacy justice, perhaps it is simply an
exploration of an author whose work has been neglected. Though it is also possible that the
motivations may be more practical, following the logic of shifting academic interests and the
“vogue” mentality of cultural industry.

The 1960s British or European literary culture and experimental, i.e., aesthetically and
formally innovative and norm-challenging, fiction writing would be one way to contextualize
Quin the writer. Another approach frequently used when forming connections among author
groups is reading them by acknowledging aspects of their identity, approaching them through
gender, race, sexuality, class. The “canon-making” labels based on certain “lived experience”,
however, seemed to work against Quin in a sense. The connotation of each of these categories
also expands in the context of being “experimental” — for instance, as Ellen G. Friedman and
Miriam Fuchs discuss in their preface and introduction to Breaking the Sequence, fiction
written by experimental woman writers had been neglected by male literary critics and
feminist critics alike.” Quin definitely was a woman of a working-class origin, yet her style
would not correspond with the ideas associated with those brackets. When focusing on Quin
from the perspective of “women’s writing,” she did discuss the position of a woman,
especially of a woman as a writer in interviews as well as her works, she is aware of how
gendered conditions are significantly disadvantageous for women, she experienced first-hand
the hardships so common for women in the Western society. It would be exaggerating to
define her writing as distinctly feminist, although in some aspects Quin employs strategies
that could be read as “feminist,” but it is hardly a predominant feature of her works.!® As
Morley notes, “Quin's writing is not faithful to any one of the aesthetic, cultural or social

agendas that may be detected in her work.”!! The issue with “feminist fiction” begins with the

8 Loraine Morley, “The Love Affair(s) of Ann Quin, ” Hungarian Journal of English and American Studies
(HJEAS), 5:2 (1999) 139.

9 Ellen G. Friedman and Miriam Fuchs, “Contexts and Continuities: An Introduction to Women's Experimental
Fiction in English,” in: Breaking the Sequence: Women'’s Experimental Fiction, edited by Ellen G. Friedman and
Miriam Fuchs, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989) 6.

10 Sweeney, 215.

11 Morley, 138.
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very question of how to define it, what makes a text “feminist.” In Sexual/Textual Politics,
Toril Moi has observed several feminist interpretations of Virginia Woolf radically rejecting
Woolf as a “feminist writer,” despite her overt interest in feminism, for what those critics
were seeking in a “feminist text” was often a “positive representation” of women; they also
took issue with the formal aspects of Woolf’s writing (for they allegedly problematized the
communication of the feminist cause), and her privileged position from which she observed
the women’s struggles.!? Feminism, even the “academic” one, has since then gone a long
way, and as a result, some could argue that even the formal features Quin employs can be
somehow interpreted as feminist or queer. Some could possibly even attempt to recuperate her
into a canon of experimental feminist writers. The closest this thesis will get to a feminist
framework is in the chapter dedicated to gender, considering some feminist theories regarding
gender roles. Nevertheless, the issue of Quin as a potentially feminist writer will not be
followed in any greater detail in this thesis.

Another identity related category of significance in Quin’s case is class, for she is
rightly considered a “working class writer.” The “working class” label clearly applies to the
conditions under which Quin lived and produced her works, but her fiction was not
preoccupied with providing a social critique from a working-class perspective. Regardless,
Quin’s writing technique can be contrasted and analyzed in the light of her background as a
working-class author, since her style was a result of a journey of a self-taught writer who did
not possess the advantages of being able to focus solely on developing her writing skills and
not having to worry about her material condition.

So, while characterized as a “working-class author,” Quin’s working-class quality is
extrapolated from her own lifestyle rather than from something that could be called “working-
class writing” in the sense that her works would explicitly portray the social reality of lower-
class people and would profoundly deal with the class-based injustice in society. Suggesting
that her class origin would be a defining feature for her writing is, however, an idea
subversive of the expectations that a working-class writer has to be someone who produces

straightforward prose. Critics and academics quite often quote Quin’s claim that authors like

12 Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics (New York: Routledge, 2002) 4.
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513

John Braine and John Osborne “frankly stink with their dumb 19 century prose”!®, and she

herself declared that the way the novel in England dealt with class has been “overdone.”!*

Claire-Louise Bennett has suggested that her connection to Quin was deepened
precisely through a certain class solidarity, for in Quin she found a representation of a
working-class woman who wrote experimentally like herself. There is a presumption that the
working class cannot appreciate experimental fiction for various reasons, which has been
argued through different perspectives.!” It is true that reading experimental fiction, typically
but not necessarily, requires time, concentration, sometimes a certain degree of education, all
of which would be rarely accessible to working-class people. One’s class origin does play a
role when interacting with language, but there is never any ultimate way in which this
predisposition plays out. Approaching language and writing as a working-class person is
something that Bennett points out in relation to herself as well as Quin. She described Quin’s
tonality of language with these words:

