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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the portrayal of autonomous girlhood in five young-adult 

(YA) novels that appropriate Shakespearean plots for twenty-first-century girl audiences: Caryl 

Cude Mullin’s Rough Magic (2009), Lisa Klein’s Lady Macbeth’s Daughter and Ophelia (2009 

and 2008), Lisa Fiedler’s Romeo’s Ex: Rosaline’s Story (2006), and Mirjam Pressler’s Shylock’s 

Daughter (2001). It postulates that these novels are the postfeminist extension of a much earlier 

subgeneric trend—that of mass-produced, affordable Victorian-era didactic Shakespeares, the 

central purpose of which is to use Shakespeare’s cultural capital in order to transmit messages 

regarding the nature of appropriate girlhood. This dissertation argues that that some analogously 

available and affordable YA novel adaptations of the twenty-first century, despite being 

postcolonial and postfeminist and therefore reacting against the squeaky-clean, traditional norms 

of their predecessors, put forward gender roles that are just as restrictive. Each chapter will cover 

one of Shakespeare's plays, a corresponding YA novel adaptation, and a related issue in 

contemporary American girl culture and/or feminist theory. The ultimate goals of such a 

transhistorical analysis are first: to determine what type(s) of girlhood the novels put forth as 

valid and why, and second: to evaluate the novels’ brand(s) of didacticism in terms of what it 

offers to its target audience of adolescent girls. Overall, this dissertation argues that successful 

YA Shakespeares for girls should exhibit nuanced characterization and developed female 

community, ideally one that results in intergenerational feminisms. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

GIRLHOOD AND AUTONOMY IN YA SHAKESPEARES:   

AN INTRODUCTION 

 
The tradition of using shorter, bowdlerized versions of Shakespearean plots as didactic 

tools is a long one,1 but one that does not reach its apex until the nineteenth century. Katherine 

Prince details how widely available, affordable children's periodicals used Shakespearean 

characters to construct rigidly gendered identities in this period: identities that encouraged 

“embracing adventure, exploration, and conquest for boys [and] self-sacrificing daughterhood—

and eventually motherhood—for girls” (Prince 37). This dissertation postulates that some 

analogously available and affordable young-adult (YA) novel adaptations of the twenty-first 

century, despite being postcolonial and postfeminist and therefore reacting against the squeaky-

clean, traditional norms of their predecessors, put forward gender roles that are just as restrictive. 

Each chapter will cover one of Shakespeare's plays, a corresponding YA novel adaptation, and a 

related issue in contemporary American girl culture and/or feminist theory. The popular nature of 

the texts I will examine as well as the political importance of issues related to girl culture has led 

me to choose a writing style for this project that, while academically influenced, is hopefully also 

accessible to non-academics. Before I begin discussing the novels themselves, however, I must 

briefly explain not only the history of children's Shakespeares, but the important connections of 

such a history with both nineteenth-century gender norms and the ways in which gender, genre, 

and privilege intersect. This intersection is present in the creation of a product largely made by 

and for women that, while critically and socially undervalued, nevertheless remains a powerful 

force in gender construction. 

                                                
1 There are even truncated Shakespeares for specialized audiences roughly contemporary with Shakespeare 

himself. For examples of these directed to both women and children, see Women Reading Shakespeare 1660-

1900, eds. Thompson and Roberts. 
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 The verb “bowdlerize,” defined by the OED as “to expurgate (a book or writing) by 

omitting or modifying words or passages considered indelicate or offensive; to castrate,” had its 

first recorded usage in 1836 and is taken from the surname of siblings Henrietta (also called 

Harriet) and Thomas Bowdler. The pair is best known for The Family Shakespeare, originally 

published in four volumes in 1807. While original editions bore only Thomas' name on their title 

pages, subsequent research proves that Henrietta not only co-wrote large portions of the text, but 

edited it in its entirety as well (Richmond 16). Though this fact may seem unrelated to the 

definitions of the term given above, the following quote from Thomas Bowdler's introduction to 

the second edition clarifies the relationship between the two:  “I acknowledge Shakespeare to be 

the world's greatest dramatic poet, but regret that no parent could place the uncorrected book in 

the hands of his daughter, and therefore I have prepared the Family Shakespeare” (1).  

 Though the book's title suggests a need to make Shakespeare's works more appropriate 

for the entire family, Thomas' introduction belies that suggestion with a specific reference to 

daughters where no corresponding one to sons exists.2 In order to introduce young women and 

girls to “the world's greatest dramatic poet,” they must be protected from the profane nature of 

certain parts of his original texts. The second definition of the verb “bowdlerize”--to castrate--

genders this profaneness in an interesting way. To associate socially acceptable or sanitized 

language with castration is to equate the dirty or inappropriate with the masculine and, 

correspondingly, the clean and virtuous with the feminine. Furthermore, not only are daughters 

the only children in need of protection in Thomas' statement, but fathers are the only parents 

                                                
2 The full title of the second edition (The Family Shakespeare: In Ten Volumes; in which Nothing is Added to 

the Original Text; But Those Words and Expressions are Omitted which Cannot with Propriety be Read Aloud in a 

Family) further proves the ingrained sexism behind the text's composition by emphasizing expurgation of improper 

text while still omitting its ultimate goal of instructing daughters. While the fact that masculine pronoun subsumed 

and included related women in the period perhaps explains this sexist language, it does not excuse it. 
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capable of providing such protection (“no parent could place the uncorrected book in the hands 

of his daughter”--emphasis mine). This notion of masculine protection of feminine virtue could 

also justify the initial public denial of Henrietta's involvement in the publishing process, and 

were The Family Shakespeare the only text of its kind, that conclusion would be an acceptable 

one to make. Instead, the Bowdler siblings begin a tradition not just of instructional 

Shakespeares, but also of a niche market for female author/publishers, which complicates the 

connection between gender and publishing considerably. 

 Around the same time the Bowdlers were writing and publishing The Family 

Shakespeare, another pair of siblings, Charles and Mary Lamb, published their coauthored Tales 

from Shakespeare, an illustrated children's volume that adapts twenty-one plays into short, 

didactic tales with easily digestible morals. Mary wrote fourteen of these tales, while Charles 

was only responsible for seven (Richmond 71). Years later, Anna Jameson, a friend of the 

Lambs, wrote The Characteristics of Shakespeare's Women: Moral, Poetical, and Historical in 

1837, for which she received sole authorial credit. Jameson added to the female exemplary 

tradition, writing something akin to hagiographies for seventeen of Shakespeare's female 

characters. Jameson organized the women she discusses into four categories: Characters of 

Intellect, Characters of Passion and Imagination, Characters of the Affections, and Historical 

Characters, with each category of woman possessing different qualities worthy of emulation. 

Such broad categories erase the singular women themselves (and indeed, a quarter of them were 

real women, themselves lumped together under the label “historical,” which pays no attention to 

the variation of times and places in which they lived), instead reducing them to didactic types 

devoid of any significant individuality. While some twentieth-and twenty-first-century feminist 

critics agree that, in both organization and content, Jameson's book contributes to a somewhat 
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bardolatrous tradition of viewing Shakespearean women as iconographic of ideal womanhood,3 

others like Diane Dreher and Sharon Hamilton wrote books on Shakespeare's women using 

similarly reductive categories well into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.4 While I 

understand that such a structure may make it easier to cover more characters without losing the 

focus required of an academic book, I believe that the choice to organize a book--particularly one 

about characters generally considered to be secondary ones--in this way ultimately undermines 

such books' goals to engage more deeply with characters that heretofore have been ignored in 

some way. 

