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3 ‘Artificial biography’: Come Unto These Yellow Sands and A Self-  
 Made Man 
 

This chapter focuses on Carter’s radical experimentation with biography in Come Unto 

These Yellow Sands ([1979] 1992a) and A Self-Made Man (1984a), two radio plays which 

deconstruct the lives of Victorian painter, Richard Dadd, and Edwardian novelist, Ronald 

Firbank, respectively.  The first half of the chapter is concerned with establishing this 

deconstructive technique, examining the generic conventions of traditional life-writing and 

investigating Carter’s political project in parodying these conventions in her two ‘artificial’ 

biographies (Carter, 1996: 504).1  The second half of the chapter expands on these issues 

through a detailed discussion of the formal and thematic structure of the two plays . 
 

Life-writing in the realist mode 

Before delineating Carter’s deconstructive ‘artificial’ biography, it is necessary to outline 

the development of the genre in order to identify her project in deconstructing it.  

Traditional biography aims to order and structure material into a coherent and 

comprehensible whole, constructing a seamless “Life” in which the subject is recognisably 

“characterised” within a logical sequence of events.  As Alan Shelston suggests, the 

traditional biographer will seek to find ‘actions and patterns of behaviour which will 

contribute to a consistent explanation of the overall life of his subject’ (1977: 13).2  

Traditional biography upholds the formal and philosophical unities of time, place and 

character - the ‘definition of self as a coherent, indivisible and continuous whole’ - which 

Rosemary Jackson maintains ‘has dominated Western thought for centuries and is 

celebrated in classic theatre and “realistic” art alike’ (1981: 83).  As Liz Stanley similarly 

argues, traditional biography ‘proposes that there is a coherent, essentially unchanging and 

unitary self which can be referentially captured by its methods’ (1992: 8).  Like other 

rationalistic forms, traditional biography aims to conceal these methods, passing itself off 

as the “truth” about the biographical subject.   Thus traditional biography can be seen as the 

logical extension of a particularly didactic strain of realist fiction - life-writing in the realist 

mode - a style of writing which, as we have seen, Carter consciously tried to avoid in her 

own practice (see 1983d: 76-7). 

 

The new biography 

Shelston (1977: 63) identifies an ideological shift in biographical writing exemplified by 

Virginia Woolf’s review of Harold Nicholson’s Some People, which he argues, signals a 
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change ‘in attitude in the mood and priorities of twentieth-century biographers’.  In her 

1927 essay, ‘The New Biography’, Woolf contrasts traditional biography with the 

emergence of a ‘new school’ (1994: 478). ‘The days of Victorian biography are over’, she 

suggests, ‘with the twentieth century ... a change came over biography, as it came over 

fiction and poetry ... the point of view had completely altered’ (Woolf, 1994: 475).  Woolf’s 

concept of the ‘new biography’ can be seen as an extension of her critique of the tyranny of 

the realist novel in her 1925 essay ‘Modern Fiction’ (1994: 160): 

 

The writer seems constrained, not by his own free will but by 

some powerful and unscrupulous tyrant who has him in thrall, 

to provide a plot, to provide comedy, tragedy, love interest, and 

an air of probability embalming the whole so impeccably that if 

all his figures were to come to life they would find themselves 

dressed down to the last button of their coats in the fashion of 

the hour.  The tyrant is obeyed; the novel is done to a turn.  But 

sometimes, more and more often as time goes by, we suspect a 

momentary doubt, a spasm of rebellion, as the pages fill 

themselves in the customary way .  Is life like this?  Must 

novels be like this?  

 

Modernist interventions in biography extended the question - “must biography be like 

this?”.  Woolf herself experimented with the genre in Orlando (1928), her psuedo-

biography of Vita Sackville West in which, as Shelston argues, ‘she parodied the activities 

of the traditional biographer, and taunted him with his inability to capture the essentials of 

the life which he recorded’ (1977: 64).  In this parodic biography Woolf draws attention to 

the traditional biographer’s artificial construction of the life of his (and the traditional 

biographer is emphatically a he) subject: ‘directly we glance at eyes and forehead, we have 

to admit a thousand disagreeables which it is the aim of every good biographer to ignore’ 

([1928] 1993: 12).  As Shelston argues, ‘the inescapable characteristics of personality, its 

irrationality and its variety, are seen here as a direct challenge to the orderly proceedings of 

the biographical method’ (1977: 65).   As Sandra Gilbert argues in her introduction to 

Orlando,  

 

 

Woolf wittily parodies the intrusive and often absurd 

speculations of the scholar who presumes to know the “truth” 

about the “life” and “self” of his subject.  Each of us ... has 
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many  “lives” and many “selves”.  Nor can they ever, in their 

multiplicity, be properly understood by the voyeuristic 

researcher (Woolf, [1928] 1993: xxix-xxx).     

 

As Gilbert posits, in Orlando Woolf was attempting to create ‘a new kind of record - an 

exuberant account of a life which, though apparently lived on the edge of patriarchal 

history, nevertheless appropriates and transforms that history’ (Woolf, [1928] 1993: xxv).3   

This appropriative strategy works to critique traditional biography from within.  Gilbert’s 

description of Woolf as ‘metabiographer’ is useful here - ‘a writer who both deploys and 

criticizes the form in which she is working’ (Woolf, [1928] 1993: xxv).  But, whilst 

challenging the conventions of Victorian biography in Orlando, and ‘The New Biography’, 

Woolf’s “impressionistic” approach still has the ultimate objective of reaching some “truth” 

about the subject:4   

 

the biographer’s imagination is always being stimulated to use 

the novelist’s art of arrangement, suggestion, dramatic effect to 

expand the private life.  Yet if he carries the use of fiction too 

far, so that he disregards the truth, or can only introduce it with 

incongruity, he loses both worlds; he has neither the freedom 

of fiction nor the substance of fact. (Woolf, 1994: 478)5   
 

Thus, even within changing modernist concepts of ‘personality’, the emphasis is on 

structuring a coherent life, on pattern, selection, prioritisation and interpretation, and on the 

unique individuality of experience.6   
 Despite Woolf’s hailing of the ‘new biography’, and the more recent developments 

in the theorisation of the postmodern subject, modern life-writing remains overwhelmingly 

founded upon the very ‘realist fallacy’ (Stanley, 1992: 8) of Victorian biography which 

Woolf had earlier critiqued.  Commenting on a Modern Biography conference held at the 

University of East Anglia in 1985, Stanley maintains that  

 

the fundamental task of the biographer remains unchanged.  

Indeed, this task was seen as unchangeable: to assemble as far 

as possible “the truth about subject X or Y” ... Now as much as 

in Boswell’s Johnson or Froude’s Carlyle, the modern 

biographer’s task is marked out as an essentially social 

psychological one. (Stanley, 1992: 6)    
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Stanley notes delegates’ dismissive response to the postmodern critique of the realist 

fallacies of traditional biography as the ‘denigration’ of the genre, at a conference at which 

‘classical modernist ideas about biography were stated rather than argued’ (1992: 6). 

 More recently Valentine Cunningham (1995: 17) was still remarking on the 

‘glorious false coherence of the art of life’ in a review of John Batchelor’s The Art of 

Literary Biography (1995).   

 

Life after death of the author 

How, then, should we read this persistence of traditional biography after the supposed 

‘death of the author’ (Barthes, 1977: 142-8)?   As Lorna Sage observes, Carter ‘had a 

position on the politics of textuality.  She went in for the proliferation, rather than the death, 

of the author’ (1994: 58).   She recognised the importance of biography in grounding 

identity in socio-historical contexts.7  That she was fascinated by the genre is evidenced by 

the extent to which she reviewed biographies in her journalism.8   An examination of these 

reviews reveals an equivocal relationship with the genre; at once critical of the act of 

biographising and fascinated by the lives of the predominantly female biographees.  She 

admires Michèle Sarde’s biography of Colette arguing that ‘however besotted, however 

uncritical, however willing to draw illegi[ti]mate parallels between art and life’ it 

‘nevertheless demonstrates how it was the passionate integrity of Colette’s narcissism that 

rendered her indestructible’ (Carter, 1982d: 176).9  She pokes fun at Anthony Alpers’ 

equally ‘loving, even besotted biography’ of Katherine Mansfield, which ‘impeccable in 

every other respect, suffers from a prurient intimacy of tone’ (1982d: 160-1).10  And, it is 

not only male biographers who come in for this type of criticism - she equally derides the 

‘richly fatuous self-regard that gleams off every page’ of Carol Ascher’s biography of 

Simone de Beauvoir (1997: 530).   

 Whilst Carter preferred to review the lives of women, in her artificial biographies 

she chose to examine the lives of two male figures.  But her interest in the fragile 

masculinities of Dadd and Firbank does not signal a departure from her feminist project, 

indeed it is part of her wider political examination of identity.  In one of her last interviews, 

she states:   

 

I do think fiction ought to be asking the great unanswerable 

adolescent questions.  Why are we set upon this planet?  For 

what purpose?  And I know that my own fiction doesn’t look as 

if it’s asking these questions precisely, but I am asking myself 
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versions of questions that I think are even more basic . . . like 

how do we know we are here?  Who do we think we are? 