There’s something about the tone of Quin’s work, though. It’s irreverent and
mischievous, as well as being deeply felt and considered. There’s a lot in it that’s tongue
in cheek. She’s very playful. She’s very alive to the different meanings that words might
have. If you are working class and you are writing, of course you have a different
relationship with language. In certain ways you might feel that language has been a bit of
an oppressive force in your life. You’re more critical of it; you’re aware of it failing you
in many ways. So language becomes your subject as well as your medium. It’s not just a
given that you get on with.!¢

This touches upon a major theme that looms over all criticism dedicated to Quin, for it
arguably makes her works so extraordinary — her use of language, for which she was accused
of engaging in self-indulgent experiments, not achieving anything beyond the astonishing
frustration for its own sake.!” Her writing is arguably difficult, but still enticing. To engage
with it fully requires giving up on certain common conventions: Quin’s lack of punctuation,
denying the reader the satisfaction of being able to easily distinguish “who is speaking,” or
paragraphs broken mid-sentence do indeed demand some reconsideration of how one reads a

novel. Nevertheless, it is also precisely these qualities that enable Quin to capture some

13 Letter: Quin to Sward, 31st January 1966, Robert Sward Papers, series 1.1, box 8. Personal correspondence;
letter: John Calder to Nonia Williams Korteling, postal date, 13th November 2008. In Nonia Williams Korteling,
'Designing its own shadow' — Reading Ann Quin, PhD thesis, University of East Anglia, School of Literature,
Drama and Creative Writing, May, 2013, 22.

14 Nell Dunn, Talking to Women (London: Macgibbon & Kee, 1965) 133.

15 In the introductory chapter of Sexual/Textual Politics, Toril Moi discusses the feminist critiques influenced by
George Lukacs’ understanding of modernism as a bourgeois direction, praising “realist” fiction instead for its
approachability. On the other hand, there is a common prejudice about “plebian” masses not understanding art
which stems from the same place as this argument assessing the position of the working class.

16 Wilson, 20.

17 Nonia Williams, “Ann Quin: ‘infuriating” Experiments?” in British Avant-garde Fiction of the 1960s, edited
by Kaye Mitchell and Nonia Williams (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2019) 143.
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delicate psychological processes and fleeting linguistic moments so vividly. She balances the
tender smoothness of intimacy with a harsh turbulence of violent forces, while switching from
states of vigilance to those of sleep, drowsiness, always emanating an oneiric aura.

The very manner in which Quin develops a narrative indeed seems like one of the
main obstacles to overcome. Her narration consists of “voices” that become indistinguishable
at times. Philip Stevick’s chapter dedicated to Quin in Breaking the Sequence: Women'’s
Experimental Fiction has focused on the “voices in the head” as a way of shaping the
discourse in Quin’s works. Stevick observes the unstable elements forming her “theatre of the
mind”'®, and explores the stylistic tendencies characteristic of Quin. He also analyzes the
motifs and settings that typically appear in Quin’s fiction, establishing four aspects which are
to be found in all of her novels. First, he notes that her characters are never home, reinforcing
some unfamiliar impressions.!® The second prominent feature of Quin’s writing is its
eroticism. As suggested by Stevick:

[T]he whole of experience in Quin’s fiction tends to be eroticized. There are, to be sure,
scenes of explicit sex, “real” and imagined. And characters, even when they are in
situations far removed from the sexual, seem preoccupied, implicitly, with the erotic. But,
far more than that, the phenomenal world tends to appear as if charged with sexual
energy. There are those images in which the conventions of Freudian symbolism are
reimagined. [...] [T]here are those ordinary images in which, by some turn of diction,
some nuance, the erotic is potently suggested. No one makes water more sexual than
Quin: the sea, the river, the wash basin, the hot-spring pool, the hotel shower, the
swimming pool. Sun, moon, vegetation, the wind, potentially erotic, are almost inevitably
sexually charged in her work. [...] Clothes, in Quin, are always erotic. 2°

The other two aspects of Quin’s writing pointed out by Stevick are fragmentation of wholes,
and how discourse in her novels operates on multiple levels “simultaneously, alternately,
contrapuntally.”?!

Eroticism is crucial for Quin’s writing as the element stimulating both form and
content, sensuality becoming a reason for and a result of any action. Alice Butler has
characterized the way Quin writes sexual experience as using “form as a bodily eruption, a
gestural intercourse of agitated rhythms, and image seizures.”?? Her writing captures the
moments that are titillating with hints of just enough aggression to intensify the excitement.
Desire in Quin presents itself as “poetic” and “mysterious” on one hand, graphically explicit

and “overexplained” on the other — Quin’s texts finely transcend the modes of erotic

18 Stevick, 232.

19 Stevick, 234.

20 Stevick, 234-235.

2l Stevick, 235-236.