 After her efforts were widely published, Jameson encouraged acquaintance Mary 

Cowden Clarke to engage in Shakespeare studies. Clarke published The Girlhood of 

Shakespeare's Heroines in Fifteen Tales in 1852, and then went on to write an introduction to a 

special Shakespeare-themed issue of the popular children's periodical The Girl's Own Paper in 

1887. The special issue, entitled The Girl's Own Shakespeare, opens with Clarke's “Shakespeare 

as the Girl's Friend,” which characterizes the canonical author's role in the lives of girls as 

follows: 

To the young girl...Shakespeare's vital precepts and models render him essentially 

a helping friend. To her he comes instructively and aidingly; in his pages she may 

find warning, guidance, kindliest monition, and wisest counsel. Through his 

feminine portraits she may see, as in a faithful glass, vivid pictures of what she 

has to evitate,5 or what she has to imitate, in order to become a worthy and 

                                                
3 See Jessica Slights' article on Miranda's reception history for a discussion of the ways Jameson should and 

should not be copied by current feminist critics (“ Rape and the Romanticization of Shakespeare's Miranda.” SEL 

41.2 [Spring 2001].357-79). 
4 Dreher's Domination and Defiance and Hamilton's Shakespeare's Daughters were published in 1986 and 2003, 

respectively. 
5 This is not a misspelling, but is a rare word meaning “to avoid,” which seems to have gone out of common usage 

over 100 years before Clarke uses it in the quote above (OED). 
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admirable woman. Her sex is set before her, limned with utmost fidelity, painted 

in genuinest colors, for her to study and copy from or vary from, in accordance 

with what she feels or learns to be supremest harmonious effect in self 

amelioration of character. (Thompson and Roberts 562) 

The use of the word “essentially” in the first line of this passage suggests that for young 

girls, the deepest, most natural use of Shakespearean drama is not for entertainment or social 

commentary, but as a “helping friend” who serves a varied didactic function. I say that that 

function is varied because the advice described seems to come from both positive (“guidance” 

and wisest council”) and negative examples (“warning” and “kindliest monition”). The variance 

of tone lessens considerably when the division of power within the passage is examined, 

however. The repeated use of superlative adjectives (“kindliest,” “wisest,” “utmost,” 

“genuinest,” etc.)  paints Shakespeare as the pinnacle of wisdom from which the girl in question 

has everything to learn. Furthermore, the small amount of autonomy she possesses during this 

molding of self (“to study and copy from or vary from in accordance with what she feels or 

learns”) is immediately undermined within the space of one sentence whose ultimate goal is “self 

amelioration of character,” suggesting that the young girl's essential self is somehow bad or 

wrong and needs to be ameliorated in favor of a more acceptable femininity, a femininity best 

not only described, but created, by a man. 

While the Bowdlers, the Lambs, and Jameson all worked to begin and popularize 

sanitized, instructional Shakespeares for a larger female audience, it is Clarke who really created 

the link between Victorian publications and twenty-first-century YA novels that I aim to explore. 

This is true for two main reasons. By publishing not only a full book like the authors previously 

mentioned, but also selections in a popular children's periodical, Clarke produced work that was 
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both widely available and affordable to her young target audience, arguably more so than book-

length projects, which were more likely to be family-owned and purchased for the group rather 

than the individual (Prince 38). In addition to affirming her readers' autonomy in such a market-

based way, Clarke also recognized readerly perspective in The Girlhood of Shakespeare's 

Heroines in Fifteen Tales by focusing in on some of Shakespeare's young female characters and 

developing them in a way that the plays do not, creating backstories, elaborating on internal 

motivations, and generally justifying how the young women in the plays came to be the way they 

appear there. By creating fuller young female characters with rich interior lives, Clarke likely 

appealed to readers who sometimes viewed themselves as marginalized or underestimated, who 

were then able to see their own potential for growth in that of the characters that they read. 

While Clarke's tales do work to flesh out the girl characters about whom she writes, that 

development suffers somewhat due to its strict adherence to period gender norms. For example, 

in “Ophelia, Rose of Elsinore,” Clarke uses Ophelia's association with flowers, which help her 

transgress socially prescribed femininity in Hamlet 4.5, to inscribe an even more stringent norm 

of femininity. In the tale, Ophelia is primarily raised by her nursemaid Jutha, as her mother is 

accompanying Polonius while he travels on the King's business. One day, when Jutha and 

Ophelia are walking in the forest, they meet Lord Eric, with whom Jutha eventually falls in love. 

Upon meeting them, he addresses the two young women as follows: 

 'Truly, thou seem'st an opening rose, Jutha, and yonder quiet little thing a close-furled 

bud, that promises to be just such another flower of beauty as thyself. In good faith, I may 

thank my lady Fortune, who brought me wearied from the chase to cast myself down in 

an enchanted wood, that I might dream a waking dream such as this.' (Clarke 57)  
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Here, all women are flowers, with all the connotations such a metaphor suggests: beauty, 

delicacy, and temporality.  The use of flowers in this passage is also noticeably vaginal. While 

Jutha is already showing signs of sexual maturation (she is “an opening rose”) and Ophelia is not 

yet (she is at present a “close-furled bud”), Eric's assertion that “[Ophelia] promises to be just 

such another flower of beauty as [Jutha]” not only suggests that progression in the feminine 

model he sets up is natural and inevitable, but also seems to say that objectification of women by 

men is just as inevitable, as he is able to apply his vaginal/floral innuendo to a child without 

objection from anyone present. 

 A later passage both repeats the use of strongly gendered horticultural metaphors and 

adheres to the prescriptive gender roles Katherine Prince says are common in children's literature 

of the period:  

Time went on. Laertes, now a tall stripling, was sent to Paris --then famous as a 

seat of learning. Ophelia grew into delicate girlhood. Ever quiet, ever diffident, 

but serene and happy. A tranquil-spirited maiden, unexacting, even-tempered, 

affectionate; one of those upon whom the eyes and hearts of all near, dwell with a 

feeling of repose. (Clarke 60)  

In this passage, Laertes is a “stripling,” a word that meant both “young man” and “small tree” in 

the seventeenth century (OED). Unlike the delicate, easily wilting flower whose beauty exists to 

bloom and be plucked, trees have root systems that make them hardier. Additionally, trees are 

phallic just as flowers are yannic. While he is given autonomy and agency through his leaving 

home to seek an education, her worth comes from her passivity—she is “tranquil-spirited,” 

“unexacting,” and “even-tempered”--and the fact that people around her like her--”the eyes and 

hearts of all near dwell[ed] with a feeling of repose” (63).  Though one could argue that Ophelia 
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has agency here due to her recognition at court, since that agency is derived both from inaction 

and in association with others, it is a conditional agency unaccompanied by autonomy. Indeed, 

none of the story's women possess autonomy, particularly after they have experienced 

heteronormative romance. Once Eric spurns her, Jutha commits suicide, as does Aoudra, a friend 

of Ophelia's from court who tries to engage in a relationship with Osric but is eventually deemed 

of inappropriate station. Once plucked or in a position to be plucked, these flowers wilt quickly, 

and an informed reader of Clarke's text can easily see Ophelia's place in this pattern.  

While this Ophelia does not find freedom and the power of transgression through 

madness, as I will argue Hamlet's Ophelia does, Clarke's tale is not wholly regressive in its 

gender politics when compared to Shakespeare's play, particularly where Polonius is concerned.  

Since Clarke's Ophelia is locked into a period-appropriate, restrictive femininity, one would 

expect her Polonius to read like a fictional Thomas Bowdler, protecting his fragile daughter from 

the terrifying world. Refreshingly, this is not the case. Like Shakespeare's Polonius, Clarke's 

likes nothing more than to hear himself talk, as proven by a scene in which he tells Laertes and 

Ophelia that he knows they have obeyed his warnings not to enter a particular room because a 

hair he has fastened across the door frame remains unbroken (64). His children respond that he 

gave them no such order and that, as such, they have entered the room many times, but Polonius 

says they must be lying; the hair remains intact. This passage goes beyond the hypocritical 

buffoonery of his advice to Laertes in 2.1 of Hamlet by depicting Polonius as not only not 

trusting his children, as the aforementioned scene of the play does, but also by showing him as 

power-hungry (he invents rules of which they have never been informed in an attempt to further 

his control over them) and completely illogical (he actually trusts the hair trick).  
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By placing a patriarchal depiction of Ophelia next to an anti-patriarchal one of Polonius, 

Clarke simultaneously affirms and questions Ophelia's social position in Shakespeare's play, 

depending on the character's placement within a patriarchal society just as she pushes against the 

validity of that society's governing ideology. Through this double focus, Clarke affirms theorist 

Linda Hutcheon's prescription that all good appropriations of existing texts are “palimpsestous 

(2)”--6that is, they inhabit their own space in which nothing has been written, functioning as 

independent texts, while simultaneously drawing from the text they are appropriating, causing 

their readers to read them two ways at once. In writing palimpsestuous texts that are affordable 

and widely available with an ultimate goal of using canonical texts to help girls find their place 

in the world, Clarke did in the nineteenth century what YA Shakespeares for girls do in the 

twenty-first. Even Clarke's gender norms are maintained, not in their conservatism, but in their 

rigidity, a fact that at least partly belies the novels' collective assertion that today's girls and 

young women have more choices open to them than those of the sixteenth or seventeenth 

centuries. On the contrary, when examined closely, the novels themselves suggest that the 

number of acceptable choices for young women, while more politically progressive, is no larger. 