(Evans and Carter, 1992: 41) 11 
 

Significantly she does not ask “who are we?” which implies an essential, lost “we” or an 

“I” to discover, but who do we think we are.  ‘I never believe that I’m writing about the 

search for self’ she argues, insisting that she is not concerned with the “self” as a ‘mythical 

beast which has to be trapped and returned, so that you can become whole again’, but 

instead seeing identity in terms of ‘negotiations that we have to make to discover any kind 

of reality’ (Evans and Carter, 1992: 39-40).   

 For Carter, then, the purpose of fiction and art is not the search for a coherent, 

unified self, but to reveal the subject in process and to posit the political possibilities of 

self-creation.  In her artificial biographies she radically experiments with the genre in order 

to release identity from rationalistic modes of representation which are dominant in western 

european culture.  By subverting traditional biography, she aims to challenge the concept of 

stable (masculine) subjectivity, revealing the incoherent, contingent nature of identity.  This 

is a political project which, in recognising the cultural construction of identity, suggests we 

can have some agency in that construction, freeing us to construct alternative selves.12  As 

Jackson argues, the disruption of the unity of character offers a particular challenge to the 

‘dominant philosophical and epistemological orders’ (1981: 175-6) which are inherent in 

traditional biography:   
 

character deformation suggests a radical refusal of the 

structures, the “syntax” of cultural order.  Incoherent, fluid 

selves exist in opposition to precious portraits of individuals as 

whole or essential. (Jackson, 1981: 86-7)  

 

 It is just such ‘precious portraits’ which Carter deconstructs in her artificial 

biography in order to reveal the cultural construction of identity as whole, stable, fixed and 

centred.  As Jackson suggests (1981: 175-6), this refusal of ‘the “syntax” of cultural order’ 

is potentially radical because it dismantles this ‘concept of “character” and its ideological 

assumptions, mocking and parodying a blind faith in psychological coherence’.  As 

observed in chapter 1, Carter found radio the ideal medium with which to disrupt the 

traditional unities which uphold rationalistic texts.  The amorphous nature of radio, its 

ability to deal with many overlapping and sometimes conflicting ideas, makes it 

particularly adept at playing with the unity of character, lending itself to the representation 
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of those elements traditionally repressed or marginalised by mainstream culture.  As John 

Drakakis argues (1981: 21), ‘soliloquy, flashback, the cross-cutting of scenes, all became 

part of the “grammar” of the radio play’, and these formal properties facilitate Carter’s 

radical experimentation with identity in both plays, allowing her to parody the conventions 

of traditional biography.     

 As Jackson asserts, albeit rather tautologically, ‘it is important to understand the 

radical consequences of an attack upon unified “character”, for it is precisely this 

subversion of the unities of “self” which constitutes the most radical transgressive function 

of the Fantastic’ (1981: 83).  Whilst she acknowledges, importantly, that ‘this does not 

imply that subjects can exist outside of ideology and of the social formation,’ Jackson 

argues that fantasies can nevertheless, ‘image the possibility of radical cultural 

transformation through attempting to dissolve the boundary lines between the imaginary 

and the symbolic’ (1981: 178).  Elaine Jordan’s evocation of Kristeva’s ‘speaking subject’ 

is useful here, because it gives a sense of both the possibilities and the limitations of this 

writing strategy: ‘we are speaking or writing subjects, in discourses that precede us and go 

on; we participate in them and can produce new ones ... the production of new selves, as 

well as the deconstruction of old fixed identities, is very much a part of Angela Carter’s 

discourse’ (1990: 27). Acknowledging the fact that as speaking and writing subjects we can 

only write from within the dominant discourse, Carter’s political stance - her oscillation 

between the utopian and the pragmatic, the liberatory and the materialist - is one which also 

recognises room for agency and resistance within these existing cultural and social 

limitations.   

 Jackson’s theory of the fantastic as a literature of subversion can, of course, be 

usefully extended to include those texts which disrupt rationalistic discourse, as is the 

tendency in much postmodern writing.  As Paul Magrs suggests, feminism has an important 

stake in such redefinitions of subjectivity: 

 

In the cultural context that has been labelled postmodernism, 

the redefinitions of this generic “subject” have actually been at 

the expense of that stable self.  The “subject” is undermined, 

fragmented, shown to be in an untenable position.  The 

“subject” is an apocryphal being; and in the era of 

postmodernity, it is feminism which has set about unsettling 

the unfair assumption that a universalized application of a male 

model of experience will do for everyone. (1997: 186)  
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A redefinition of the subject is necessarily gendered, Magrs points out, citing Marjorie 

Garber’s theorisation of the dominant subjectivity as presupposedly male: ‘to be a subject is 

to be  a man’ (Garber, 1992: 94).  As Magrs maintains (1997: 185), Carter was keen to 

trouble heterosexual male ‘blindness to their own contingency and their bland belief in their 

own cultural centredness’.  In an interview with John Haffenden she responded to a 

question about ‘myths of femininity’ by insisting that  

 

men live by the myths you’ve mentioned as much as women, 

because there has been the idea that fiction that demythologizes 

them is only of interest to women - as though the dichotomy in 

our culture is so vast that only women are interested in certain 

kinds of social fiction, whereas they affect us all very 

profoundly.  Indeed, they affect men much more than women, 

because women know in their hearts that they’re not true 

(1985: 91-2).  

 

Much of Carter’s later fiction is concerned with representing ‘men in flux’ (Magrs, 1997: 

193), as evidenced in Walser’s self-reconstruction in Nights at the Circus, and the butterfly 

collecting, metamorphosising Uncle Perry in Wise Children.13  Come Unto These Yellow 

Sands and The Self-Made Man  similarly work to reveal the contingent and shifting nature 

of identity in opposition to the ideology of the stable (masculine) subject.  In these two 

plays Carter foregrounds the constructedness of male subjectivity, suggesting that 

masculinity is just as constructed as myths of femininity.  Carter’s artificial biography, like 

her ‘demythologising’ practice, parallels Barthes’ appeal for ‘experimental myth’ and 

‘artificial mythologies’ in ‘Myth Today’ ([1957] 1993: 135).  Barthes suggests ‘the best 

weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in its turn, and to produce an artificial myth: 

and this reconstituted myth will in fact be a mythology’ ([1957] 1993: 135).14  Carter draws 

attention to the myth of identity as essential and natural, denaturalising the ideological 

project implicit in traditional biography by parodying the conventions of the genre: 

remythologising it in effect.    
 

Artificial biography 

Before going on to discuss the plays individually, it is essential to explore their structural 

similarities.  Both plays are generic hybrids, combining drama, documentary, art history 
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and literary criticism, in order to deconstruct the “Lives” of their two central figures: 

Richard Dadd and Ronald Firbank respectively.  This hybridity is demonstrated in Carter’s 

apparent confusion about exactly what she is doing when she describes Come Unto These 

Yellow Sands.  She offers two contrary perspectives in two consecutive paragraphs in the 

preface to her play anthology.  In the first paragraph she explores her fascination not only 

with the culture that produced Dadd and his work, but also with his life and work as 

“expressions” of that culture: ‘Come Unto These Yellow Sands, my play about Dadd, isn’t 

precisely story-telling for radio, nor is it art or cultural criticism, although there is a lot of 

that in the script’, Carter asserts (1985: 12).  In the next paragraph she asserts that it, ‘isn’t a 

documentary at all, nor really, a play, but a piece of cultural criticism in the form of a 

documentary-based fiction’ (1985: 12).  In her attempt to define the play, Carter finds only 

negative descriptions (it is not story-telling, documentary, art history, cultural criticism, or 

even a play) and then flatly contradicts herself.  But the contradiction seems to arise 

precisely because she is attempting to describe such a complex, richly-layered narrative.  

Looking at the structure of the play, it is clear why she has so much difficulty in reaching a 

“definitive” definition.  Her difficulty in defining Come Unto These Yellow Sands is 

significant because it signals a conscious refusal to limit the play to any one interpretation.  

Even when she arrives at a positive definition it is a hybrid of a number of genres: ‘a piece 

of cultural criticism in the form of a documentary-based fiction’ (1985: 12).  It is as if she 

does not want to give any one element priority, and sees all of these diverse elements 

melding together to form a genre-transgressing whole.   