22 Alice Butler, Ann Quin’s Night-time Ink. A Postscript (London: Royal College of Art, 2013) 60.
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depiction. The central attribute of all things sexual in Quin observed in this thesis is their
Sfluidity which is why such shifts in tone work almost seamlessly. Any category can become
volatile at any given moment.

In spite of the rather abstract and arguably complex character of Quin’s writing,
certain tangible figures can be observed in her texts. In this thesis, they shall be depicted as
defined by their sexual behaviors and preferences, in the context of their interaction with their
family environment, how their gender affects their sexuality, what role(s) they play in one of
the central triangular arrangements which appear throughout Quin’s work, and in terms of
violent sexuality and sexual violence. There are common patterns that come into play when
considering Quin’s characters as sexual personae: these figures often become “perverse” as a
result of trauma and repression, they struggle with establishing their own identity, they find
themselves in mental states of transcendence and fusion. They are to be found between
passivity and movement in the process of becoming: becoming something else, becoming
each other, merging with other characters, expanding and crossing their boundaries. This
thesis will attempt to capture how the fluidity, the water-like shifting and movement, operates
in terms of sexual archetypes, analyzing the prevalent functions forming her personae. While
central to this thesis, the sexual aspect of Quin’s prose cannot be isolated from the other
frequently explored themes. These include one’s estrangement from others, dealing with
one’s neuroses, pretension, death, and dysfunctional relationships, all of which are framed by
certain quests in which her characters engage as they travel and/or plot their revenge.

The central phenomenon analyzed in this thesis concerns the “sexual personae”
(persona’s etymological origin being a “mask,” thus a concept related to Quin’s poetics) that
occupy Quin’s fictional cosmos. The focus and title of this thesis are inspired by Sexual
Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson by Camille Paglia, in which
she observes sex as a force within art and decadence throughout the Western canon. While
Paglia’s criticism will not be predominantly central to this thesis, some of her observations
are still taken into account. Inspecting significant works of Western culture in the light of
sexual imagination, she distinguishes their chthonian, Apollonian or Dionysian aspects,
illustrates the presence of paganism and nature in art, and points out the features that make art
erotic. Although Paglia’s conclusions regarding gender or the approach to some concepts do
not entirely correspond with suggestions made in this thesis, they provide a refreshing
possibility of interpretation of cultural imaginations. Her contemplations are provocative and
present a stimulating contribution to how Western perception of transgression of art and its

eroticism can be handled:
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Pornography makes many well-meaning people uncomfortable because it isolates the
voyeuristic element present in all art, and especially cinema. All the personae of art are
sex objects. The emotional response of spectator or reader is inseparable from erotic
response. |[...]

We are voyeurs at the perimeters of art, and there is a sadomasochistic sensuality in our
responses to it. Art is a scandal, literally a “stumbling block,” to all moralism, whether on
the Christian right or Rousseauist left. Pornography and art are inseparable, because there
is voyeurism and voracity in all our sensations as seeing, feeling beings. [...]

The weakness in radical critiques of sex and society is that they fail to recognize that sex
needs ritual binding to control its daemonism and secondly that society’s repressions
increase sexual pleasure. There is nothing less erotic than a nudist colony. Desire is
intensified by ritual limitations. Hence the mask, harness, and chains of sadomasochism.?

In this quote, Paglia points out the pornographic and tabooed quality of art. Among other
dynamic features, it is also this sense of voyeuristic uncertainty that makes Quin’s characters
alluring. She balances out the precise momentum of what is titillating and what works against
excitement, proceeding to employ this distinction adequately. As a result, she operates within
the dynamic of revealing and concealing. Many situations in her works involve exhibitionism
and voyeurism; the characters are seen through a keyhole, heard via a partition or a thin wall.
The narrator, and even more often the reader, is denied the whole sight or the whole
experience of a scene taking place, left merely to suspect what actually could be going on.
Quin’s characters are defined through cracks both metaphorical and literal, as is for instance
the case of Alistair Berg listening to his father and his mistress through a wooden partition.