I would argue that such a reductive view of gender is harmful regardless of which end of the 

political spectrum on which it falls. 

Among the five novels I will discuss, three loose categories emerge: 1) Novels that center 

on original characters that do not exist in Shakespeare; 2) A novel whose protagonist is a main 

character in Shakespeare; and 3) Novels whose main characters are Shakespeare's, but who have 

minor roles in the plays. The first two novels' protagonists (Rough Magic's Chiara and Lady 

                                                
6 This word is a portmanteau of “palimpsest,” which points to the appropriation's status as an independent text, 

and “incestuous,” which points to its status as a dependent one. Furthermore, while Hutcheon chooses to refer to 

this process as “adaptation,” I prefer to use the word “appropriation” because of that word's acknowledgment of 

the transfer of power inherent in such textual relationships. For more on the significance of this word choice, see 

the introduction to Douglas Lanier's Shakespeare and Modern Popular Culture. 
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Macbeth's Daughter's Albia) are original characters, daughters of mothers who exist in the 

Shakespearean canon. In both cases, these daughters provide the reader with a template against 

which to read their canonical mothers. Chiara, unlike Miranda, rejects court life and arranged 

marriage in favor of taking a leadership role in her own life. Albia, reared by the three wyrd 

sisters to respect the natural magic of the forest, rebels against her courtly mother even as she 

does not know the circumstances of her birth. Interestingly, these daughter/mother divisions 

seem to correspond with a shift in feminist politics. While Miranda and Grelach seem to 

represent opposite poles on a rather reductive continuum of second-wave issues (the trapped 

keeper at home v. the masculinized political manipulator), their daughters seem to represent 

third-wave feminism's “you can do anything!” ethos, eschewing the poles of the aforementioned 

continuum for a space somewhere along its middle.  

As the only Shakespearean main character I will discuss, Ophelia inhabits a category of 

her own. Unlike Chiara and Albia, who seem to exist to show readers what Shakespeare's women 

lack, she offers an alternative perspective on familiar characters and events that, while it does 

criticize certain early modern social norms, also offers alternative realities as positive solutions, 

namely through its depiction of female community. Lastly, Jessica and Rosaline also appear in 

Shakespeare, but neither is considered as important to the plot of which she is a part as is a 

character like Ophelia. In this way, their alternative perspectives on canonical plots differ from 

hers. While all three of the approaches I have mentioned play with the cultural capital associated 

with the Shakespearean canon by spotlighting young women, they do so in slightly divergent 

ways that are worthy of note. 

Caryl Cude Mullin's Rough Magic (2009) tells the story of Chiara, Miranda's daughter, 

who escapes an arranged marriage in a tempest of Prospero's creation. This tempest takes her to 
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the island where her own mother grew up, only it is vastly different now. Prospero's broken staff, 

which had been forcefully taken from the island's life-giving tree, is causing the island to die. 

Chiara must not only repair the staff, she must also find a way to use a different kind of magic 

than the power-hungry “rough magic” of Sycorax and Prospero before her. She eventually 

accomplishes this with the help of Calypso, a long-lost relative of Sycorax. In the process of 

retrieving the stone that will restore the island, which is held in the belly of the Leviathan that 

lives in the island's waters, Chiara undergoes a Jonah-like transformation, though what was 

spiritual for him is physical for her. She emerges from the sea a winged dragon. While the novel 

seems initially to support the empowerment of girls through the establishment of female 

community (the author even dedicates the book to her to young daughters, so this goal is 

suggested para-textually as well as textually), such goals are ultimately undermined both by 

Miranda's lack of agency and by the fact that Chiara's transformation into a dragon is the symbol 

of her liberation. Mullin's answer to the problem of passive, princessy girlhood is to abandon 

girlhood altogether, and this is certainly problematic. This chapter will also explore the current 

popularity of what Princess Culture in the United States--a culture to which I will argue Chiara is 

a direct response.  

Lisa Klein's 2009 novel Lady Macbeth's Daughter introduces the reader to Albia, who, 

due to her father's commanding her mother to “bring forth men children only,” is banished from 

the Scottish palace in which she is born and taken to be murdered, only to be rescued by Geillis, 

one of three wyrd sisters who live in nearby Birnam Wood. The sisters not only protect Albia, 

but like Mullin's Chiara, Klein's Albia struggles with a desire not to repeat her mother's choices.7 

Unlike Chiara, Albia has to deal with the influence not only of her biological mother, but also 

                                                
7 This motivation seems to permeate her entire character, even down to her name. “Albia” is the feminine version 

of “alba,” Latin for “white,” which sets her up as a possible foil for her (literally and figuratively?) permanently 

stained mother. 
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with a series of substitute mother figures in her quest for autonomous agency. This chapter will 

examine Albia's coming of age as typical of the YA genre in two ways: her desire to 

simultaneously emulate and differentiate herself from the women who act as her mothers, and 

the significance of her first menstrual period. That occurrence is central to both the novel and 

Albia's journey of self-discovery, giving Lady Macbeth's Daughter a link to dozens of YA 

novels written in and after the 1970s (Bowles-Reyer). But this link is problematic when 

considered in light of the fact that, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, menses were not 

thought to be the rite of passage into womanhood that they eventually became (Delaney, et. al.; 

Shail and Howie).  

 In Ophelia (Lisa Klein's first novel, published in 2006), the title character fakes her own 

death and, as the sole survivor of the tragedy that causes Fortinbras to remark that Elsinore looks 

less like a palace than a battlefield, fills a diary with the information readers need to understand 

where it all went wrong. Like Chiara and Albia, Ophelia is uncomfortable with court life and 

feels repressed by its restricting gowns and even more restricting attitudes. She finds intellectual 

freedom through a relationship with an old woman who teaches her about the healing properties 

of herbs and flowers, and through a dual-focused education at the hands of Gertrude, who has her 

read both conduct books and romances, saying that courtly ladies should know many different 

arts. Despite her escaping death, she never quite escapes the feeling that the deaths of her family 

and friends are her fault, and suffers immense depression as a result. Klein seeks to provide a 

more empowered reading of the character than those who just see her as passively succumbing to 

madness, and she does that, but I think she ultimately reinforces the troubling broader cultural 

reading of “Ophelia” as code for teen girl dysfunction (Pipher, Shandler). Finally. I will examine 
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the novel’s use of female educational community through Ophelia’s escape to a French convent, 

as well as its ending, in which Ophelia marries Horatio. 

 Lisa Fiedler's Romeo's Ex: Rosaline’s Story (2006) focuses on Rosaline's point of view 

regarding the tragedy that occurs in Verona, portraying it as a result of Romeo and Juliet's 

narcissism and unwillingness to consider how their actions affect those around them.8 This point 

of view switch is the novel's most innovative and progressive move, as it works to undermine the 

notion of Romeo and Juliet as the quintessential, ideal teen love story by painting those 

characters as unsympathetic rather than modeling them as than as everyteens.9 I will explore 

what this association says about how teen culture should be popularly represented. In a similar 

vein, I will also explore what the novel has to do to Juliet to make Rosaline its protagonist. The 

two girls are marked as different levels of cool and socially hierarchized accordingly, but, Roz 

and Jules (as they refer to one another) remain best friends, and do not grow apart because of 

shared affections for Romeo. This choice responds to and complicates several recent studies of 

high-school-age “mean girl” culture (Wiseman, Simmons), which focus on how female 

adolescent aggression both questions and reinforces social norms of femininity. Lastly, though 

the book's focus on Rosaline does serve to marginalize Juliet (and by association, Romeo), 

Rosaline eventually falls in love with Benvolio, thereby creating a duplicate pair of star-crossed 

lovers that, though they escape the tragic end of the pair they are meant to mirror, and though 

Rosaline clearly possesses a hefty does of twenty-first-century girl power, do not, ultimately, do 

much to transgress patriarchal romantic tropes. 

