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ABSTRACT

The present thesis is a study of the problematic role of

the Muse figure in relation to the Romantic quest for poetic

identity. In general, the Romantic quest is riddled with the

problem of domesticating the wayward Muse, with whom the male

quester-poet never seems to be perfectly at home. This project

of domestication is doomed, however, by the "treacherous"

mutability of the Muse-principle, which turns the Romantic

quest into a discourse of contradiction. To illustrate this,

I will examine the figural patterns of confrontation between

the quester-poet and the female Muse figures in selected works

by Coleridge and Keats, focusing in particular on two major

poems, "Christabel" and "Lamia."

In analyzing the English poems, I will draw from various

elements of Chinese culture and appropriate them to the

purpose of my study. In the context of my cross-cultural

reading, the Romantic Muse is a kindred spirit to the

"Mysterious Female" of the Taoist Way, who clearly represents

the maternal principle of transformation. The "naturalU emblem

of the Way is the rainbow. An analysis of the rainbow in its

various and conflictual forms of signification will help

unravel the Romantic myth of organic harmony. The latant

tension inscribed in the individual work's figural patterns
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reveals, apart from the sexual polemics underlying its

symbolic structure, the ideological struggle within that

elusive centre of contradiction known as the human sUbject.

The conflicting elements which drive the Romantic quester's

unstable ego in diverse directions become manifest in the

literary works symptomatically, in the form of linguistic

discrepancies. The result of all this textual complexity is

not the construction of organic wholeness (as the New critic

would claim), but the unravelling of the Romantic myth of a

unified self in the very process of the quest for self­

identity.
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XNTRODUCT:ION

The world in which we find ourselves has often been

depicted as a dualistic one, split with a whole chain of

binary opposites which are conveniently marshalled under

categories of gender difference. Typical of such gender

differentiation is the traditional Chinese concept of yin and

yang. According to the common definitions of these two words,

yang denotes the "positive"--the male, the sun, and the

principle of life, whereas yin signifies the "negative"-- the

female, the moon, and the principle of death. Such arbitrary

categorization is, of course, no index of any eternal or

irreversible truth; nor does it represent the dialectical

nature of Taoism, one of the earliest sources of yin-yang

symbolism. I In the Taoist classic, Tao Te Ching, Lao Tzu (c.

400 B.C.) describes Tao (the "Way") in terms of "mutual

arising" of being and non-being (II), arguing that the

transformation of opposites into each other is the movement of

the Way (XL). Through constant disruption and reversal of

binary oppositions, the Taoist text exemplifies a discourse of

I As a matter of fact, it is largely due to Confucian
scholars' metaphysical misinterpretations that the yin-yang
polarities were made to represent fixed dichotomies, so that
they could stabilize the hierarchical order of the rUling
patriarchy.
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contr~diction, in which the elements of yin and yang confront

and inter-penetrate each other in a perpetual process of

transformation. 1

The above remarks on Taoism suggest a convergence of

Taoist and materialist dialectics, which regard the ,unity of

opposites as the basic principle of contradiction. According

to materialist dialectics, the law of contradiction, that is,

"the division of a unity into mutually exclusive opposites and

their reciprocal relation" (Lenin 382), resides in the process

of development of all things. The materialist view of the

unity of opposites emphasizes the struggle underlying their

dialectical identity; in this respect, it is explicitly

opposed to all idealist approaches to contradiction, be they

in the form of a Hegelian synthesis or of a Coleridgean

2 This dialectical view of transformation, I would argue,
is the kernel of Taoist philosophy. Take, for example, Lao
Tzu's .explanation of the concept of bsiang sbeng ("mutual
arising"):

When everyone knows beauty as beautiful,
there is already ugliness;
When everyone knows good as goodness,
there is already evil.
"To be" and "not to be" arise mutually;
Difficult and easy are mutually realized;
Long and short are mutually contrasted;
High and low are mutually posited; .••

(Tao Te Ching II. Trans. A.W. Watts)

What the above passage demonstrates is the identity (or unity)
of opposites, which resides not in their selfsameness, but in
their interdependency, interpenetration and, in given
conditions, in their mutual transformation into each other.
For a detailed explication of the dialectical notion of
identity, see Mao's article "on Contradiction."
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"reconciliation of opposites. II Whereas the idealist outlook

aims at a transcendental realm of identity, continuity and

wholeness, the materialist outlook presents a world of

difference, disruption and plurality. Accordingly, materialist

dialectics explain the phenomenal world by analyzing the

inherent contradiction in every form of being, which is the

motive force of change and development.