As stated above, this thesis will attempt to map out most tangible personae to be found
in Quin’s works. The primary sources are Quin’s novels and selected shorter prose. From
Quin’s earliest published works, the importance of sexual motivation plays out in her fiction:
the crucial character traits are to be traced to their sexual development, their libido, or
fantasies. The protagonist of Berg Alistair Berg feels inadequate as a man for he cannot
escape the bond of his parents’ influence, and is still processing the absence of his father,
while constantly under the control of his overly anxious mother, and subsequently finds
himself trapped in his own cruel and infantile desires. The married couple in Quin’s second
novel Three, Ruth and Leonard, are stuck in the boredom of their bourgeois married life, both
suffering from the frustration of sexual repression and infertility. The mysterious S provides a
sense of excitement and guarantees them artificial joys and sorrows of having a “foster child”
to play with. Together with S they engage in roleplaying which allows them to channel some
of their sexual temptations. While her presence temporarily relieves their frustrations and

boredom, it also makes the ugly reality of their marriage even more apparent. The third and

2 Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2001) 35-36.
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Quin’s personal favorite novel Passages was the one she herself called “pornographic,” and
indeed, its tone may be the most “lurid” one. Aside from the quest for a lost person as well as
for the searcher’s own identity, this text explores various levels of submission and dominance,
the master-slave dynamics, while providing the sensual excitement via descriptions of
fetishistic scenarios involving such stimuli as the feel of leather or painful enjoyment of
whipping. There is a display of incestual and rape fantasies, juxtaposed with actual scenes of
incest and violence. The Mediterranean setting provides a sense of “exotic” eroticism,
enabling the Anglophone characters to experience the foreign culture as a fetish of sorts.
Finally, Tripticks observes sex as a commodity, showing a catalogue of the American dream
fragmented into categories constituting one’s desirability. The “story” observes a
“machoman” facing his inability to achieve the mythical masculine ideal, while recounting
the narrator’s marriages at a high speed, drifting through the love affairs in parallel with the
journey of the narrator and his pursuers.

Quin’s short prose also provides a variety of moments of sexual tension, illustrating
phenomena similar to those observed in her novels, some of which are included in the
analyses in this thesis. The story “Nude and Seascape” shows the most radical fragmentation
of the female body in all of Quin’s oeuvre, for it is merely a corpse of a deceased woman
found on a beach. The man in this narrative is the creative force, his intentions almost akin to
those of a sensitive artist whose aesthetic feelings urge him to create an art piece featuring this
naked body at a seascape, mixed with the violent temptations of the masculine ego’s necessity
to manipulate the female body in order to suit his vision. “A Double Room” is a short story
following an old man and a young woman in a frustrating sexual relationship where they
fulfill their father-daughter roles. “Never Trust a Man Who Bathes with His Fingernails”
depicts a time when a married couple living with another woman, their lover, had a Native
American man working around the house. In this story written in the form of a narrative
poem, it is not so much the proverbial “third wheel” that would cause the disturbance of a
dual dynamic of marriage as the fourth element of an intruder who does not quite fit into the
household ecosystem. In “Ghostworm” Quin explores nearly paranormal dimensions — the
protagonist is apparently speaking with her deceased lover’s ghost in the first part of the story,
recounting their love lives. Typically for Quin, this story deals with strong feelings of
alienation, as the female central character is attempting to locate herself between England and
America. The titular fragment of Quin’s unfinished novel The Unmapped Country follows a
young woman institutionalized in a psychiatric hospital, dealing with attempts at life in the

institution and recollections of her life before she got there. Remarks were made on how this
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was Quin’s most straightforward piece of writing, far less complex and confusing than the
others, speculating about the impact of electroshock therapy on Quin’s ability to write. The
fact that this piece of writing was never finished complicates the assertion in terms of which
specific characteristics could have been more fully developed in the novel.

As can be observed from the overview above, Quin’s fiction heavily confronts the
“perverse” aspects of sexuality that often stem from neurotic disorders and repressive
processes. These practices might seem repulsive, as they feature tabooed forms of sexual
expression and stimuli — they trigger such response as a result of motivated by shame,
morality, and/or disgust.?* She portrays incest, cross-dressing, bisexuality, cuckoldry, non-
monogamous arrangements, and so on, many of which on their own are not too shocking, but
rather accentuate the implications of such occurrences within a specific, more disturbing
context. Even in a relatively “normal” setting (i.e., a husband and a wife engaging in some
sort of sexual activity), the sexual behaviors and desires are in opposition to what would be
considered “normal” sexuality. Related to this tendency is the issue of understanding sex as a
means of propagation. Quin’s characters rarely conceive in a way that would be significant:
they usually deal with infertility, impotence, miscarriages, abortions, and fear of procreation.
The urge to procreate is never the purpose of sexual desire for these characters. And when
children do appear, such as in Aly Berg’s memories, they are usually cruel and/or objects of
adult neglect or violence. They promote the fear of passing one’s genes onto another human
being.

Quin’s characters are almost antithetical to the sexual norms established in the
Western society of bourgeois majority. The obvious hints at explicit sexual motifs and
deviances are supported by other cultural signifiers with erotic motivations. For instance,
animals in Quin bear significance for the sexual expression of their owners or those who
observe them. There are cats, birds, goldfish, etc., which often mirror a character’s behaviors
or struggles. Similarly to human characters, animals in Quin’s fiction often tend to disappear
— usually because they are killed, which further reinforces the Eros—Thanatos dynamic at
play, and the violent undertones of her writing. Quin also points out the fetishism of exotic
desire — she employs defamiliarized surroundings and objects detached from their meanings
as sources of excitation. She also introduces (non-white) characters of foreign origin, who
often function as (possibly fetishized) disruptions of the atmosphere maintained by the

culturally and racially white protagonists.