                                                
8 It is perhaps worth noting that Romeo's Ex is not Fiedler's only attempt at a YA revision of Shakespearean 

girlhood. She is also the author of Dating Hamlet: Ophelia's Story (Holt, Henry & Co., 2002). Interestingly, both 

novels' titles approach their protagonists first as members of romantic couples rather than as individuals. 
9 Most cultural critics agree that Romeo and Juliet accrues this association primarily from film appropriations like 

West Side Story (dir. Robert Wise, 1961), the 1968 Franco Zeffirelli film, and the 1998 Baz Luhrmann film. 
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 Mirjam Pressler's Shylock's Daughter (2001) works to tell of the events of The Merchant 

of Venice through Jessica's eyes, focusing primarily on her journey to marriage and her resulting 

religious conversion. Though not much of the already small amount of scholarly critical work 

concerning Shakespeare’s Jessica focuses on her intersectional identity as a Jewish girl, this 

complexity is the core of Pressler’s novel. Through an exploration of how intersectional power 

shapes the lives of her characters, she introduces her adolescent target audience to a nuanced and 

intellectually mature view of how worldviews shape life choices. There is no shortage of 

didacticism here, but its nature is far from that of the Bowdlers and the Lambs. 

The conclusion of this dissertation aims to contextualize the visions of girlhood in the 

five novels I discuss in several ways. First, it will explore a few commonalities shared across 

multiple novels examined herein, namely the existence of sexual assault as a method of social 

control of young women and the use of cross-dressing as freedom from repressive gender norms. 

Second, it will engage in answering questions of audience, primarily by discussing recent online 

debates over the appropriateness of adults reading YA fiction. Third and finally, it will return to 

the nineteen-century link established in this introduction and determine just how far the subgenre 

has come in the intervening centuries, as well as ponder what such a distance (or lack thereof?) 

means. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

“ALL CHILDREN DESERVE TO BE SAVED”: GIRLHOOD AND 

AUTONOMY IN ROUGH MAGIC 

2.1 Beyond Father-Texts and Mother Figures: Centering Marginalized Voices 

In an examination of 'tween Shakespeares on television, Richard Burt states that his goal 

is “to suggest what gets repressed in the name of political readings, or readings of Shakespeare 

that call themselves political” (219). Such a goal acknowledges the amount of cultural capital 

present in Shakespearean adaptation, as well as the fact that to take on certain political goals with 

a work of art necessitates the forsaking of other points of view. In applying such a paradigm to 

Caryl Cude Mullin's 2009 YA novel Rough Magic, I feel that the novel fails at its mission to 

depict empowered girlhood, not only because it does so at the expense of its mothers, but 

because its marketing seems to belie those implicit goals. 

  Like Mary Cowden Clarke before her, Mullin seeks to shed light on the experiences of 

one of Shakespeare's female characters, both by reframing a play's events from an alternate point 

of view and by extending that play's timeline. Where Clarke fleshes out Shakespearean girls by 

showing readers what could have happened to them before the action of the play, thereby 

creating a richer interior life for the girls she examines, Mullin writes a sequel to The Tempest 

whose protagonist is the daughter of the play's most prominent female character. This forward-

projecting chronology, while seeming to prove the progress of the current generation by 

presenting a dichotomy of constrained mother and liberated daughter, actually works to illustrate 

the limitations of such socially pervasive polarized femininities. This approach ultimately 

shortchanges both mothers and daughters in the process through its equally reductive views of 

them. 
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 This female dichotomy is supported by a larger, farther-reaching one: that of a source text 

with restrained, patriarchal academic associations and an appropriation marked by playfulness 

and (supposedly) socially progressive ideologies. Rough Magic's first goal appears to be 

acknowledgment of the cultural primacy of its Shakespearean source—Its title page proclaims 

that it is “A Tempest Tale” and  shows that it is published by Second Story Press.10  Both of 

these phrases situate the novel as an appropriation, and the fact that they appear on its title page 

seems to prioritize this label for the novel above all others. Though they do acknowledge the 

source material, these phrases also work to undermine it: This is not The Tempest, but a closely 

associated tale; there is a second, lesser-known story to be told. The novel then appropriates the 

action of The Tempest by showing what happens both before and after Shakespeare's play in such 

a way that privileges voices that that text marginalizes, namely those of Sycorax and Caliban. 

Indeed, the bulk of the play's action is summarized in the following four sentences from the 

novel: 

During that time Prospero worked on his revenge. By sunset that day he was 

reinstated as the Duke of Milan. A royal engagement between Ferdinand and 

Miranda was officially witnessed in the hut Caliban had built. Before abandoning 

the island Prospero broke his staff and drowned his spellbook in the sea. (78) 

The characters discussed here (Prospero and Miranda) occupy a very small portion of the novel, 

and are replaced by Sycorax, Caliban, and Chiara (Miranda's daughter), all of who serve as 

                                                
10 Second Story operates out of Toronto and has been publishing “feminist-inspired books for adults and young 

readers” since 1988 (“About Us”). Its name suggests a desire to put forth often-marginalized viewpoints, while 

the company's describing itself as “feminist-inspired” rather than simply “feminist” may point to a reluctance to 

market a product under such a culturally loaded label, especially to young, easily influenced readers. Given that I 

have found a similarly indirect, muddled message about female empowerment in the novel itself, this 

nomenclature seems significant. 
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protagonists over the course of the novel’s five sections (which are presumably meant to mirror 

the play's five-act structure). 

 The novel's first section, “Materia Prima,” is written in Sycorax's voice, and works to 

centralize previously marginalized female voices11 in several ways. Though the section's title 

acts as a direct reference to the chaos at the beginning of the alchemical process12, it could also 

be an indirect reference to/inversion of Galenic theories of anatomy dominant in the 

Renaissance—primacy of mat(t)er as a reversal of The Tempest's focus on the concerns of the 

formative masculine sphere, like sea voyages and court politics. This notion seems in line with 

the section's focus on Sycorax. Indeed, the novel's first word is “she” (Mullin 3). The primacy of 

the female sphere is established not only immediately, but repeatedly, and offers a direct contrast 

to the play's opening cry of “Boatswain!,” which seems to privilege the masculine need for 

journey and discovery (1.1.1).  Some of young Sycorax's first thoughts regarding her social 

position affirm this switch, albeit heavy-handedly: 

She was only five. No one listened to her. 'What's the use of being a princess 

anyway,' she muttered. One day, they'd obey her. Not like now....If she'd been 

born a boy, things would be different. But she was next to useless as an heir. 'The 

spare,' she'd heard them call her...They'd smile, and sometimes ruffle her hair. She 

was a pretty child, so they indulged her. She could have made a favored plaything 

of herself, but she hated them. Stupid them. (5) 

                                                
11 In addition to centralizing young female experiences within the novel's body, Caryl Cude Mullin further affirms 

the novel's goal of speaking to that specific audience by dedicating it to her two young daughters. She even uses 

the novel's language in this dedication, applauding them for bringing “gentle magic” to her life (Mullin 1). 
12 Both Prospero and Chiara are fascinated by alchemy in the novel, and the practice serves as a metaphor 

throughout. It is (next to heredity), the strongest connection between the two characters, and the fact that her 

alchemical knowledge saves Chiara in the novel's climactic conflict is quite significant given the novel's apparent 

desire to distance itself from various male metanarratives. 
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Erica Hateley writes that “children's literature is expected to further a child's understanding of  

both their society, and their place in that society, from two perspectives: 1) their accepted role as 

child; and 2) their projected role as adult” (Hateley 2).This passage connects those two roles for 

Sycorax. Not only does it touch on complex patriarchal norms like primogeniture and the social 

commodity of female beauty in ways that its young audience can easily understand, it also views 

its young protagonist as self-aware (she knows she is thought of as inferior, and she also knows 

how to transcend such a position) and wise (she recognizes the motivations of adults around her), 

which could empower young female readers who identify with the lack of control over one's 

surroundings that often accompanies childhood experience. By establishing such a relationship 

between reader and character very early on, the novel works to lessen its Shakespearean (read: 

academic, distant) associations even as it depends on them. 