 It is important to address the issue of how far Carter reworks existing biographical 

materials.  The announcer introduces Come Unto These Yellow Sands as ‘an imaginative 

reconstruction for radio of the life and surviving paintings of Richard Dadd’ (1985: 16); 

and A Self-Made Man is introduced as ‘an exploration for radio of Ronald Firbank in which 

he speaks mostly in the words of his own fiction and letters and his contemporaries also 

speak mostly in their own words, written and compiled by Angela Carter’ (1984a).15   

Significantly, both descriptions are qualified by tentative language: ‘an imaginative 

reconstruction’ and ‘an exploration’, rather than claiming to be final, complete and 

irrefutable versions of events.  The words ‘written and compiled’ are key here - Carter goes 

beyond merely regurgitating other authors’ research, positively reappropriating the 

available biographical material in order to explore the cultural implications of the lives of 

biographical subjects, splicing different sources with her own imaginative interpretations, 

and using radio to piece together a rich and complex text.  In the published version of Come 

Unto These Yellow Sands she gives special thanks and acknowledgement to Patricia 
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Allderidge (1974), Dadd’s archivist, whose book on Dadd Carter uses extensively as a 

source material.  Similarly, in A Self-Made Man, Carter reworks biographical material from 

a number of different sources.16    
 Carter radicalises biography by letting the characters speak for themselves.  

Obviously most biographers quote their subjects at length, so in this sense they are given a 

voice, but Carter allows multiple points of view to reveal the different possibilities of 

interpreting events, drawing attention to the artificial construction of biography.  Although 

she uses the tools of traditional literary biography, such as critical comment, anecdote and 

personal accounts, she does so not to build unified character, but to deconstruct it; not to 

create a whole picture, but to fragment the image.  Come Unto These Yellow Sands is made 

up of a combination of narrative voices: the objective narration from both male and female 

narrators in the style of art historical critique and biographical history; personal 

commentary from Dadd’s family, friends, his landlady and his doctor; characters in his 

paintings coming to life, and two imaginary academic lectures.  A similar multiperspectival 

structure is utilised in A Self-Made Man where Firbank comments ironically on the various 

narrators as they attempt to biographise him. This polyvalent, polysemic approach, offers a 

multiperspectival,  rather than limited, view of the lives of her biographees.   

 Thus Carter’s artificial biographies invite the listener to build up his or her own 

picture of lives of Dadd and Firbank from the various narrative points of view.  In both 

plays meaning is produced in the negotiations between these different narrative voices.  In a 

letter to Glyn Dearman, Carter explains the reason behind this doubling of narrative voices 

in Come Unto These Yellow Sands: 

 

The cast list looks a bit daunting but the doubling (indeed, 

trebling) that I suggest isn’t for economic reasons so much as 

to create a certain kind of linking.  It worked very well in 

Vampirella, after all; Oberon and Henry Howard (a one-line 

part) and the Shopkeeper are all basically lecturers, art-critics, 

while the four female principles can do psychologically very 

well as aspects of one woman.17  
 

 Similar in structure to Come Unto These Yellow Sands, A Self-Made Man uses the 

same kind of interdisciplinary method to explore the life and work of Ronald Firbank.  In 

another letter to Dearman, Carter describes the play as a generic hybrid, ‘partly a 

dramatisation of Firbank’s life, partly a fictional debate of his work ... a fake radio 
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documentary, plus a fake literary critical seminar’ (1996: 504).  Once again Carter utilises 

both a male and female narrator, giving equal authority to both sexes.  She explains that she 

used the ‘split narrator again’ in order create ‘a different texture of voices and the male 

narrator is a bit like Daddy, the female narrator is a bit like Baba’ (1996: 504).  It is 

productive, here, to refer to Stanley’s call for an ‘auto/biographical’ practice which 

recognises the biographer as socially-located (1992: 7):  

 

We should ask of biography the question “who says?”.  And 

“who says” is someone who has produced one more 

interpretation from among a range of possibilities, and who has 

produced it from one particular angle rather than any other.  In 

other words, “the biographer” is a socially-located person, one 

who is sexed, raced, classed, aged ... once we accept that ideas 

are not unique but socially produced even if individually 

expressed by members of particular social, cultural and 

political milieux, then we can also extrapolate this to the ideas 

and interpretations produced by the biographer. 

 

Carter situates biographical perspective in the mouths of gendered narrators and socially-

located specific speakers.18  Dramatic dialogue is interspersed with anonymous, “objective” 

documentary narration and personal accounts of Firbank’s contemporaries.     

 This ‘fake’ biography runs parallel with an imaginary academic seminar entitled, 

‘Elementary Structures in the Life and Art of Ronald Firbank’ (Carter, 1996: 140).  Hosted 

by ‘the literature department of the University of Pisuerga at Kairoulla, held, for reasons of 

immediate convenience, in a room with dreadful wallpaper in the Hotel Quirinal, in Rome’, 

the seminar parodies the attempts of traditional literary biography to “explain” Firbank via 

his fiction and vice versa.  The seminar is divided into five sections: Dandyism, Religion19, 

Decadence, Ragtime and Elsewhere; each introduced with an ironic drum roll.  Here Carter 

radically criticises the attempts of literary biography to pin down character and identity.  

The seminar refers to Baudelaire, Wilde and Beardsley, compares Firbank to characters in 

his own novels and we are offered conflicting accounts of his habits, dress, epigrams.  To 

whom did he originally claim that he was Pavlova chasing butterflies whereas Siegfried 

Sassoon was Tolstoy digging for worms?  Was it to Sassoon himself (1996: 139-40)?  Was 

it a bowler or a trilby that he always wore (1996: 141)?  Carter juxtaposes the multiple 

points of view of characters, narrators (who now take on  academic personae) and Firbank 
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himself, who repeatedly interrupts the seminar - ‘by the way, ‘I wish you wouldn’t call me 

Firbank; it gives me a sense of galoshes’ (1996: 139).   
 In both plays, then, Carter uses radio as a vehicle for her demythologising practice, 

taking the lives of Dadd and Firbank as a point of departure for imaginative explorations 

into specific culture(s) that produced them.  She exposes the darker side of Dadd’s 

fairyland and dissects Firbank’s artificial persona, rewriting their personal histories to 

reveal the unwritten and the taboo. The remainder of this chapter will focus on  a more 

detailed discussion of the two plays. 

 

‘As if the fairies had touched him’: Come Unto These Yellow Sands 

Come Unto These Yellow Sands explores the life of the Victorian painter Richard Dadd, 

who murdered his father and was incarcerated at Bethlem Royal Hospital, where he 

continued to paint, surviving well into old age.  Working on ‘the fruitful paradox, that radio 

is the most visual of mediums because you cannot see it’ (1985: 11), Carter truly pushes the 

medium to its limits, using radio’s “blindness” to recreate a picture gallery in words.20  She 

argues that she would have been unable to consider Dadd in the way that she wanted in any 

other medium but radio, because it enabled her to ‘cross-cut from subjective to objective 

reality, from the inner personal voice to the conflicting voices of those bearing witness to 

the diverse manifestations of that inner voice’ in Come Unto These Yellow Sands (1985: 

12).  As previously observed, Carter suggests that radio is particularly adept at representing 

interiority and is hence ‘par excellence, the medium for the depiction of madness; for the 

exploration of the private worlds of the old, the alienated, the lonely’ (1985: 8).  Carter 

dismantles the traditional approach to her biographical subject in order to give voice to 

those elements which have been silenced by the dominant culture: 
 

the listener is invited inside some of Dadd’s paintings, inside 

the ‘Come Unto These Yellow Sands’ of the title and into that 

eerie masterpiece, ‘The Fairy Feller’s Master Stroke’, to hear 

the beings within it - the monsters produced by repression - 

squeak and gibber and lie and tell the truth. (Carter, 1985: 12) 

 

 Carter decodes the cultural messages behind Dadd’s paintings: the fashion for 

sentimentalising children during a period of child labour, the fascination with fairy nudity 

in an era of puritanical prudery, the obsession with the exotic other at a time of colonial 

domination.  She does this by subverting a number of generic conventions, the most 
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prominent of which are those of the art historian.  The characters in Dadd’s paintings are 

given a voice with which to “talk back”, taking issue with the way in which Dadd has 

represented them.  ‘I am pictured in a kind of grotto’, Titania describes herself in the early 

Titania Sleeping (1841).  Other characters in Dadd’s paintings hypothesise about the 

context of their own creation.  Puck introduces Oberon’s lecture on Victorian fairyland, to a 

heckling audience of creatures from the unconscious:  

 

PUCK. [...] (Officious.) Settle down, please, settle 

down . . . emanations of the id to the back of the 

room, apparitions from the unconscious and 

preconscious in the gallery.  Pre-Christian survivals, 

fertility symbols, nightmares and ghouls in the pews 

to the right, death-signs, stormwarnings, to the left.  

Oedipal fantasies in the front row, please. And I’ll 

thank you poltergeists to keep a firm hand on your 

impulses during the lecture.21 
 

Oberon’s lecture which follows captures the richness, humour and intelligence of Carter’s 

radio drama. 

 
OBERON. Thank you, friends, thank you.   

 

 Rustles papers, coughs. 

 

The vogue for paintings of fairy subjects during the 

mid-Victorian period might be regarded as the 

manifestation of a compensatory “ideology of 

innocence” in the age of high capitalism, a period 

when the relations of man with his kind were 

increasingly under stress and the art which reflected 

these relations became increasingly fraudulent. 

 

 Hobgoblin chorus of cheers.  Hear, hear!  