24 These are the root reasons for rejecting perversion/classifying something as perverse as argued by Freud in
Three essays on the Theory of Sexuality.
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Quin’s texts cannot be “normal” and the characters that appear in them refuse to be
“normalized.” Their apparent “normalcy” is always disrupted, especially in the sexual realm.
They are revealed to be severely frustrated, neurotic, infantile, and perverse. All of these
aspects are to be explored in the following four thematic areas (the family, gender,
triangularity and violence) selected for the purposes of this thesis. The assertion that sexual
behavior of Quin’s characters is not “normal”, is supported by, but not limited to, the
definition of normal sexual life which Sigmund Freud proposes in his essays on the theory of
sexuality. Freud describes the normal sexual life of an adult as that in which “the pursuit of
pleasure comes under the sway of the reproductive function and in which the component
instincts, under the primacy of a single erotogenic zone, form a firm organization directed
towards a sexual aim attached to some extraneous sexual object.” 2> The normal sexual life is
the final outcome of sexual development, which is a stage that the protagonists in Quin’s
novels are unable to reach for various reasons. They are sexually immature, uprooted, stuck in
their past, and cannot process the present.

The first chapter is dedicated to the role of the family in the realm of sexual
developments and expression. In Quin, family is often a source of neuroses and tension, the
environment 1s full of unhealthy patterns which frequently result in trauma. When Quin’s
characters’ upbringing is discussed, it becomes apparent that these figures were raised under
such conditions which did not allow them to mature normally, and so they are met with the
inability to proceed past those conflicts in their adult lives. This chapter follows sexual
personae defined in terms of one’s position within their family, namely as a mother, father, or
a child. This chapter’s analysis draws the theoretical framework from the works of Sigmund
Freud, mainly Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and Sexuality and the Psychology of
Love, and studies engaging with family on the grounds of psychoanalysis, such as those of
Nancy Chodorow. As Quin’s characters are often impacted by their childhood experiences,
these theories provide guidance in interpreting the tendencies prevalent in the development of
sexuality and its impact.

The second chapter observes gender in relation to sexual presence. Gender in Quin can
be ambiguous while still tangibly apparent. She does provide subversive perspectives on
gender and sexuality, her practices involve blurring the lines of gendered narratives through
the form or ascribing typically gendered conduct contrary to expectations. Negative attributes

associated with gender stereotypes are present in Quin and she leans into them, sometimes as

25 Sigmund Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, translated and edited by James Strachey (New York:
Basic Books, Inc., Publishers, 2018) 63.
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a ridicule, other times in a brutal earnestness, mirroring some of her own contemporary
phenomena. The awareness of these manifestations further deepens the understanding of the
inability to achieve any ideals: the myth of divine femininity/masculinity, the myth of an ideal
monogamous heterosexual love, or the negative of an ideal created as a purely vitriolic
dehumanization of either gender. This chapter takes into account the developments of
discourse regarding gender roles, contrasting “fixed” and “fluid” gendered connotations
presupposed by the myths of Western patriarchal society, with the possibility grasping the
concept of gender as fluid and ever-shifting. This chapter engages with selected criticism on
Quin’s writing, feminist theory, as well as psychoanalytical observations regarding gendered
behavior.

The third chapter is dedicated to triangularity within which Quin’s sexual personae
operate. Three is a number possessing magical connotations in various cultural contexts, and
in Quin’s works many of these associations unravel. In The Interpretation of Dreams, it is
agreed upon that the number three is a phallic number,? and as the Christian trinity is deeply
charged with patriarchal energy, it is undeniably central to (not only) Western culture. Being
an odd number and the first prime number after two makes the number three almost
intuitively fascinating; it is the only number where there can be only one couple included, but
also the only number allowing direct connection of every element involved. The number three
resonates throughout each of Quin’s novels: there are three family members, a couple and an
intrusive lover, three omens, three ex-wives, etc. The analysis of the primary texts will be
conducted by drawing from the conclusions suggested in the previous chapters, considering
the triangularity of Quin’s personae in the context of family and love affairs.