 Though the novel's coverage of Sycorax's early life depicts her as a spunky underdog 

who demands the reader's sympathies, she becomes a much more complex character as she ages, 

one with whom it is harder for a young reader to completely identify. She marries Stamos, a man 

fifteen years her senior, who she describes as “a small hollow of calm ground” on “the plain 

ravaged by whirlwinds” that is her struggle to deal with her growing magical powers (Mullin 

10). The two have a daughter, Thalia, before Sycorax feels so trapped by her father's court's 

demands on her power that she kills her husband and abandons her daughter, escaping the 

kingdom with Alonso, who wants her to use her power only when he feels it is appropriate. After 

experiencing sexual relationships with these two very different men Sycorax again seeks 

freedom, more urgently this time because she knows she is pregnant with her second child and 

wishes to hide it from her husband because she does not wish to be tied to him any longer. Her 

secret is discovered, and she is exiled to the island that is the setting for both the bulk of the 
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novel and The Tempest. There, she gives birth to Caliban, who affectionately she calls her “wild 

child,” and who grows to hate magic because of how its promise of power consumes his mother 

(Mullin 35-40). 

 On one hand, Sycorax seems a feminist figure: she cannot feel the independence inside 

the patriarchal sphere of court, be it the court of her birth or Alonso's foreign one, and she uses 

her magic to free herself from such constraints. On the other hand, she is clearly power-hungry 

and selfish, eschewing not just patriarchal community, but any community at all, and being 

willing to abandon her daughter (also a young woman gifted with magic) within a world that 

oppressed her when she was a child. Her desire for power is clearly evident shortly after her 

arrival on the island, when she meets Ariel for the first time. She “pulls his name from him” and 

says, “You are my servant now,” even as she acknowledges that verbalizing such a thought is 

“unnecessary, but she enjoyed hearing the words come from her mouth” (48). Her power is not 

that gratifying for long, though. A mere two pages later, the novel discusses how Sycorax 

became “poison, stench, plague, and swarm to the island” and that she was “the heart of every 

tempest” because “her power, born of anger and won by hatred, could find no peace in its 

expression” (50).  In these ways, she acts as a proto-Prospero, a fact that Caliban readily 

acknowledges. The reader knows Caliban thinks Prospero has gone too far in his pursuit of 

magical power when the man “reminds him of his mother” (75). Sycorax cannot be a mother and 

a magical person simultaneously in the novel because the latter position's empowerment must 

subsume the former's lack of power. Instead of acknowledging the matrix of oppression 

experienced in one way or another by most women in varying power positions, the novel 

oversimplifies the way power works13. Perhaps such choices are appropriate for the 

                                                
13 Kimberle Crenshaw coins the phrase “matrix of oppression” to describe the indistinguishable forces of combined 

oppressions such as sexism, ageism, ableism and racism in her article “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, 
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comprehension of younger audiences, but the novel's unwillingness to allow neither Sycorax nor 

Miranda to be capable mothers and autonomous women simultaneously suggests a deeper-rooted 

cultural agenda at work, an agenda that requires its audience to accept a priori an insurmountable 

divide between the personal interests and goals of mothers and those of their daughters.    

 In her book Is it Really Mommie Dearest?: daughter-mother narratives in young adult 

fiction (Scarecrow Press, 2000), Hilary Crew notes that YA fiction often simplifies or erases 

mother characters in order to more clearly express a given daughter's agency and independence 

(2). Indeed, since this trend is culturally most closely associated with the fairytale archetype that 

Rough Magic seems to be arguing against, its presence in the novel seems counter to the novel's  

implied goal of empowerment through the establishment of female community. Though I 

understand that YA novelists and publishers place a great deal of importance on their readers' 

ability to identify with the narratives and characters they produce, it seems that it would be more 

valuable in the long term to teach these young readers that the adults in their lives are people, 

too, with complex problems and emotions, and furthermore, that trying to understand and 

commune with someone who has the benefit of life experience could be helpful. Instead, both 

YA in general and the novel specifically opt to separate daughters from mothers (in the case of 

the novel, this separation happens both figuratively through ideology and literally through 

geography), and to work to establish female community with a peer of similar age rather than to 

strive for intergenerational community. 

 Though Sycorax establishes the novel's girl-focus as well as acts as its first mother figure, 

she is not its primary protagonist. That is Chiara, Miranda's daughter, who escapes an arranged 

marriage in a tempest of Prospero's creation. This tempest takes her to the island where her own 

mother grew up, only it is vastly different now. The breaking of Prospero's staff, which had been 

                                                                                                                                                       
Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color ” (1989). 
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forcefully taken from the island's life-giving tree, is causing the island to die. Chiara must not 

only repair the staff, she must also find a way to use a different kind of magic than the power-

hungry “rough magic” of Sycorax and Prospero before her. She eventually accomplishes this 

with the help of Calypso, a long-lost relative of Sycorax. In the process of retrieving the stone 

that will restore the island, which is held in the belly of the Leviathan that lives in the island's 

waters, Chiara undergoes a Jonah-like transformation, though what was spiritual for him is 

physical for her: She emerges from the sea a winged dragon. The novel views this ultimate 

transformation as an autonomous victory for Chiara; she is able to transcend all of the trappings 

of the princessy girlhood she loathes to the point that her very body is altered. I do not agree that 

this transformation is a liberating one and will return to more specific reasons why later in this 

chapter. In the novel, Chiara represents liberation partly because she serves as a reaction against 

her mother, who represents feminine passivity and the ways in which conforming to court life's 

norms can harm women. Therefore, it is important to discuss the shortcomings I see in the 

novel's construction of Miranda before discussing how Chiara is to be read against this 

construction. 

2.2 The Specter of Miranda and Absent Mothers 

In discussing Miranda, Diane Dreher groups her with other daughters in Shakespeare's 

romances, daughters that she says express “redemptive love” toward their fathers and that “serve 

a symbolic, numinous function, more significant for what they represent than as characters in 

their own right” (Dreher 143). While the Miranda of the play's end, who admits to Ferdinand she 

would endure deception for love (5.1.174-7), certainly seems to “stand like [an icon], evoking a 

desire to cherish [her] as an incarnation of the eternal feminine,” I cannot reconcile this depiction 

with the Miranda of the beginning of the play, who does not seem either entirely passive or 
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sacrificial (Dreher144). Indeed, her first statement questions Prospero's power: “If by your art, 

my dearest father, you have / put the wild waters in this roar, allay them” (1.2.1-2). Here, by 

beginning with the conditional “if,” she asks who is in control, which devalues his power by 

pointing out that it is not immediately recognizable as his. Second, she demands in line two, 

albeit politely, that he cease and desist. Third, she goes on to accuse him of abusing his magic, 

saying “ Had I been any god of power, I would / Have sunk the sea within the earth, or e'er / It 

should the good ship so have swallowed and / The fraughting souls within her” (1.2.10-13). She 

not only recognizes that he possesses power that he is using inappropriately, but is also cognizant 

enough of her own relatively disempowered position to know that criticizing him is the easiest 

way for her to express agency over the storm.  This young woman does not sound like an “icon” 

of appropriate femininity. Furthermore, Prospero's first words to Miranda are “Be collected, / No 

more amazement” (1.2.13-14). If she is naturally passive and self-sacrificial, as Dreher suggests, 

why then must he immediately tell her to be quiet, to collect herself, unless that natural self has 

gotten away from her, thereby suggesting its instability?14 

 Nevertheless, many critics of The Tempest seem to respond solely to the passive Miranda 

at the end of the play to which Dreher points, the one who tells Ferdinand that she would call 

“[abuse of power] fair play” (5.1.174), rather than viewing her with the degree of nuance 

required of one who recognizes that a change in her character occurs from the play's beginning to 

its end. A telling example of the prevalence and longevity of this reductive view can be seen the 

debates regarding the attribution of lines 352-63 in 1.2:   

Abhorred slave,  

Which any print of goodness wilt not take,  

                                                
14 It is notable that The Tempest is not the only Shakespearean play to present a female character who goes from 

outspoken to subdued. Desdemona, Lady Macbeth, and Katherine, among others, follow this pattern, which 

creates a character trajectory that reflects dominant period ideas concerning proper female roles. 
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Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,  

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour  

One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage,  

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like  

A thing most brutish, I endow'd thy purposes  

With words that made them known. But thy vile race,  

Though thou didst learn, had that in't which good natures  

Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou  

Deservedly confined into this rock,  

Who hadst deserved more than a prison. 