Well  said! (1985: 22-23) 

 

But the irony of Oberon, King of the fairies, delivering a Marxist critique of the 
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compensatory ideology of the ‘pastoral exotic’ is lost one critic.  Guido Almansi takes issue 

with what he sees as ‘the facile sociological conclusions offered by Carter in her analysis of 

complex phenomena such as the cult of exoticism, the nature of the “pastoral exotic”, 

repression and Victorianism’ (1994: 228).22  But in her critique of Victorian repression 

Carter is clearly not, as Almansi suggests, claiming that twentieth-century society is 

somehow unrepressed.  She would argue that today’s repression simply takes a different 

form - ‘repressive desublimation - i.e. permissiveness’ (1982d: 123).23  In his eagerness to 

accuse Carter of “jargonism”, Almansi fails to read the irony of this speech being situated 

in the mouth of Oberon, and the humour of its intended audience: this is ‘not a normal  

crowd’ (1985:  22).  Almansi is also wrong, I think, in reading Oberon as such a 

straightforward mouth-piece for Carter.  Indeed, his lecture is gradually faded out: 

‘Oberon’s voice is blown away by the wind, gets smaller and smaller from now on, until it 

fades away altogether’ (1985: 25), undermining his already shaky “academic” authority.  

Oberon’s lecture is a direct comment on the Victorian appropriation of fairies, an analysis 

of the period in which fairy tale became fully integrated into the middle-class nursery and 

all sexual and bestial elements, if not actually censored, at least brushed under the (Turkish) 

carpet.   Carter unpicks Dadd’s apparent obsession with Shakespearian fairy subjects by 

having Oberon quote Hamlet’s ‘offensive epitaph on the mad Ophelia’ in his lecture: 

‘Death and affliction, even hell itself, / She turns to favour and to prettiness’ (1985: 24).24 

  
 It is worth comparing Come Unto These Yellow Sands with ‘Overture and Incidental 

Music to A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ ([1985] 1986: 63-76) in which the changeling 

speaks directly to audience just like the characters in Dadd’s paintings in the radio play.   

As Sage notes (Sage, 1994: 45-6): 

 

Shakespeare’s play is subjected to a cunning transformation by 

means of a sort of pre-script.  We are behind the plot before the 

curtain rises, eavesdropping on the suppressed subtext ... 

Shakespeare’s text is reattached, via this umbilical cord of a 

narrative, to an imaginary matrix.  Going ‘behind’ his text you 

free up the future, patch him into the quilt of writing once 

again.  

 

The same thing occurs in Come Unto These Yellow Sands.  We are allowed “behind” the 

static surface of the canvas into the “real” world of the fairies, who cogently comment on 



 86 

how they have been represented by Dadd in his paintings and the culture that produced him.  

By putting the words of art history into the mouths of the figures within the frame, Carter 

draws attention to the very act of historicising art, thus commenting on the very act of 

cultural criticism that she is perpetrating herself.     

 Carter also foregrounds the disjunction between Dadd’s depiction of Victorian 

fairyland and his Oedipal crime.  As observed in chapter 2, Carter took a great scholarly 

interest in the history of the fairy tale, from its origins in the oral tradition to its evolution as 

a literary genre.  In ‘The Better to Eat You With’ (1976: 188) she suggests, 

 

It doesn’t need the horrid example of the painter Richard Dadd, 

the aptly named parricide, to suggest there is something 

peculiar about a grown man who devotes his life to an 

obsessional exploration of fairyland.  The realm of faery has 

always attracted nutters, regressives and the unbalanced ... 

Tellers of fairytales must have felt they could perpetrate the 

most excessive fantasies without fear of censure, provided 

everything took place in that domain of psychoanalytic 

privilege, fairyland.   

 

This is made explicit in the radio play, where, the “innocent” fairy subject matter is at odds 

with Dadd’s delusions and persecution complex.  Puck illustrates the compensatory 

ideology of innocence which Oberon goes on to discuss in his lecture: ‘Ravishingly pretty . 

. . but so much, so very much prettiness suggests the presence of far too many ugly beings 

gibbering away behind the painted screen where he pushed them’  (1985: 22).  Carter 

proposes that the fairy subject matter becomes more disturbing in Dadd’s later works which 

were painstakingly executed over a period of many years in mental hospital.  She points out 

that all is not quite so pretty and harmonious as Dadd would have us believe in these 

paintings, interpreting The Fairy Feller’s Master Stroke as a freeze frame of the fatal 

moment before Dadd committed parricide.  The Fairy Feller knowingly suggests that ‘the 

blow I am about to strike, which he prevents me from, is the very blow he struck hisself!’ 

(1985: 47).   

 Another important and interconnected theme throughout the play is the aesthetic 

influence of Dadd’s tour of the Middle East which contributed to his breakdown.  Carter 

maps Dadd’s transformative experience in the East, incorporating his subjective point of 

view with the “objective” account of his travelling companion and patron, Sir Thomas 
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Phillips.  Both of these Western perspectives are further qualified by the voice of an 

Egyptian shopkeeper: ‘I knew immediately I saw him that this young man would buy 

anything I chose to sell him’:25 
 

 Cash register 

 

SHOPKEEPER.  [...] What’s this?  (To inaudible voice over his 

shoulder.)  What?  You want my lecture on orientalism? 

 

 Coughs, clears throat.  Crossfade to rustling of lecture 

  theatre audience. 

 

My lecture on orientalism . . . are you attending?  Very well. 

 Throughout the nineteenth century, the Orient exercised 

a magnetic attraction upon the European middle class, to whom 

my distinguished visitors purveyed the aesthetic, the sense of 

style, the taste. [...]  

 

OBERON. . . . a compensatory ideology of innocence . . .  

 

SHOPKEEPER. (Tetchy.)  No, no, no, no!  Innocence?  Never!  

These were the lands of the harem, of the assassin, of the naked 

blonde slave-girl in the market . . . the cult of the exotic was a 

compensatory ideology of sensuality, of mystery, of violence.  

Of the forbidden, which the customers of my customers could 

enjoy vicariously, without any danger of their souls. (1983: 30-

32)  

 

The Shopkeeper’s lecture reminds Almansi ‘a bit too closely of certain lectures of a 

sociological nature which I had the misfortune to hear thirty years ago, plus the distant echo 

of a perfunctory reading of Edward W. Said’s Orientalism’ (1994: 228).  That this is clearly 

not a ‘distant echo’ but an explicit reference to Said (1978) bypasses Almansi here, and he 

further misses the subversive irony of the shopkeeper, as colonised subject, theorising about 

his own construction within the Western European imagination: ‘we are not responsible for 

their fantasies about us’ (Carter, 1985: 33).26  Carter’s astute awareness of the complicated 



 88 

nexus of power, domination and exploitation, which is implicit in the capitalist consumer 

culture of tourism, anticipates the recent resurgence of postcolonial theory, in which Said 

has continued to play a significant role.27   
 Dadd continued to paint after his incarceration in Broadmoor Hospital, drawing on 

his Middle Eastern sketch books for inspiration.  These later paintings incorporate both the 

pastoral and Eastern exotic; the fairy subjects take on the costume and attributes of the East.  

In Contradiction: Oberon and Titania (1858), Oberon comments, ‘he has decided to give to 

me, Oberon, the fierce, proud air of an Arab chieftain or a Kurdish brigand’ (Carter, 1985: 

42).  Describing her depiction in the same painting, Titania comments on her 

transformation from lithe nymphet, reclining in a glade, to her now imposing figure in the 

later painting: 

 

TITANIA. And he has learned some respect for the Queen of 

the Fairies.  Now I dwarf my court! 

 

 Thumping footsteps; humming, buzzing. 

 

Here come I, Titania, with my gigantic stride!  How big I've 

grown, since the time he took my picture when I was sleeping 

in the glade.  I tower over my fairy subjects like Gulliver in 

Lilliput; I trample them underfoot -  

 

 Particularly thumping footstep; tiny fairy scream. 

 

There!  I’ve flattened her, that winged creature no bigger than 

my little finger who nestled in the flower bell. (1985: 40)28 

 

Carter foregrounds the violence of these later paintings, with Titania stepping on the 

hapless fairy and the tiny figures in war-dress carrying weaponry.    

 Allowing one of the characters in Dadd’s paintings to have the final word, the play 

culminates with the finale of Oberon’s lecture in which he draws parallels between the 

‘quaint pornography of never-never-land’ and ‘the infection of the mystic East’ in Dadd’s 

later work (Carter, 1985: 53).  In the preface to the play anthology, Carter comments on the 

cultural significance of Dadd’s continued fascination with the “innocent” Victorian fairy 



 89 

land:   

 

The contradiction between the kitsch content and the distorted 

style of the paintings of Dadd’s madness, together with his 

archetypal crime of parricide ... seem to me expressions of the 

dislocation of the real relations of humankind to itself during 

Britain’s great period of high capitalism and imperialist 

triumph in the nineteenth century, during Dadd’s own long, 

alienated lifetime. (Carter: 1985: 12) 

 

Carter reads Dadd’s inability to resolve Oedipal conflicts as symbolic of his status within a 

repressive Victorian society, ‘the terrible glamour of parricide, a crime which struck at the 

very root of the patriarchal order of his time’ (1985: 53).  Dadd’s problematic identity 

formation can only lead to madness in the context of his repressive times, Oberon 

concludes that Dadd ‘contrived in some measure, in spite of or, perhaps, because of, his 

absolute seclusion from it, to capture the essential spirit of his age’ (Carter, 1985: 53).   