The fourth and final chapter observes Quin’s sexual personae in relation to something
that circulates throughout her work, and is at least as inseparable from Quin’s fiction as sex:
violence. Violence in Quin appears in the form of bruises and scars, but also dead bodies. The
range of cruelty is astonishing: a whimsical sadomasochistic session takes place on one page,
only to be later juxtaposed with public executions, showing the imbalance of how pain can be
inflicted and understood. The scenes of sexual violence or violent sexuality may serve as a
crucial revelation of the motivations and/or anxieties each person imposes onto their
relationships to the outside world, as well as often their grasp of selfhood. In this chapter the
sadistic and masochistic tendencies in Quin’s work will be considered alongside the brutal

escalation of sex and violence combined resulting in sexual violence or death. The theoretical

26 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, translated and edited by James Strachey (New York: Basic
Books, Inc., 2010) 371.
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texts employed in this chapter focus on the significance of violent urges and death drives,
considering them in sexual context, namely Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle, and
observing the connection between death, violence and sexual excitement with Georges
Bataille’s Eroticism: Death and Sensuality.

The theoretical methodology chosen for this thesis is influenced by psychoanalysis
while working with the conclusions maintained in the critical studies regarding Quin’s work.
As mentioned above, the impulse for the choice of the subject observed within Quin’s writing
came from the seminal work of Camille Paglia. The sexual personae in Western culture may
provide grounds for a reaction or reassessment of such imaginations, invoking figures such as
the femme fatale, the theatrical epicene and the effeminate male. This thesis attempts to map
out the sexual archetypes recurring in Quin’s ensemble of characters, analyzing the themes

and poetics contained within her pathological triangular structures.
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Chapter 1: Family — “A happiness I would not care to reproduce”

Quin’s novels often explore family bonds in terms of navigating trauma and neuroses that
originate precisely in the environment of one’s family. This is where one first the encounters
various taboos to be acknowledged, the most blatantly present, yet perhaps one of the most
repulsive ones being incest, which lingers over Quin’s characters at most times. Mothers in
her fiction tend to usurp the breathing space, fathers prefer to not participate in their role too
much, and children often feel inadequate and frustrated within these structures. The inability
to overcome traumas and infantile fixations becomes an obstacle that prevents them from
developing sexually in a healthy manner. Not only are the patterns learnt in a dysfunctional
family perpetuated, there is also an emergence of new variations of perverted behavior to be
addressed.

Ultimately, identifying intrinsically in terms of one’s role within the environment of a
family constellation can be a decisive factor for one’s sexual behavior. The issue here is the
pathological repetition of toxic interactions and the obvious frustration from the unfulfilled
desires and expectations. The discrepancies in family life result in what could be understood
as repression, pushing their memories of traumatic experiences into the unconscious, which
leads them to cope with their neuroses through cruelty and perversion, as is the case of
Alistair Berg whose quest is lined with murderous desires. A very blatant conflict that many
of Quin’s characters address, even if indirectly, is their incapability of escaping the family-
bound fixations despite their physical movement far away from where their family ties might
had been.

Quin also depicts relationships between people whose life experiences are unequal and
whose expectations of one another differ rapidly and yet they are framed within a family-like
dynamic. This is most apparent in the case of couples where there is a significant age-gap
between the partners, implying the interpretation of such a connection through the prism of a
faux-parent-child type of arrangement, adopting roles typical within a family. Young women
find themselves conflicted about their desire for father figures, which makes them seek older
partners, yet they are inevitably disappointed. Older women, on the other hand, tend to lean
into the maternal characteristics of their psyche and attempt to offer their kind, gentle, caring
side, while remaining strict, disciplining, even suffocating. Men who have issues with their

parents are overcome with violent urges by way of compensating for what they lack
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emotionally and/or sexually. They cannot sufficiently cope with their disturbed childhood
development and as a result, they turn into grown men with issues treating their wives and
lovers, they are stuck in a loop of being approached as incompetent and somewhat child-like
despite them being adult. The presence of quasi-incestual dynamics further adds into the
disturbing atmosphere of the usually dysfunctional relationships.

Freud remarks that “there are ways more direct than inheritance by which neurotic
parents can hand their disorder on to their children,”! pointing to the impact of external
factors of parental disorders affecting the children. This is precisely seen in Quin’s
representation of parental figures, as their neuroses are hardly observed from the viewpoint of
genetics and inheritance in a biological sense. It is confirmed that Quin was familiar with
Freud’s works, actively applying her knowledge in order to employ, subvert, and parody the
concepts proposed. At times, she is obviously referring to the issue of the Oedipus complex,
while also implicitly dealing with the remains of infantile sexuality present in her novels, the
effects of repression, and the significance of dreams. The incestual quality of familial bonds is
definitely one of the more overt connections between Freud’s works and Quin’s novels. The
family is characterized in terms of forbidden sexual tension that accompanies the
development of understanding love and relations to the external world in general.
Nevertheless, even in a relatively healthy environment, there will always be challenges to be
overcome regarding relationships to other people or, specifically, family members. One of
such challenges is admitting the sexual desire felt towards one’s relatives:

It [...] must be said that whoever is to be really free and happy in love must have
overcome his deference for women and come to terms with the idea of incest with mother
or sister. Anyone who in the face of this test subjects himself to serious self-examination
will indubitably find that at the bottom of his heart he too regards the sexual act as
something degrading, which soils and contaminates not only the body. And he will only
be able to look for the origin of this attitude, which he will certainly not willingly
acknowledge, in that period of his youth in which his sexual passions were already
strongly developed but in which gratification of them with an object outside the family
was almost as completely prohibited as with an incestuous one. >

Freud’s analyses are infamously male-centric and their validity has been widely questioned.
Regardless, if we take these theories into account when analyzing familial bonds as
represented in Quin, what gets revealed is precisely the tainted image that is parodically

alluded to; all male protagonists in Quin’s novels desire their mother, daughter, sister in some

respect, be it symbolically or literally, and in some cases, this also applies when the genders

! Three Essays, 90.

2 Sigmund Freud, Sexuality and Psychology of Love, edited by Philip Reiff, (New York: Touchstone, 1997) 55.

3 There are Freud’s analyses focused on women, however, as various feminist critics point out, they often rely on
misogynistic prejudices.
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are reversed. Nonia Williams observes the significance of the oedipal taboo in Quin’s work as
it is featured not only in Berg, but also in her short prose where the motif of young girl
anticipating her father occurs — typically, this incestual desire is accompanied by a
simultaneous repulsion.*

The parents’ role within the family system is crucial, as they are the ones shaping the
very environment, and they usually operate in different spheres of influence; the mother is
“responsible for the care of individual family members,” while the father is “primarily
responsible for providing for his family as a unit in the environment,” each being in charge of
a different domain.’> In Quin’s portrayal of the family, these attempts tend to fail. While
Freudian analysis of infantile experience focuses on the importance of libidinal drives, object-
relations theory emphasizes rather the centrality of the parental objects, and the
psychoanalysts Harry Guntrip and Ronald Fairbarn suggest that the moments when an infant
is neglected or deserted by a parental figure lead to development of a schizoid personality.® In
his study of Quin’s writing in the context of object-relations, Josh Powell proposes that her
characters exhibit symptoms of schizoid behavior, a pattern that recurs throughout her work.’
Tracing this phenomenon to the effects of childhood experience serves as another piece of
evidence for the claim that family structures play a significant role in the development of
Quin’s characters, often such that alter the whole of their personality irreparably.

In his essay “‘Civilized” Sexual Morality and Modern Nervouseness,” Freud remarks
on how human civilization is founded on the suppression of instincts which is an undisputable
fact, and then he points to the effects of this reality on the development of nervousness and
show how it affects sexuality.® This is very crucial to the family settings in Quin’s novels, as
the parents, especially mothers, are the very image of nervosity and enforcement of
suppression. This naturally affects how they bring up their children who then (to the mother’s
surprise) seek liberation through perverted means.

As mentioned in the introduction, attempts at reproduction and starting a (functional)
family in the landscape of Quin’s oeuvre are doomed. In Tripticks, the narrator’s first wife
speaks of her miscarriage during the divorce hearings, which is an immensely vulnerable
position. However, the passage relating this information is not concerned with the pain of loss

at all — instead, it points to the negative connotations of starting a family:

* Nonia Williams Korteling, '‘Designing its own shadow' — Reading Ann Quin, PhD thesis, University of East
Anglia, School of Literature, Drama and Creative Writing, May, 2013, 34.

5 Miriam M. Johnson, “Sex Role Learning in the Nuclear Family,” Child Development, 34:2 (1963): 320.

6 Josh Powell, “Ann Quin, object relations, and the (in)attentive reader,” Textual Practice, 35:2 (2021): 250.
" Powell, 251.

8 Sexuality and The Psychology of Love, 15-16.
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Certainly she blamed me for her miscarriage, even though she was secretly relieved. She
hated the idea of getting fat. Loathed my fantasies of her suckling a baby as well as
myself. The whole image, in fact, of The Mother. Besides she was quite convinced it
would have been a monster or the messiah.’

The no.1 X-wife does not desire motherhood, she is nauseated by it — the miscarriage is
merely another leverage to be used against her ex-husband, whom she perceives as infantile
and repulsive. Tripticks leans into the exaggeration and grotesqueness of consumerism, hence
its obsession with appearance and the cumulation of grandiose slogan buzzwords,
nevertheless, the image of The Mother genuinely haunts most of Quin’s works, and the

inability successfully to procreate is ubiquitous.

1.1 Mothers

The mother figure in Quin occupies the text from various positions. She does not have to
appear in the flesh — her presence is made known through memories, letters, and her impact
on the child. In her story “Motherlogue,” Quin captures the mother’s side of a conversation
over the telephone. In this dense text the mother rambles for eight pages, leaving only tiny
gaps for her daughter’s response. These gaps are a very emblematic visual representation of
the space the mother lets the child occupy for self-expression in the case of most Quin’s
fiction.