While the First Folio attributes these lines to Miranda, subsequent editors and scholars think this 

was erroneous, mostly due to the fact that it would be improper for a young woman to chastise 

Caliban so strongly. Theobald remarks that “it would be a great impropriety for her to take the 

discipline out of [Prospero's] hands,” conjecturing that such a change in the script “was first 

derived from the players, who not loving that any character should stand too long silent on the 

stage, to obviate that inconvenience with regard to Miranda, clap'd this speech to her part” 

(Shakespeare and Furness 73). Not only does he hold Miranda to a standard of appropriate 

femininity without noting that she does not fit this standard from the play's outset, his 

justification for why the change in who is given these lines may have occurred is also quite 

patronizing. Theobald implies that the only valid reason to give Miranda these lines is just to 

give her something, anything, to say in that moment. If she is the epitome of passive femininity 

that these critics suggest, wouldn't it make sense for her to remain silent during such a display of 
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masculine power? Additionally, his use of the verb “clap'd” trivializes these powerfully angry 

words when Miranda speaks them—they are just an afterthought, tacked on for no reason. 

 Editors in the Philadelphia Shakespeare Society disagree with Theobald, saying that the 

lines in question consist of “strong language such as would naturally spring from the inborn 

purity of a woman” and that if those lines are given to Prospero, “a most charming picture of 

Miranda's youth will be lost which needs but to be contemplated to be appreciated” (Shakespeare 

and Furness 73). Interestingly, both of these opposing arguments rest on what constitutes 

naturally occurring femininity, though they come up with very different versions of what that is. 

Though the latter seems to offer a rounder vision of Miranda as well as suggest the necessity of 

“comtemplat[ing]” complexities therein, thereby making it a more progressive reading than 

Theobald's, neither of them considers the effects of Miranda's environment or the fact that if 

anyone is below her in the Island's social heirarchy in a way that would allow her to speak to 

them with such anger, it would be Caliban. More recently, feminist critics such as Lorie J. 

Leininger have pointed to such circumstances surrounding Miranda's socialization to justify 

assigning her the lines in question. She argues that Miranda is more willing to exercise power 

over Caliban because of her relative position as Prospero's “foot,” a role he tells her she occupies 

in 1.2.472. Feet follow heads because they cannot operate on their own, thus Miranda follows 

Prospero's lead in her treatment of Caliban, who, as a slave, is lower even than a foot (225-6).  

 Jessica Slights argues “that political criticism of Shakespearean drama has yet to devise a 

solid theoretical basis from which to approach female characters as dynamic participants in the 

fictional worlds of which they are constitutive members” (357). Specifically, she seeks to discuss 

Miranda as “an active agent in the life-world of the play” rather than merely a symbol of 



25 
 

oppression, be it gendered or colonialist in nature (357). In so doing, she aims to rehabilitate the 

reputation of 'character criticism' by claiming that that mode is not guilty of “the twin sins of 

essentialism and ahistoricity,” though it is often depicted as such. Ultimately, she argues “that 

employing character as an analytical category can enable a feminist reading of the play that 

identifies Miranda's agency, and at the same time, insists on her embeddedness in a formative 

social and political community” (359). Slights thinks that an in-depth discussion of the way the 

play treats Caliban's attempted rape of Miranda is central to the development of such a politically 

informed character criticism, concluding that critics who read Caliban's actions as merely an 

attempt to harm Prospero through Miranda are refusing to acknowledge  the matrix of power in 

which she and Caliban are involved, choosing instead to (inaccurately) read her as a wholly 

passive character (Slights 372-4). 

2.3 Rough Magic’s Miranda 

Despite these scholarly developments and its blatant work to spotlight previously 

marginalized female voices, Rough Magic denies Miranda agency in both passages I have just 

discussed. First, it assigns its equivalent of the contentious lines in 1.2 to Prospero, who says “I 

have trained you in speech and raised you from beasthood. Is this [insolence] how you answer 

me?(Mullin 70). Even more curious is the fact that the novel clearly states that it is Miranda, not 

Prospero, who teaches Caliban to speak, after Prospero teaches her: 

The child, a girl-child named Miranda, began to teach him [using Prospero's 

techniques]. She soon lost her fear of him and followed him about, pointing to 

things and laughing when he tried to imitate her speech. He did not like the 

laughing. He stopped saying the words to her. [Prospero] noticed this and spoke to 
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her sharply again. She became kinder, telling him the words and not laughing 

anymore. (Mullin 63) 

This passage establishes that, in the universe of the novel, Miranda taught Caliban speech, 

thereby negating Prospero's later claim that he did. Additionally, the passage seems to echo the 

play's early depiction of Miranda as questioning and slightly disobedient, which complicates my 

reading of the novel as responding only to passive, redemptive Miranda. The play seems to 

justify this change in her character through her relationship to Ferdinand, but the novel does 

nothing of the kind, barely acknowledging Ferdinand's presence and certainly not treating him as 

anything close to a round character, choosing instead to depict him as, at most, a threatening 

presence that happens to be nearby. Chiara literalizes this metaphor when she refers to him as “a 

dark silhouette in the shape of a father” (Mullin 121). 

 The novel also portrays Caliban's attempted rape of Miranda in a way that is particularly 

disturbing given its target audience. After he plays a prank on Prospero and is punished, Caliban 

goes for a walk by the sea where a mermaid named Pisces flirts with him, saying “ I might take 

you Caliban, such a man you've become” (Mullin 72). Caliban remembers that “a great heat 

coursed through him at that moment” (Mullin 72). Immediately following, Miranda approaches, 

initially meaning to give him medicine to treat injuries with which Prospero has punished him. 

He snaps at her, which causes her to change her tune, declaring “You're a brute! That's what 

father says, and he's right” (Mullin 74)! He then “push[es her] to the ground, covering her with 

his own weight” while thinking that “it was the mermaid who had put the thought into his 

head...and that was true, but it was no excuse” (Mullin 74-5). 
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 Though the novel is like the play in treating Caliban's actions against Miranda as a result 

of his anger at Prospero, Caliban's interaction with Pisces adds another dimension to his rape 

attempt that is notable from a feminist perspective, given the novel's goal of empowering young 

women. Pisces and the other mermaids are flat characters, serving only to add conflict when it is 

required, and in this case, to awkwardly insert sexuality where there has heretofore been none. 

Caliban's initial denial of responsibility is disturbing in its own right, but somewhat of a natural 

human response to a stressful situation. Adding “it was no excuse” smacks of moralizing in a 

way that seems to go against the novel's goals because it does not allow the reader to puzzle 

through complex emotions and actions, but rather instructs her on the correct way of thinking 

about the situation, thereby partially undoing its efforts to respect the intelligence and opinions 

of young women. Furthermore, the mermaids are othered racially in addition to being 

hypersexualized when compared with the novel's other women: they have “yellow-green” skin 

that “look[s] sickly” and “emerald” hair that appears “black” when wet (72). By itself, this 

coloration may seem predictable for a sea creature, but when combined with hypersexual 

femininity and juxtaposed with “pale-skinned” protagonist Chiara, whose name is the feminine 

form of the Italian “chiaro,” meaning “bright, clear, or white,” the scapegoating of the mermaids 

seems not only sexist, but possibly racist as well. 

 Insofar as Miranda is a character in her own right and not just in Caliban's memories, she 

is a mouthpiece for Ferdinand's patriarchal agenda for their daughter. She instructs Chiara that as 

a king's daughter she has responsibilities that may not feel age-appropriate, but that she must 

carry them out anyway. Anticipating this discussion with her mother, Chiara, resigned, tells 

Caliban, “My life is not always my own” (100). As Hilary Crew notes, most mother-daughter 

relationships in YA novels tend to be at best contentious and at worst non-existent, most likely in 
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an attempt to establish their young protagonists as laudably self-reliant (Crew 4).
15

 While such a 

choice regarding Chiara and Miranda's relationship makes a certain degree of sense generically, 

it seems to empower the former at the latter's expense, forcing Miranda to become one in the 

series of conspicuously absent, underdeveloped mothers in The Tempest. Indeed, the majority of 

descriptions the novel gives of Miranda equate her motherhood with a femininity that is not only 

associated with the superficial, but also deteriorated due to its age. For example: 

Queen Miranda was still beautiful. Her fair hair had darkened to the shade of late summer 

honey. Her skin was smooth and without blemish. A few faint lines around and between 

her eyes betrayed her age, but they were only visible in bright light. Her eyes themselves 

were blue and kind, though often troubled. 'Sit down, Chiara,' she said. She herself sat in 

her father's old chair. (115) 

The mention of Miranda “still” being beautiful suggests her beauty is unexpected given her age, 

which is perhaps why the novel chooses to present her mostly through physical descriptors, 

thereby emphasizing that her outward appearance is the most remarkable thing about her. The 

other things the passage mentions (her kind but troubled emotional state and her role in Chiara's 

arranged marriage) are diminished in importance by their context. The passage's discussion of 

Miranda's emotions (kindness that is “often troubled”, which promotes passivity as a feminine 

norm) is seen through her eyes—again the abstract is of subordinate importance to the physical. 