 

‘How can one dissect a butterfly?’:
 
 A Self-Made Man 

A Self-Made Man continues the demythologising project of Come Unto These Yellow 

Sands, offering an even more radical exploration of the subject in process.  The “self-made 

man” of the title refers to Firbank, whose self-creation is the main focus of the play.  But it 

also refers to his grandfather, Old Joseph Firbank, whose rapid rise from the dark depths of 

the coal mine to the height of bourgeois respectability as a wealthy railway pioneer 

epitomises the self-created fortunes of the rising middle classes of industrial England, 

which forms the background to Firbank’s existence.  In the following scene, music and 

sound-effects are used to disrupt the ideological operation implicit in traditional biography: 

 

MALE NARRATOR. The grandfather, a self-made man [...] 

who went to work in the mines at Bishop Auckland, County 

Durham, at the age of seven; and then - 

 

(First line of song, ‘Poor Paddy works on the railways’ [...]‘In 

eighteen hundred and forty-one, my corduroy britches I put on, 

to work upon the railways’ - cut off at this point, sharp.) 
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  - he went to work upon the railways.  Soon, by dint of hard 

work -  

 

(Pick and shovel; cut off) 

 

 - he prospered sufficiently to enable him to contract the labour 

to build railways for himself. 

 

(Lots of picks and shovels; cut off.) (Carter, 1996: 125) 

 

Once again, the printed text does not recreate the experience of listening to the play.  In 

performance, the abrupt jump-cut from the railway song to the narrator’s voice, and the 

ironic insertion of the spot-effects of picks and shovels within his monologue, work to draw 

attention to the constructedness of the medium.  Carter takes the conventions of both radio 

drama and traditional biography and exaggerates them.  This defamiliarising tactic upsets 

the traditional biographical process, unsettling the dominant ideology of the subject as 

coherent, fixed and whole.   

 Carter uses Firbank’s family history to explore issues relating to the massive social 

and cultural changes occurring at the turn of the century.29  She derives great pleasure from 

foregrounding the fact that the Firbank fortune was originally founded on railways: ‘brand-

new money, a very nineteenth-century fortune; a fortune of the Age of Steam and mass 

transportation’ (1996: 124).  Firbank’s father, Sir Thomas Firbank,  mismanaged the family 

fortune so that, brought up with ‘great expectations of immense wealth’, Firbank was ‘put 

out to find he would be only rather rich’ (Carter, 1996: 125).  The social insecurity of the 

upper middle class is illustrated by a dramatised sketch in which Firbank practices an 

imaginary libel case against Osbert Sitwell who, he claims, has insulted the family name by 

suggesting that ‘the Firbank fortune had been founded on boot-buttons’ (Carter, 1996: 124). 

Firbank is depicted as being highly conscious of his working class roots, whilst at the same 

time drawing attention to them in the public arena of the Eiffel Tower Restaurant. 
 It is significant that Firbank was born in 1886, the same year that Dadd died, 

because in many ways, A Self-Made Man continues the critique of Victorian culture begun 

in Come Unto These Yellow Sands.  Firbank is the fragile product of that century of rapid 

social and industrial change, as outlined in the following scene (Carter, 1996: 132-3): 

 

MALE NARRATOR:  [...] The grandchildren of a self-made 
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man exist, perhaps, at a third remove from reality.  Of the four 

grandchildren of the hard-headed, horny-handed railway 

pioneer, who built himself up out of his own sweat and labour 

and the sweat and labour of others, only the very frailest -  

 

OLD FIRBANK: (Faint - on echo.) ‘Eh lad!  That woarn’t pull 

a load of muck!’ 

 

MALE NARRATOR: - was sufficiently  moved by the will to 

live to make himself, in his turn, as if from nothing, or from the 

shards of ideas, from brilliant fragments, of illusion, from his 

irretrievable sense of his own difference - only frail Artie was 

able to reconstruct out of these intangibles an artificial 

temperament  - 

 

FEMALE NARRATOR: Who was it said: ‘The first duty in 

life is to be as artificial as possible?’ 

 

FIRBANK: Oscar Wilde. 

 

MALE NARRATOR: - to construct an artificial temperament 

durable enough to withstand the buffetings of the world; to 

create himself a crust, a portable home like that of jewelled 

mollusc -  

 

FIRBANK: (Reproachful.) Mollusc! 

 

FEMALE NARRATOR: (Conciliatory.) Your chrysalis, the 

beautiful chrysalis of your impenetrable privacy, out of which, 

from time to time, you would transmit your coded messages to 

the world.30  
 

(Pause.) 

 

I quote at length from this scene in order to give some sense of the rich overlapping of 
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narrative voices.  Carter’s use of multiple narrators can be productively read in the light of 

Stanley’s theorisation of a ‘auto/biographical’ writing practice (1992) which works to 

explicitly reinscribe the authorial voice in the biographical text as politically, historically 

and socially grounded.  Stanley cites postmodern innovations in feminist autobiography 

which insist on ‘the formation and perpetuation of discourses as sets of “voices” speaking 

referentially to and about each other’ (1992: 15) and Nicholas Pagan (1993) similarly 

“rethinks” literary biography from a postmodern perspective.  In just this way Firbank’s 

reproachful interjection, and the Female Narrator’s conciliatory response, demonstrate the 

ways in which Firbank is allowed to interact with his biographers, forcing them to qualify 

their statements - the biographical subject refuses to lie down and die gracefully.   

 Firbank’s wilful self-creation, as if from ‘shards of ideas’ and ‘brilliant fragments’, 

mirrors the renowned collage technique he employed in his own writing.  It also mirrors 

Carter’s method in ‘compiling’ the artificial biography of Firbank from the various, often 

conflicting biographical sources.  Barthes called these fragments ‘biographemes’ - the 

resonant details of a life (1993: 30).  One such biographeme which Carter chooses to 

foreground is Firbank’s ‘characteristic, wild, nervous laughter; the laughter with which he 

advertised his presence’ (1996: 130), which ripples mischievously through the play.  

Firbank’s curious laugh is described by his contemporaries: Augustus John  - ‘a long 

hollow laugh about nothing in particular’ - and Sewell Stokes - ‘the most sinister laugh I 

had ever heard’ (1996: 130).  Firbank’s laugh acts as his calling card, part of the creation of 

his own peculiar legend.  As the female narrator points out, ‘the laughter with which he 

orchestrated his compulsive shyness’ (1996: 130) is not simply a symptom of his social 

gaucherie, but a projection, a survival mechanism, a chrysalis.  Whilst using the narrators to 

theorise about his laugh, Carter simultaneously employs Firbank’s laughter to disrupt the 

process of biography itself.  His laugh, interpolated ironically at various apposite moments 

in the narrative, undercuts the authority of the various narrators: objective, critical, and 

partisan alike, mocking those who attempt to capture his shifting identity from beyond the 

grave.     

 Barthes’ ‘biographemes’ are akin to ‘what Norman Mailer called “factoids”: items 

invented by the publicity department’ which Carter cites in her review of movie actresses’ 

memoirs in ‘Much, Much Stranger than Fiction’ (1992: 358-62).  Factoids gives more of a 

sense of the inventedness, the artificiality of these biographical fragments.  Carter examines 

the various conflicting ‘factoids’ which generated around Firbank: ‘as with a medieval saint 

or any other legendary being, fabulous narratives proliferated around his dandified, 

powdered, occasionally rouged, inimitable figure’ (1996: 136).  She goes on to examine 
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one such narrative, in which Firbank suggests violets as an accompaniment for steak in an 

anecdote with two completely different sources, neither source acknowledging the presence 

of the other.  In the play, both versions are dramatised, one immediately after the other.  In 

Nancy Cunard’s version, Firbank quips ‘try violets!’ in response to a loutish young man 

ordering a steak: ‘may all tipsy, bullying, gross “he-men” meet with such a neat little swipe 

as that dealt by Firbank’ (Carter, 1996: 137) she concludes.  Carter then dramatises 

Wyndham Lewis’s account of an almost identical incident from his autobiography, Blasting 

and Bombardiering (1937), in which he is dining with a young American friend when 

Firbank again suggests violets as a garnish.  The scene of ‘this memorable encounter 

remains the Eiffel Tower Restaurant but Nancy Cunard is written out of the script’ (Carter, 

1996: 138).  Carter is fascinated by this double ‘biographeme’ and overtly deconstructs it 

using the two narrators: 

 

MALE NARRATOR: Note how Nancy Cunard celebrates her 

friend in her version of the story, which might be titled: 

‘Ronald’s Triumph over the Boor’; whereas Wyndham Lewis -  

 

LEWIS: . . . ‘the fawning and attentive Firbank’ -  

 

MALE NARRATOR: - parodies him. 

