ANTONIA S. BYATT, from: Possession, a romance (1990)

‘Do you know anything about a Miss LaMotte who wrote children’s stories and religious poetry in the 1850s or thereabouts?’

Fergus laughed rather a long time at this, and said tersely, 

‘I should’

‘Who was she?’

‘Christabel LaMotte. Daughter of Isidore, the mythographer. Last things. Tales Told in November. An epic called The Fairy Melusina. Very bizarre. Do you know about Melusina? She was a fairy who married a mortal to gain a soul, and made a pact that he would never spy on her on Saturdays, and for years he never did, and they had six sons, all with strange defects – odd ears, giant tusks, a catshead growing out of one cheek, three eyes, that sort of thing. One was called Geoffroy à la Grande Dent and one was called Horrible. She built castles, real ones that still exist, in Poitou. And in the end, of course, he looked through the keyhole – or made one in her steel door with his sword-point according to one version – and there she was in a great marble bath disporting herself. And from the waist down she was a fish or a serpent, Rabelais says an ‘andouille’, a kind of huge sausage, the symbolism is obvious, and she beat the water with her muscular tail. (…) And then she reproached him and turned into a dragon, and flew away round the battlements making a horrible noise and battering the stones. Oh, and before that she gave him strict injunctions to be sure to kill Horrible or he would destroy them all, which was duly done. And she comes back to the Counts of Lusignan to foretell deaths – she is a kind of Dame Blanche, or Fata Bianca. There are all sorts of symbolic and mythological and psychoanalytic interpretations, you can imagine. Christabel LaMotte wrote this very long and very convoluted poem about Melusina’s story in the 1860s and it was published at the beginning of the 1870s. It’s an odd affair – tragedy and romance and symbolism rampant all over it, a kind of dream-world full of strange beasts and hidden meanings and a really weird sexuality or sensuality. The feminists are crazy about it. They say it expresses women’s impotent desire. It wasn’t much read until they rediscovered it – Virginia Woolf knew it, she adduced it as an image of the essential androgyny of the creative mind – but the new feminists see Melusina in her bath as a symbol of self-sufficient female sexuality needing no poor males. I like it, it’s disturbing. It keeps changing focus. From very precise description of the scaly tail to cosmic battles.’

‘That’s very useful. I’ll look it up.’

‘Why do you want to know?’

‘I came across a reference in Randolph Ash. There’s a reference to almost everything in Randolph Ash, sooner or later. Why did I make you laugh?’

‘I became an involuntary expert on Christabel LaMotte. There are two people in the world who know all that is known about Christabel LaMotte. One is Professor Leonora Stern, in Tallahassee. And the other is Dr Maud Bailey in Lincoln University. I met them both at that Paris conference on sexuality and textuality I went to. If you remember. I don’t think they like men. Nevertheless I had a brief affair with the redoubtable Maud. In Paris and then here.’

He stopped and frowned to himself. He opened his mouth to say more and then closed it again. He said after a time,

‘She – Maud – runs a Women’s Resource Centre in Lincoln. They’ve got quite a lot of Christabel’s unpublished papers there. If you want anything out of the way, there’s where to look.’

‘I might. Thanks. What is she like? Will she eat me?’

‘She thicks men’s blood with cold,’ said Fergus with a lot of undecodable feeling.  