A child’s bond with its mother has been always emphasized in various contexts, and
Freud emphasizes the significance of a child sucking on its mother’s breast as the prototype of
every relation of love.!” This form of contact is believed to be one of the origins of the sexual
dimension of the motherly bond, as sucking on a mother’s breast brings a specific type of
pleasure. Although Quin’s mothers retain some of the traditional expectations associated with
motherhood, their role is also disordered; in the context of Quin’s fiction, one has to consider
what motherhood looks like in a disturbed woman. In his study on modern nervousness, Freud
observes that

the neurotic woman who is unsatisfied by her husband is over-tender and over-anxious in
regard to the child, to whom she transfers her need for love, thus awakening in it sexual
precocity. The bad relations between the parents then stimulate the emotional life of the
child, and cause it to experience intensities of love, hate and jealousy while yet in its
infancy. The strict training which tolerates no sort of expression of this precocious sexual
state lends support to the forces of suppression, and the conflict at this age contains all the
elements needed to cause lifelong neurosis.'!

® Ann Quin, Tripticks (Sheffield: And Other Stories, 2022), 143.
10 Three Essays, 88.
" Sexuality and the Psychology of Love, 28.
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The mother’s dissatisfaction with her husband, the father of their child, is also a significant
aspect of Quin’s writing, for the father is frequently either absent, alienated, or dead. Probably
as a result of this frustrating outcome of their marriage, Quin’s mothers of men try to control
their sons, attempt to emasculate them, and thus forbid them from growing up, preserving
their boyhood, even though they may have affected their sexual precocity. Their actions are
often motivated by selfishness under the guise of selflessness. Quin’s mothers, quite like the
mothers Paglia characterizes in her art criticism, and those who appear Masoch’s fantasies,
are often cold, even cruel, detached from the affection they are expected to provide. Their
warmth is rather withheld than given freely, which, while negatively affecting the child, may
in fact empower the mother by enabling her to feel like she is in control.

The first figure of the mother encountered in Quin’s oeuvre is Edith Berg, whose
presence is made known through the letters she sends to Berg, in tandem with his memories
and fantasies of her. Early on in the novel it becomes clear that their relationship is not ideal,
not only because of Berg’s erotic fixation on his mother, of which she is possibly aware, but
also because of the subtle ways that mothers specifically tend to employ in order to control
their children’s lives — manipulation and emotional blackmail. Edith may position herself as
the one wishing the best for her only child, however, her actions are primarily formed by her
interests and moral prejudices. She imagines herself as the martyr who did everything within
the scope of her abilities to ensure that her child was safe, and that she could guarantee a
proper upbringing for him, despite the obviously less than ideal position of a single mother in
mid-20" century England. Her concern for the son is nevertheless deeply motivated by her
own idea of what his life should look like, as she “would rather [Aly] had died” than to
confront his interest in pleasuring himself at the dormitory.'? Such an exaggerated reaction to
a prepubescent boy exploring his sexuality, calling it an “evil lust,” is possibly triggered by
the reality of Edith denying the existence of her own sex drive, and thus making her even
more upset by the display of such conduct in her son, for it is forcing her to acknowledge the
sphere of life which she had suppressed since Nathaniel abandoned her.

Imagining Edith as sensual may seem paradoxical, as she is usually described in terms
of being ‘“chaste” and “virginal,” (cf. Morley’s study), and she seems to be primarily
perceived as a desexualized frigid old woman. Her purity is however tainted by the
knowledge of her intrusive invasions into her son’s sexuality; as Williams argues, the desire

Alistair feels towards his mother is reciprocated, which is clearly seen in the incident of Edith

12 Ann Quin, Berg (Sheffield: And Other Stories, 2019) 16.
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punishing Aly with a leather strap until he bleeds, and then gently comforts her battered
child.”® The novel contains a few other fantasies and memories of Edith before she became
virtually anti-erotic. Chodorow claims that “[A] boy’s mother, living in a male-dominant
society, and in a family where her husband is not around as much as her son, cathects him
heterosexually precisely on account of his maleness.”'* This seems to be the case with Edith —
Aly is the substitute recipient of her desires which she held for Nathaniel, as she cannot
process them otherwise. Edith never found a different lover, and despite her ability to
transpose some of her emotional needs onto Aly, she is aware of the emptiness in her life,
which is possibly why she gets so excited when she receives a letter from Nathaniel, believing
he “needs” her. And possibly she is correct — it seems that throughout the novel’s narrative,
both Berg junior and senior only seek Edith when they need something from her — usually,
financial support.

The other significant female character in Berg, Judith Goldstein, realizes her motherly
potential through a step-mother dynamic, being “new mother” the father has chosen as his
sexual companion. This qua