 

LEWIS: . . . ‘he frothed obsequiously’; 

 

MALE NARRATOR: caricatures him; turns him into an 

offensive cartoon. 

 

FEMALE NARRATOR: But perhaps . . . Firbank suggested 

the violet garnish on two quite separate occasions, after all. 

 

FIRBANK: ‘I wonder’ (1996: 138-9) 

 

The intercutting from the Male Narrator’s comparison between the two versions of events 

to Wyndham Lewis’s dramatised interjections works to undermine Lewis’s interpretation, 

deconstructing his attempt to caricature Firbank.  As the Female Narrator suggests, it is 

impossible to arrive at the objective “truth” of the incident and Firbank’s ironic and 
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enigmatic, ‘I wonder,’ gives nothing away.  Lord Berners informs us that this refrain ‘was 

constantly on his lips, and uttered in a tone that seemed to evoke all the unsolved riddles of 

the universe’ (1996: 135).  By situating the phrase in the mouth of Firbank, Carter allows 

him to comment on the very act of biographising which she perpetrates herself.   

 It is useful to return to Gilbert’s notion of the ‘metabiographer’ here, in order to 

describe Carter’s simultaneous deconstruction and perpetration of biography (Woolf, 

[1928] 1993: xxv).  Once again, Carter’s radical artificial biography subverts the traditional 

biographer’s claim to render the final, objective “version” of a life, and draws attention to 

the inevitable cultural and historical bias inherent in all literary acts.  In Carter’s 

multiperspectival version, at least four points of view are proffered in this brief extract: the 

two characters dramatised sketches, the Male and Female narrator’s and Firbank’s cryptic 

analysis, ‘I wonder’. As the Male Narrator warns: ‘as with all such narratives, they may be 

only loosely based on real events and capable of many different interpretations’ (1996: 

136).   

 The sketch demonstrates Firbank’s peculiar relationship with food, which is 

established as an important theme of the play.  Only Firbank would suggest violets as a 

garnish, Carter implies.  In the play other characters comment on Firbank’s eating habits.  

Philip Moeller describes a diet of ‘peaches and champagne’ and Nancy Cunard reminisces 

‘perhaps, if you were peckish, a strawberry or two’ (Carter, 1996: 134).  Having noted the 

family propensity for alcoholism - as realised by the exaggerated sound effects of corks 

popping and champagne fizzing (1996: 133-4) - Carter goes on to suggest that Firbank’s 

food fetishism is part of his dandified, decadent performance:   

 

MALE NARRATOR: He ate as he lived, as he wrote, 

exiguously, but with tremendous style.  A minimalist.  

Impossibly luxurious little nibbles, sketches of meals, vague 

idealised outlines of meals . . . so that malnutrition may have 

helped to hasten his end. (1996: 134) 

 

Carter was aware of how food could be used as a way of controlling one’s physical image, 

foregrounding the relationship between eating and power in her writings about food.31   In 

an excellent essay, ‘The Infernal Appetites of Angela Carter’, Sarah Sceats examines the 

politics of appetite and desire in Carter’s fiction and journalism, arguing that Carter exposes 

appetite to be socially and culturally constructed, rather than “natural”  (1997: 100-15).32  

Her analysis of Carter’s representation of food is apposite here, revealing as it does the 
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power politics which Carter suggests are implicit in Firbank’s minimalist eating habits, 

representing a public assertion of his individuality and becoming part of his self-creation, 

part of his own legend, part of his dandyism. 

 The power politics of Firbank’s eating eccentricities might well have drawn Carter’s 

attention because of her own experience of anorexia.33  In ‘Fat is Ugly’ Carter describes 

anorexia as an extreme type of dandyism:  
 

Woman, regarded as an item of conspicuous consumption 

(though that is becoming somewhat less true), has traditionally 

the sole creative function of Dandy; she is tacitly encouraged to 

sacrifice much for the sake of appearances.  Dandyism is the 

last resort of the impotent, and the protracted attempted suicide 

by narcissism (which is how my anorexic experience now 

appears to me), can be regarded as a kind of batty exhibition of 

heroics, which ironically underlines the impotence it was 

adopted to combat. (1997: 56-60)   

 

This statement reveals an equivocal response to the phenomenon of anorexia, 

simultaneously figuring it as both subversive and self-destructive, both an act of heroics 

and of impotence.  Whilst Carter acknowledges the futility of self-starvation as a political 

strategy, she also recognises the impulse behind anorexia as one of self-assertion in which 

the ‘anorexic uses food as a weapon to establish some kind of autonomy’ (1997: 561).  

Anorexia, therefore, foregrounds food as a point of resistance and agency, albeit a limited 

one.34      
 Carter demonstrates Firbank’s role in the creation of his own identity further in his 

adoption of a decadent, dandified persona: ‘he undoubtedly assisted in the manufacture of 

his own legend; the legend followed him about like the shadow of his arduously 

constructed artificial temperament’ (1996: 139): 

 

FEMALE NARRATOR: Clothes, as they say, make the man; 

and the woman too.  The dandy, who creates himself or herself 

afresh as a work of art each time he or she changes a shirt or a 

frock, is the perfect “self-made” person.  Yet the dandy’s 

obsession with dress is but a symptom of the disease, not the 

disease itself.  True dandyism is an existential condition. 
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MALE NARRATOR: Charles Baudelaire, in his essay, ‘The 

Painter of Modern Life’: 

 

BAUDELAIRE: (On speaker.  Slight French accent, not too 

much.) [...] ‘For the perfect dandy, clothes and material 

elegance are no more than the symbol of the aristocratic 

superiority of his mind.  It is, above all, the burning desire to 

create a personal form of originality, within the eternal limits 

of social conventions.  It is a kind of cult of the ego . . .  It is 

the pleasure of causing surprise in others . . .’ 

 

CYRIL BEAUMONT: ‘. . . we always spoke of him as “the 

man with red nails”’ . . .  

 

BAUDELAIRE: ‘. . . and the proud satisfaction of never 

showing any oneself’. (1996: 142-3) 

 

The potential double meaning of ‘oneself’ is crucial here.  The dominant reading - never 

revealing oneself to anybody else - could also be read as never showing any one (singular) 

self - proposing dandyism as a strategy which fundamentally disrupts the notion of coherent 

identity through a refusal to present a united self.35  Firbank’s paradoxical disclosure and 

disguise, his ‘dandified persona’ is part of his private chrysalis, his exhibitionism is a way 

of not showing any oneself.  Gamble reads the figure of the dandy in Carter’s early fiction 

as  
 

the self-created being who exists for nothing but display, and in 

whom all the paradoxes of a constructed subjectivity are 

incarnated.  In playing games with the state of being itself, the 

dandy raises the spectre of the empty self whose gaudy façade 

is no eccentric decoration, but perhaps a practice which is vital 

to his very existence in the world (1997: 8).    

 

Carter’s engagement with Firbank’s dandified persona suggests a more equivocal, 

paradoxical relationship with the figure of the dandy than Gamble allows.  In A Self-Made 
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Man Carter celebrates Firbank’s self-creation as an act of resistance against the dominant 

ideology of masculine subjectivity.  Whilst Gamble’s overwhelmingly negative 

configuration of the dandy in Carter’s early fiction is apt, it is necessary to qualify this in 

relation to Carter’s treatment of dandyism as self-creation in her later work.36  The figure of 

the dandy operates both as a seductive but empty façade and as the symbol of a positively 

reconstructed subjectivity.  In Carter’s fiction the dandy explicitly enacts the subject in 

process.  Carter proposes here, and elsewhere in her writings about dandyism, that this is a 

subversive although limited strategy, just as the quotation from Baudelaire here 

foregrounds the ‘eternal limits of social conventions’.   

 In ‘The Savage Sideshow’ she states, ‘everybody’s appearance is their symbolic 

autobiography.  I’m a part-time sociologist of fashion - I’m very interested in the 

iconography of clothes and gestures’ (Sage, 1977: 51-7).  She comments on Firbank’s eye 

for fashion: ‘his heroines he dressed to perfection, with the eye of a fashion journalist 

attuned to the extremes of the decorative, as if the clothes of those self-entranced women 

were a primary function of their being, as if they were not fully alive until they were 

dressed’ (Carter, 1996: 141).  The aptly named novella, The Artificial Princess, revolves 

around a society garden party the sole function of which is to create a backdrop for 

descriptions of outrageous, impossible clothes; these are literally fabulous creations 

(Firbank, [1915] 1934).37  Carter’s fascination with the semiotics of fashion is evidenced in 

her fiction and journalism.38  In ‘Notes on a Theory of Sixties Style’ she argues: 
 

The nature of apparel is very complex.  Clothes are so many 

things at once.  Our social shells; the system of signals with 

which we broadcast our intentions; often the projections of our 

fantasy selves ... Clothes are our weapons, our challenges, our 

visible insults. (1997: 105)  

 

Carter reads Firbank’s dandyism, his jewelled mollusc, his self-created chrysalis, his social 

shell, as a weapon, a visible insult.   