Furthermore, though she attempts active parenting while discussing the arranged marriage with 

Chiara, it should be noted both that she does so from “her father's old chair” and that she does 

                                                
15 A more feminist alternative to this separation, Crew notes, would be for YA novelists to explore the power that 

“daughter-mother narratives” could contain were the two women united in purpose: because “adolescent 

daughters and their mothers have [both] been subordinated through the organization of gender relations in 

patriarchal culture...[joining the two] is equivalent to shaking the foundations of the patriarchal order” (5). 
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not try to discourage Ferdinand's plans. When Caliban objects to Chiara's being married because 

she is  “ a child,” the girl responds, “My mother was married at fifteen” (Mullin 100). In both 

literally and figuratively taking the position of her own father as she arranges a marriage for her 

daughter not unlike the one she herself entered into at that age, Miranda shows just how much 

she has internalized patriarchal norms and gender roles. This is not the Miranda from the play's 

beginning.  It is perhaps an older version of the young Miranda of the novel who reprimanded 

Caliban just as her father reprimanded her, though with her fire and passion removed. This 

Miranda is resigned to her position's lack of power, and she seems content to exercise power in 

the only way possible—over her daughter. Furthermore, the fact that Chiara is  not only in the 

same position as her mother was, but that she is the exact same age, sets her up to be a second 

version of her mother, a revision of sorts whose goal is to provide a counterpoint for Miranda not 

unlike the one represented by Dorinda in Davenant and Dryden's 1670 version of the play 

(Thompson158)
16

.  

  Janet Adelman argues that the play resolves the issue of the fear of the mother with which 

Shakespeare initially grapples in Hamlet because in The Tempest, he “reinstat[es] the image of 

absolute patriarchal authority” through “exorcising the witch-mother” (Adelman 194). Though 

Adelman's reference to absent motherhood directly refers to Sycorax, I think it could also refer to 

a frightening power that the play generally associates with the feminine sphere, whose absence 

Miranda notices when she asks, “ Had I not / Four or five women, once, that tended me? (1.2.46-

7). Prospero both affirms a fear of female power and specifically connects that fear to Miranda's 

                                                
16 Prospero says that Miranda was “not out three” upon their arrival to the island, and that twelve years have passed 

between that time and the start of the play, making her fifteen, the age that Chiara is when she is introduced in 

the novel(1.2.132, Mullin 100). In addition to this age connection, Chiara is also three when she meets Caliban 

for the first time, just as Miranda was. Taken together, these two things suggest a purposeful parallel between 

Miranda and Chiara's respective girlhoods. 
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absent mother when he says  “Thy mother was a piece of virtue, and / She said thou wast my 

daughter (1.2.56-7 cited in Orgel 15-16). Like its Sycorax, the novel's Miranda is not allowed to 

be seen as a woman (a condition it codes as dependent) and a parent (a condition it codes as 

autonomous) simultaneously. Once she becomes a mother, her womanhood is, in a sense, lost. 

2.4 Beyond Ferdinand: Practical Patriarchy in Rough Magic 

While Chiara and Miranda do not enjoy a close relationship, she does find some solace 

from her restrictive court life in her relationships with Prospero and Caliban. Though the near-

single-minded fervor with which Prospero pursues power in the play is also present early in the 

novel, enabling Postcolonial readings of Caliban like the one popularized by Stephen Greenblatt 

in 1990's Learning to Curse, both Chiara's presence in their lives and the concurrent passage of 

time change Prospero's temperament significantly. Shortly after Prospero's arrival on the island, 

when Caliban uses his birthright to claim ownership of the place (a moment also present in 

1.2.334-5 of The Tempest), Prospero brandishes the magic staff at him, causing “the teeth of 

agony [to bite] into every nerve of his body” and says, “You will do as I tell you, Caliban. This is 

my island now.” The novel's narrator then remarks, “And so Caliban went from servant to slave” 

(70). Later in the novel, Chiara's ebullient presence causes Prospero to mellow. When he is not 

training Chiara in the patient, slow art of alchemy, he reads her stories and tells her secrets (85, 

98). He is a stereotypical doting grandfather with an old person's out-of-touch hobby, and a 

raging, self-centered wizard no longer. Though Prospero is necessary to propel the story further 

by connecting one set of characters with another and to endow Chiara with the alchemical 

knowledge she will use in the novel's climax, it is Caliban whose relationship with Chiara 
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ultimately steers her toward the emotional growth she needs in order to triumph at the novel's 

end. 

  Though it is neither confirmed nor denied that Caliban is Chiara's biological father, both 

he and she think of their relationship in such terms. He calls her his “wild child,” which 

represents a deep emotional connection not only because of its familial diction, but also because 

it was his own mother's nickname for him (Mullin 200). The first time the two meet one-on-one, 

Caliban is both friendly and concerned, making sure the toddler is safe in the absence of her 

nurse, then including her in his activities without condescension, letting her taste the fennel he is 

gathering for Prospero's tea, asking her opinion of the herb's taste, and listening when she offers 

it (86). He recognizes she is a child, but does not treat her as if she is helpless or stupid, as her 

mother and father seem to. Indeed, he notes her autonomy at the end of that first encounter, 

saying “he hoped Chiara would escape again, sometime soon” (87). His use of the active verb 

“escape” both labels her parents, nurse, and the other courtiers as negative influences from whom 

the child should escape (as opposed to his positive influence, to which she is escaping) and 

recognizes her agency in doing so. 

  When Chiara decides to go to the island, she does so because “any duty she owed to a 

father she owed to Caliban” (Mullin 124). While Ferdinand has only “the shape of a father,” 

Caliban fills in those gaps with fatherly actions: “[He] had cleaned the dirt from her small 

scrapes...had listened as she described her nightmares and explained what they meant. He never 

told her to forget them. [He] let her rage and storm and laugh and cry, never saying that she 

should not feel so, not behave so” (124). Here, Caliban gives Chiara what no other adult figure in 

her life will: an emotional outlet. Sharon Stringer notes that YA novels often establish strong 
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relationships between protagonists and parent-figures who, because they are opposed to the 

protagonist's biological parent or regular guardian in some significant way, provide an alliance to 

the adult world that lessens the protagonist's fear of her own as yet unknown adult future (10).  

  In addition to her connection to them, both Prospero and Caliban literally sacrifice 

themselves for Chiara's sake, thereby proving they feel a far deeper paternal responsibility to the 

girl than Ferdinand does. Prospero's last breath propels the tempest that saves Chiara from a 

marriage to the Spanish prince and delivers her to her magical destiny on the island (Mullin 113). 

Likewise, Caliban dies in order to ensure that the spell to restore the island will work, saying he 

is doing so because “all children deserve to be saved” (Mullin 260). His diction there is 

important not only because it labels the questionably autonomous Chiara a child in need of 

protection, but also because her possible rescue from the Leviathan seems to represent the saving 

of “all children” for Caliban because of its enabling the restoration of the island. Caliban has the 

vision to sustain a future magical community that Sycorax, Miranda, and Prospero failed to 

nurture, and that Chiara aims to possess.  It should also be noted that the two forms of magic that 

save Chiara from being eaten by the Leviathan and  enable her to embrace the power specific to 

her are those she has learned from Prospero (alchemy) and Caliban (the magic of the stars), 

respectively. In being reborn and creating a new, stronger femininity for herself in her transition 

from princess to dragon, she must depend only on male power, which seems ironic given the fact 

that it is ultimately Prospero's power she is trying to reverse in her quest to heal the dying island. 

Additionally, the novel's inability to fully escape the influence of patriarchal ideologies can be 

seen in Chiara's ultimate transformation from reluctant princess to strong dragon. Though the 

novel allows her an escape from a passive female archetype, that escape takes the form of 

another archetype, one that suggests femininity is either weak or fierce with no room for 
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complexities or in-betweens. The novel seems to say that the only viable alternative to passive, 

restrained girlhood is to abandon human girlhood entirely for something completely different. 