The real question, therefore, is not how to get around

the symbolic system of dualism, but how to confront the

metaphysical boundaries of binary opposites with the dialectic

of contradiction. In this respect, post-structuralist

criticism poses a serious challenge to the symbolic order

based on binary oppositions. As Terry Eagleton points out, "by

a certain way of operating upon texts-- whether 'literary' or

'philosophical'--we may begin to unravel these oppositions a

little, demonstrate how one term of an antithesis secretly

inheres within the other" (133).

Having outlined the theoretical bearings of my thesis, I

should introduce its main SUbject, which deals with

contradiction in the quest romance. The focus of my stUdy is

the problematic figure of the Romantic Muse, who, in various

guises, both embodies and endangers the Romantic ideal of

self-identity. Contrary to all idealistic conceptions of women

by the Romantics, the female Muse figures often reveal some

disturbing power arising from the tabooed region of the male

imagination. In general, the Romantic quest is riddled with
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the problem of domesticating the wayward Muse, with whom the

male quester-poet never seems to be perfectly at home. In my

use of the word, "domestication" refers specifically to a

form/function of masculine power: it implies not only the

housing and taming of something wild and alien, but also the

naming of the Other as private property of the Self. This

project of domestication is doomed, however, by the

"treacherous" working of the Muse-principle, which turns the

Romantic quest into a discourse of contradiction. To

illustrate this, I will examine the figural patterns of

confrontation in selected works by Coleridge and Keats,

focusing in particular on two major poems, Christabel and

Lamia.

In analyzing the English poems, I will draw freely from

elements of Chinese culture and appropriate them to the

purpose of my study. As I hope to make clear from the outset,

the primary interest of my approach lies in the possibilities

of meaning produced by inter-textual, cross-cultural reading

of given texts, not in the "correctness" of interpretation.

The meanings thus produced may have little to do with the

author's intentions, nor do they "naturally" stem from the

"text in itself." As a matter of fact, post-structuralist

critics, like Terry Eagleton and Tony Bennett for instance,

have challenged the illusory notion which privileges the "text



5

in itself" as "the issuing source of meaning. ,,3 As Eagleton

rightly points out, "What constrains interpretation ••• is not

text but context" ("The 'Text in Itself'" 117). By "context"

Eagleton means not merely the historical circumstances under

which the literary work was originally written, but "the whole

set of discourses, systems and practices" which give rise to

divergent and conflictual interpretations of the same text

(117). For Tony Bennett, "the text does not occupy a position

but is always and forever installed in a field of struggle,

mobilised, placed, positioned, articulated with other texts in

different ways within different critical practices

which ••• themselves play into and register effects within

neighboring areas of ideological struggle" ("Text and History"

229). From a clearly reader-oriented point of view, Bennett

calls for a radical programme of reading, arguing that the aim

of literary criticism is "not a question of what texts mean

but of what they might be made to mean politically" (229).

Explicating Derrida's theory of deconstruction, Bennett

writes:

The very structure of the written text is such that
it carries with it a force that breaks with its
context; and, indeed, with each of the contexts in
which it may be successively inscribed during the
course of its history. It cannot be limited by or
to the context of the originating moment of its
production, anchored in the intentionality of its
author ••. (227)

3 For an illuminating discussion of this issue, see liThe
'Text in Itself': a Symposium," Southern Review 17.2 (1984):
115-146.
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The post-structuralist view of the dynamic mutability of

language helps to explain, from a linguistic perspective, the

inherent contradiction between the quester-poet's possessive

desire and the unmasterable potentiality of the Muse­

principle, which is usually embodied by enigmatic female

figures in Romantic poetry. The gendering of a linguistic

property into a feminine object/obstacle of desire indicates

that what we are dealing with is not a pure issue of language.

In examining the construction of the Muse figure and the

function of that gendered signifier, we must come to terms

with the ideological contradictions under.lying the Romantic

discourse of desire.