 Although employing a similar formal strategy to that used in Come Unto These 

Yellow Sands, Carter’s relationship with her biographical subject, Firbank, is more 

complicated in A Self-Made Man.39   Where Carter is more overtly critical of Dadd as a 

product of Victorian repression, she is less critical of both Firbank and the period of the 

‘naughty noughts’ (1996: 131) which produced him.  She celebrates his eccentricity as a 

productive, if limited, space from which he was able to critique his society from the 
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margins.40   Not only does she formally challenge biography as a genre, but in Firbank she 

chooses a subject whose manipulation of his own identity unsettled the cultural and social 

norm in ways which made the establishment uneasy in his own day and which are still 

resonant today.41  As Magrs argues, Carter draws on the ‘model of shifting, self-reinventing 

subjectivity’ figuring in Butler’s and Garber’s theories of the ‘transvestite as deconstructive 

figure, one provoking a crisis in categories and culture itself’ (1997: 195-6).  Like Quentin 

Crisp, whose autobiography Magrs cites, Firbank ‘engaged in open hostilities with the 

unreconstructed straight world’ (Magrs, 1997: 195).  Magrs acknowledges both the risks 

and the rewards of this marginalised position: ‘for reconstructed, self-conscious, 

performing liminal beings, that swinging is an effort, a struggle, and exercise in dogged 

resilience’ (1997: 196).  As a biographical subject Firbank pre-empts Carter’s 

deconstructive project, in a sense, because he so explicitly constructs himself.  His 

‘arduously constructed artificial temperament’ (1996: 139) is mirrored by, and reflects 

back, her artificial biography.  Carter is more interested in the construction of Firbank’s 

elaborate mask than locating the “real” man behind the mask.  His peculiar style of 

construing and constructing his public personae already exaggerates, and thus 

defamiliarises, the very process of identity formation which Carter seeks to destabilise.   
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1 Carter’s description of A Self-Made Man in a letter to director Glyn Dearman. 
2 Shelston offers a useful survey of modern biography, tracing its course from the translation of 

Pultrarch’s Lives of the Most Notable Greeks and Romans in 1579, via Samuel Johnson’s Lives of the Poets 

(1778) and James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson (1791) and Elizabeth Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë 

(1857) to Lytton Strachey’s iconoclastic Eminent Victorians (1918) and beyond.  However, whilst he 

recognises the fictive element of traditional biography, suggesting that ‘there has always been a tendency in 

biography to select in order to interpret - to select and perhaps even to invent’ (1977: 13-14), as well as 

acknowledging its contingency upon socio-historical contexts, Shelston nevertheless appears to endorse the 

implicit ideological function of the traditional biographer. 
3  Significantly, Carter was commissioned to write the libretto for an operatic adaptation of Orlando  

for the Glyndebourne Opera House in 1979, but the project was never realised.  Carter’s script is published in 

The Curious Room (Carter, 1996).  Woolf’s Orlando is clearly an intertext for The Passion of New Eve 

(Carter, [1977] 1990) in which Eve/lyn undergoes a similar gender transformation.  
4 In her critical writings Woolf critiques the formal structures of Victorian biography, not its central 

project of reaching some essential “truth” about personality, as also illustrated by her challenge to the 

Victorian novel for failing to capture the ‘the essential thing’ in ‘Modern Fiction’: ‘for us at this moment the 

form of fiction most in vogue more often misses than secures the thing we seek.  Whether we call it life or 

spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to be contained any longer in 

such ill-fitting vestments as we provide’ (Woolf, 1994: 160). 
5  Compare this with Carter’s deconstructive treatment of the binary opposition between truth and 

fiction in Nights at the Circus ([1984] 1985), in which Fevvers’ slogan, ‘Is she fact or is she fiction?’ sets up 

one of the central enigmas of the novel.   
6  Writing from within the tradition she critiques, Woolf’s parodic engagement with biography stems in 

part from the fact that she was exposed to the genre from a very young age.  As Shelston points out in his 

bibliography, Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen, was in fact the first editor of Dictionary of National Biography 

(1882), founded the same year she was born.  As Gilbert argues (Woolf, [1928] 1993: xxi), Woolf was 

‘preoccupied with the personal but often “official” genre of biography and its relationship to “official” public 

historiography from early in her career’, and her early biographical writings represent ‘a gesture of rebellion 

against both paternal and patriarchal authority’. 
7  Stanley (1992: 16) is similarly sceptical about the “authority” of those theorists who propose the 

death of the author, claiming that ‘this argument is articulated by a few white middle class male first world 

elite self-styled “intellectuals”’ and suggesting that ‘the denial of authorship’ disenfranchises marginalised 

groups - such as the anti-colonialist, feminist, black and gay movements - just at the point at which they are 

beginning to find a voice for their oppression. 
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8  See her reviews of Anthony Alpers, The Life of Katherine Mansfield (1978) and Michèle Sarde, 

Colette: A Biography (1980), collected in Nothing Sacred: Selected Writings (1982d); Phyllis Rose, Jazz  

Cleopatra: Josephine Baker in her Time (1990), collected in Expletives Deleted (1992); Carol Ascher, Simone 

de Beauvoir: A Life of Freedom (1982) and Barry Paris, Louise Brooks (1990), collected in Angela Carter, 

Shaking a Leg (1997). 
9  In many ways Carter seems equally ‘besotted’ with Colette, and reveals a similar admiration for 

Louise Brooks in her review of Barry Paris’s biography of the same name. 
10  In many ways Carter seems equally ‘besotted’ with Colette, and reveals a similar admiration for 

Louise Brooks in her review of Barry Paris’s biography of the same name.  Carter particularly takes issue 

with his ‘gynaecologically exhaustive’ approach: ‘once Alpers has worked out the code Mansfield used in her 

journals to indicate her periods, she is allowed no outburst of temper or fit of depression without a reference 

to pre- or post-menstrual tension.   He is so protective of ‘Katherine’, as he always calls her, that he appears to 

be conducting a posthumous affair with her.  Presumably this is the fate of any attractive, mysterious and 

sexually experimental woman at the hands of a gallant male biographer’ (pp. 158, 161). 
11  Emphasis added to script, although it is there in Carter’s voice in the programme. 
12  In this respect her writing prefigures Judith Butler’s theory of gender as performativity (1990 and 

1993), which has since so often been applied to her work (see, for example, Paulina Palmer (1997)).  As 

Christina Britzolakis suggests (1995: 459), ‘the concept of “gender performance” ... has become de rigueur’ 

both within contemporary feminist theory and recent critical engagements with Carter’s work.   As Elaine 

Jordan points out (1994: 190), ‘Butler’s Gender Trouble has had considerable influence in disseminating 

theoretical arguments which deconstruct the opposition between what is “natural” and what is “artificial”, 

which is embedded in our language and ways of thought, but not universal.  These arguments are already 

implicit and explored in Carter’s writing over three decades’. 
13  Note the butterfly as metaphor for self-transformation which Carter found useful for discussing 

Firbank’s artificial persona, as I argue below. 
14  Elaine Jordan (1990: 38) also refers to this quotation from Barthes in relation to Carter’s 

demythologising project in Nights at the Circus.  As observed in my introduction, Carter relates her 

demythologising practice to that of Barthes in Mythologies ‘ideas, images, stories that we tend to take on trust 

without thinking what they really mean’ (Katsavos, 1994: 12). 
15  I quote from the play in performance, in the script the announcer introduces the play as ‘an artificial 

documentary for radio’ (1996: 122). 
16  Where Carter acknowledges her debt to Allderidge in the preface of her play anthology (1985), A 

Self-Made Man was published posthumously and so the biographical sources are less explicit.  The following 

are mentioned in the play text The Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Literature, The Who’s Who and 

Percy Wyndham Lewis’s autobiography, Blasting and Bombardiering (1937). Other possible sources include 
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the memoirs of Osbert Sitwell (1949) and biographies by I. K. Fletcher (1930) (which includes personal 

reminiscences by Lord Berners, V. B. Holland, Augustus John, R. A. and Osbert Sitwell), Miriam Benkovistz 

(1969) and Brigid Brophy (1973). 
17  Undated letter to Glyn Dearman in Mark Bell’s archive. 
18  As noted in chapter 2, Carter made specific notes about the character’s accents.  Augustus John, for 

example, is ‘bluff; upper class’, Siegfried Sassoon, ‘upper class but less offensively so’, even stipulating that 

the ‘upper class characters talk with “Edwardian” accents’ and urging Dearman to ‘listen to Archive records if 

you feel you need guidance’ (Mark Bell, editor of Carter, The Curious Room, has generously given me access 

to this unpublished archive material). 
19  Carter treats Firbank’s little known Catholic conversion and lapse with glee.  The play begins with 

the comic dramatisation of his Protestant funeral and subsequent exhumation and re-burial in ‘more 

appropriately consecrated soil’: ‘even in death, always on the move’ (1996: 121-2).  Firbank’s profanity got 

him into trouble with his American publishers who refused to publish the novel on religious and moral 

grounds, and Carter’s enjoyment of his irreverence clearly relates to her own attitudes towards religion as 

revealed in her controversial television programme, The Holy Family Album, discussed in chapter 8.   
20  As mentioned in chapter 1, it won the Sony Award for Best Drama Documentary in 1979 (see Carter, 

1996: 503). 
21  This scene foregrounds radio’s capacity for portraying the fantastic, the alien and the odd; its ability 

to play tricks with temporal and spatial awareness; and to conjure up images in the listener’s imagination: the 

play’s deconstructive mix of biography, drama, documentary, art history and cultural criticism reflecting 

Carter’s faith in the audience’s ability to juggle with multiple strands of sound and meaning.  As argued in 

chapter 1, Guido Almansi, having not heard the play, has less faith in the listener’s imagination: ‘I doubt 

whether a listener, without previous knowledge of Dadd’s paintings and of his unhappy life, would make head 

or tail of these uncanny sounds ... (the other plays are easier to understand)’ (1994: 228). 
22  Almansi’s patronising tone can clearly be heard: ‘come off it, Ms Carter ... I wish it were true, 

because this would mean that this horrible repression belonged to the past, and that the Freudian revolution 

has freed us from it.  Of the whole ideology of the 1960s, to which we are indebted for the welcome irruption 

of irrespectability, the polemics against the Establishment, the new immense freedom of subject matter and 

the healthy scepticism which has been so useful to us in the last decades, the sociological jargon is, on the 

contrary, the most obnoxious and pernicious heritage’ (1994: 228-9). 
23  In ‘Titillation’ she acknowledges ‘all the internal contradictions of “permissiveness”.  After all, who 

is doing the permitting?  Why?  What caused all that repression, anyway?’ (1982d: 152) 
24 Carter had an ambivalent relationship with Shakespeare, she cites A Midsummer Night’s Dream as 

her favourite play, but goes on to add: ‘I’m completely steeped in the raw language and culture of 

Shakespeare.  Miserable, rotten, reactionary bourgeois, old fuddy-duddy that he is.  You know, we were all 
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subsumed to the huge over-arching intellectual glory of Shakespeare, a man who was probably deeply lovable 

but not, I think, terribly clever’ (Evans and Carter, 1992: 29-30).  Carter’s fiction has engaged extensively 

with Shakespeare, namely in Wise Children (1991) in which she subversively celebrates the great Bard, from 

the wrong side of the tracks, in her exploration of the Hollywood screen adaptation of The Dream. 
25  It is worth commenting on the double meaning of “buy” here - as in “believing” or buying into the 

orientalist construction of Egypt via buying souvenirs. 
26  Carter’s take on orientalism here can be linked to her own experience of alienation as ‘the other of 

the other’ in Japan which, she claims, informed the development of her feminist and political consciousness 

(1982d: 28).  Lorna Sage has described this as a ‘new-fangled orientalism’ (1994: 26).  I address this in my 

unpublished conference paper, ‘“The Other of the Other”: Angela Carter’s “New-Fangled Orientalism”’, 

Crofts (1999).  Almansi clearly does not “get” Carter’s ‘new-fangled’ orientalism.   
27  Indeed, Said himself continues to revise and extend his theories.  See, for example, Said (1995), in 

which he  addresses the alleged anti-Westernism of his original thesis in Orientalism (1978).  See also Said 

(1993), Culture and Imperialism, in which he extends and updates his original argument.  
28    This demonstrates Carter’s manipulation of biographical material.  Dadd’s archivist Patricia 

Allderidge, whose book Carter acknowledges as a source, writes ‘Titania herself perpetuates the ultimate 

joke, as she crushes a delicate flower together with its fairy occupant beneath her clumsy foot.  The joke is 

very much at the expense of her diminutive forerunner who nestled in a moonbeam in 1841’ (Allderidge, The 

Late Richard Dadd 1817-1886 (London: Academy Editions, 1974), p.  29).  Here the words of the art 

historian are uttered by the fairy subject of the painting as she compares her depiction in the two paintings. 
29  She offers a similar socio-historical analysis in the novels of Firbank’s exact contemporary, in ‘D. H. 

Lawrence: Scholarship Boy’, arguing that they ‘describe the birth of the upper working, lower middle, 

upwardly-socially-mobile-via-education class as a force to be reckoned with’ (1997: 533).  In the same article, 

Carter suggests ‘there are few other major English novelists this century; and some of them, like Firbank, 

would have regarded both “great” and “English” as mild insults’ (1997: 532).   
30  The chrysalis develops into the butterfly metaphor which Carter uses as a symbol for Firbank’s 

artificial temperament: Firbank later describes himself as ‘Pavlova, chasing butterflies’ whereas Sassoon is 

‘Tolstoy, digging for worms’, in an anecdote which exists in two distinct versions (1996: 139-40).  Carter 

explicitly acknowledges the difficulty of analysing so fragile and mysteriously beautiful a phenomenon as 

Firbank and his self-created persona: ‘how can one dissect a butterfly?’ (1996: 140).  The butterfly motif 

appears again when Firbank quotes from his own novel, The Prancing Nigger, in which Charlie Mouth 

marches into town with nothing to declare except ‘butterflies’ in a knowing allusion to Oscar Wilde (1996 

149).  
31  There is a section entitled ‘Food Fetishes’ in Shaking A Leg (1997), which expands slightly on the 

food section, ‘Tomato Woman’, in Expletives Deleted (1992). 
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32  As Sceats points out, this is a similar project to that in The Sadeian Woman ([1979] 1992b).   
33  As Sage explains, ‘at or around eighteen she had anorexia, though it hadn’t been fully invented; she 

got down to six stone something in a classic attempt to postpone womanhood, or whatever’ (1977: 54).  

Carter’s brother, Hugh Stalker, recounts ‘I came home from holiday once ... and the door was opened by this 

sylph and she had over a very short period decided that she was going to slim, and she did.  I mean most 

drastically.  This caused terrible problems at home because my mother thought she was going to kill herself, 

starve herself to death and there were terrible scenes’ (Evans and Carter, 1992: 12).       
34  As Carter asserts, ‘emaciation, therefore, equals emancipation; another false equation, but one way 

that presents itself to the baffled ego as a method of escaping a physical trap’ (1997: 561).  Carter also stresses 

the relationship between anorexia and rejection of adult sexuality, particularly associated with the onset of 

menarche for adolescent girls.  In The Magic Toyshop, for example, Melanie’s avoidance of Mrs Rundle’s 

bread pudding is indicative of her equivocal attitude towards female sexuality:  ‘Melanie grew to fear bread 

pudding.  She was afraid that if she ate too much of it she would grow fat and nobody would ever love her 

and she would die virgin’; contrasting with her brother Jonathan, who eats ‘like a blind force of nature, 

clearing through mounds of food like a tank’  ([1967] 1981: 3-4).  Although she overlooks Carter’s anorexic 

experience, Sceats does address the ways in which food can be used as a form of subversion in her discussion 

of the power relations of food in The Magic Toyshop (see Sceats, 1997: 103-4, 106-8).     
35  The homophonic play on “one self” and “oneself” has greater impact in performance, again 

illustrating the need for analysis of the recorded plays in tandem with the printed scripts. 
36  Marc O’Day (1994: 56) also recognises the figure of the dandy in Carter’s early fiction, reading 

Honeybuzzard in Shadow Dance (1966a) as ‘the fictional exemplar of the dandy self as work of art’.  As 

noted above, Magrs (1997) discusses the reconstructed male figures, Walser and Uncle Peregrine, in Carter’s 

later fiction.  
37  This title may or may not have been the inspiration for the title of A Self-Made Man. 
38  As O’Day has pointed out, Carter’s early fiction, in particular, reveals an eye for contemporary 

fashion which extends to her cultural criticism and journalism (1994: 24-58).  See ‘Notes for a Theory of 

Sixties Style’, ‘People as Pictures’, ‘The Wound in the Face’, ‘Recession Style’ (1980), all collected in 

Shaking a Leg (1997). 
39  Carter recognises Firbank as a literary influence in interview with John Haffenden (1985): ‘it is to a 

degree true that, as we used to say in the sixties, you are what you eat, because what I had been reading were 

people like Isak Dinesen, Cocteau and Firbank - a certain kind of non-naturalistic writing that was very much 

around but which nobody seemed to be reading.  (Earlier this summer, in fact, I did a radio play about Firbank 

called ‘A Self-Made Man’.)  Firbank has a beautiful precision of language, and he’s also so very funny and 

melancholy; his evocation of landscape is as economical and beautiful as haiku’ (Haffenden, 1985: 80-1). 
40  She adds, ‘I’ve always thought that he was a plucky little bantam weight’ (Haffenden,1985: 80-1). 
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41  Firbank’s position is still on the outskirts of the modernist canon, although his experimentation with 

dialogue arguably prefigures Joyce. 