In the context of my comparative approach, the Romantic

Muse is a kindred spirit to the "Mysterious Female" of the

Taoist Way, who clearly represents the maternal principle of

transformation. In Tao Te Ching, Lao Tzu refers to the Way as

"the Mother of the myriad creatures" (I) and compares it to an

immortal spirit called Hsuan P'in (VI). The word Hsuan denotes

"dark, deep and mysterious"; P'in originally means the female

sexual organ, and stands in general for the female. Thus the

"Waylt is conceived as a creative Itvoidlt (Le. wu) from which

the myriad creatures issue forth:

The spirit of the valley never dies.
This is called the Mysterious Female;4
The gateway of the Mysterious Female
Is called the root of heaven and'".arth.

4 Literally Hsuan P'in, or "the uncanny womb."
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Dimly visible, it seems as if it were there,
Yet use will never drain it.

(Tao Te ching VI)

For all the maternal attributes described above, the

fundamental nature of the Taoist Way is androgynous, wherein

lies the seed of contradiction. In Tao Te Ching, the Way is

described as "confusedly formed" (XXV), containing within

itself the elements of both yin ancl yang. The "natural" emblem

of the Way is the rainbow. In keeping with the Taoist

conception of hsiang sheng ("mutual arising"), ancient Chinese

believed that the rainbow was born of a confrontation between

yin and yang. Translated into Romantic terms, the Chinese

.rainbow could easily be misread as signifying, metaphorically,

a reconciliation of opposites into a visionary·whole.' As the

title of my thesis suggests, however, the purpose of this

study is not to celebrate the Romantic ideal in its own terms;

, In The Two Hands of God, Alan W. Watts associates the
embleTJatic rainbow (or "Light-flower") with the Taoist idea of
wu ("void"). As Watts explains, "The rainbow is 'void' because
it has no independent existence of its own,1I but is an effect
of "a certain relationship of sun, moisture in the atmosphere,
and observer II (70). For Watts, the "rainbow-world" presented
by Taoist philosophy epitomizes a transcendental state of
oneness-- lIa transparent void ll as Watts calls it--in which the
perceiving mind and the universe perceived become fused into
one harmonious whole (69). This essentially "romantic" reading
of the rainbow is put in question, however, by the classical
Chinese texts which spell out the significance of the rainbow
in terms of a confrontation between yin and yang. For, instead
of representing the ideal of oneness, the yin-yang SYmbolism
inscribed in the Chinese rainbow often reveals the ideological
contradiction underlying the sYmbolic code of representation
in the Chinese texts. I shall return to this point in the next
chapter, when I examine the gender-specific nature of the
Chinese rainbow.
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rather, it is to illustrate the inherent contradictions of the

Romantic ideology. An analysis of the rainbow in its various

and conflictual forms of signification will help unravel the

Romantic myth of organic harmony. Analogous to the Chinese

rainbow, its Romantic counterpart is also born of a

dialectical unity of opposites, by which I mean the

contradiction between the male imagination and the female

Muse-principle. 5 To unweave the rainbow, then, is to show the

moments of frustration when Apollo's bow is broken from inner

strain, or when Adam awakens from his dream and finds it

false. The latent tension inscribed in the individual work's

fiqural patterns reveals, apart from the sexual polemics

underlying its symbolic structure, the ideological struggle

within that elusive centre of contradiction known as the human

SUbject. The conflicting elements which drive the Romantic

quester's unstable ego in diverse directions become manifest

in the literary works symptomatically, in the form of

linguistic discrepancies, or what a New critic would call

irony, ambiguity and paradox. The result of all this textual

complexity is not, however, the construe tion of organic

wholeness (as the New Critic would claim), but the unravelling

6 The masculine aspect of Romantic imagination has been
variously described by the Romantics themselves. Blake calls
the imagination "the Real Man"; Coleridge relates it to the
god-like creativity of lithe Infinite I AMIt; Keats compares the
imagination to "Adam's dream." On the other hand, the Romantic
Muse-principle is represented by the mysterious female in
different guises. (cf. Keats's "demon Poesy, II Shelley's "witch
Poesy, "etc. )


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