While it is unavoidable that all girls will eventually abandon girlhood for physical and emotional 

maturity, the novel's dragon metaphor for this process is disappointing for several reasons. First, 

its lack of humanity rejects the female body as a place for complex evolution, choosing instead 

to abandon that body altogether as proof of Chiara’s escape from one type of undesirable 

femininity. Second, its allusive relationship with the serpentine suggests a different kind of 

femininity—that of Genesis 3:12 in which Adam says to God, “The woman thou gavest to be 

with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat” (KJV). Here, woman is a rebellious catalyst for 

man’s fall from perfection rather than an active agent in her own right.  

2.5 Chiara, Princess Culture, and Reactionary Feminisms 

The novel ends with the following conversation between Chiara and Calypso: 

'You could come with me,' Chiara said....Calypso felt both hope and fear. 'Where are you 

going?' she asked. Chiara shrugged. 'I don't know,' she said. 'I need to learn how to be a 

dragon, and you need to learn how to be a mortal woman....'Come on,' [Chiara] said. 

'Let's seek out some brave new world together. We'll find a place where we can both 

learn to be free.' Calypso took her hand...'Yes,' she said. 

On the surface, this ending seems a triumphant one in light of the novel's desire to centralize the 

experiences of young women and prove that such women can make positive, autonomous 

contributions to their worlds. By achieving magical power and female community 

simultaneously, these young women have done what their mothers could not17, and they have 

                                                
17 Miranda does not investigate her own possible magical ability when Prospero prompts her to do so, choosing 

instead to focus her energies on helping Ferdinand negotiate the politics of court life (Mullin 116-18). Calypso's 
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done it on their own terms. Chiara and Calypso both prove themselves able to go beyond the 

power-obsessed “rough magic” employed by Sycorax and Prospero. Though they are liberated 

from previous generations in this respect, the fact that Chiara suggests they “seek out some brave 

new world together” works to partly undermine this liberation, as it ends the novel with a final 

invocation of Shakespeare's canonical authority18. I say partly because the fact that that line is 

originally spoken by Miranda seems significant in that the last words the novel takes from the 

play do come from a woman. They also serve to simultaneously connect Chiara to and 

differentiate her from her mother. Though the phrase is the same in both diction and syntax, its 

meaning changes vastly when the two contexts within which it appears are considered together. 

Chiara's invocation of those lines, though it fails to do so in my view, at least directly attempts to 

establish female community with Calypso. When Miranda uses those lines, she has just 

submitted to Ferdinand's authority through a carefully orchestrated chess game which Prospero, 

ever the performer, reveals to Alonso, Gonzalo, Sebastian, and Antonio by drawing back a 

curtain. Upon seeing the group of men, she exclaims: 

  O wonder! 

  How many goodly creatures are there here! 

  How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world 

  That hath such people in it! (5.1.184-7) 

Working together with the chess scene, these lines cement the creation of a wholly passive, 

traditionally feminine Miranda, content to occupy the social role assigned to her. No longer the 

astute cultural reader we find in 1.2.1-13, she immediately believes that the men before her, who 

readers of the play know to be largely conniving and self-aggrandizing, are proof that “mankind” 

                                                                                                                                                       
mother Thalia discourages her daughter's use of magic because she was taunted for her powers when she was a 

girl (Mullin 187-8). 
18 Miranda says those words to Alonso in 5.1.183. 
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is “beauteous.” Her reading of them is surface-level at best, and at worst, dangerously ignorant, 

since, through her marriage to Ferdinand, she is now closely tied to the politics of the Neopolitan 

court. Prospero's dismissive response that “'tis new to thee” further suggests that Miranda's 

naivete serves a political purpose, reminding the audience that he is all too aware of the degree to 

which mankind is beauteous and the world's creatures are goodly (5.1.188, italics mine). 

 Though she is willing to do her duty and marry the Spanish prince, Chiara is not fulfilled 

by court life. She is much more content helping her grandfather in his alchemical pursuits or 

exploring nature with Caliban. Her parents disapprove of both these cherished activities (Mullin 

96-98). She prefers simple cotton shifts to the pastel gowns befitting her station and does not 

allow herself to be swept away in any romantic notions that may be present in her betrothal, 

describing it thusly: “Father met with several old men, they talked in circles and peered at me 

over the supper table. Then I became engaged to a prince in a faraway land. It's the stuff of 

stories, I suppose, only much more dull” (Mullin 88, 106-7). Chiara is not only concerned with 

exploration and education in ways her parents see unfit for a princess. Like young Sycorax 

before her, she is also very aware of her position as sociopolitical bargaining chip, as is clear 

from her matter-of-fact discussion of the “old men peering at her over the supper table” and her 

flippant description of fairy tale tropes like being “engaged to a prince in a faraway land” as 

“dull.” Indeed, Chiara exhibits distaste for the fairy tale model of independence—escaping one's 

oppressive family situation through romance with and eventual marriage to a prince—early in 

her relationship with Caliban, before her betrothal to the Spanish prince is announced: 

  'I wish mother would have a son,' Chiara said...'That is what we all wish   

  for,' Caliban said. 'But in the meantime--' 'I have to practice my sewing and my  

  French,” she sighed. 'I'd rather catch toads.' 'You could always kiss them and  
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  pretend you're looking for a prince to marry,' Caliban suggested...'You're so  

  helpful,' Chiara said. She grinned at him and tweaked his right ear. (91) 

 This passage not only shows that Chiara, like young Sycorax earlier in the novel, is smart and 

observant enough to know that, in her society, her value is secondary to that of male heirs. It also 

playfully satirizes the Frog Prince story, in which the heroine's only active goal is to marry well. 

  Her ultimate transformation into a dragon also flies in the face of the traditional fairytale 

model, turning a symbol of monstrous threat into one of female magical autonomy. Once she 

leaves the palace for the island, Chiara can express her desires for autonomy more freely, as she 

does when Ariel and other spirits of the island repeatedly refer to her as “Prospero-girl.” She 

responds,  “I wish people would stop calling me that! My name's Chiara” (Mullin 158). This is a 

girl who not only desires to discover her own power independent from that of her grandfather, 

but who must do so on her own terms. Though I have already said that I see Chiara's brand of 

girlhood as a response to a (rather reductive) criticism of Shakespeare's Miranda, I think such a 

girlhood is also a response to what is currently a pervasive force in America: Princess Culture. 

 In her book Cinderella Ate My Daughter: Dispatches from the Front Lines of the New 

Girlie-Girl Culture, Peggy Orenstein explores the hold that Princess Culture, with its emphasis 

on traditional femininity and a love of all things pink, has on a current generation of young girls, 

asking whether it is possible to “raise smart, resilient daughters in a culture that equates identity 

with image” (Orenstein 1). She cites proof of that equation in the success of the incredibly 

lucrative Disney Princess line or mall chains like Club Libby-Lu, whose revenues have topped 

fifty million dollars per year for the last five years. There, “girls ages 4 to12 can shop for 

'Princess Phones' covered in faux fur and attend 'Princess Makeover Birthday Parties' (Orenstein 

2).” In examining the cultural impact of princess culture, Orenstein first wonders whether it may 
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be a type of generational backlash the seems common in twentieth and twenty-first century 

America, wondering at the fact that “[her] fellow mothers, women who swore they would never 

be dependent on a man, smiled indulgently at daughters who warbled “So This Is Love” or 

insisted on being addressed as Snow White” (Orenstein 3). I definitely see the same kinds of 

generational reactivity present in Rough Magic, so while I understand how such a trend is 

politically problematic for the mothers of these young girls, I don't think the trend's existence in 

and of itself is dangerous. By itself, the trend seems to stem from a fairly natural instinct to set 

oneself apart from one's parents.  

 Orenstein agrees, saying that the widespread appeal of Princess Culture could possibly 

represent a type of postfeminist watershed moment in which “girls could celebrate their 

predilection for pink without compromising strength and ambition,” were it not for aggressive 

marketing campaigns that work to commodify gender expression in possibly destructive ways 

(Orenstein 7). These young women are, quite literally, buying into a very limiting image not only 

of themselves as children, but also of the goals they should have as adult women, and that is a 

very troubling thought19. 

 Though Rough Magic promotes what appears to be a much more progressive vision of 

girlhood than either The Tempest or Princess Culture in general, like Princess Culture, it too puts 

its image of ideal girlhood up for sale. This fact would be nothing more than a reflection of a 

capitalist norm and fairly innocuous in its own right were it not for the fact that the novel's cover 

works to undermine the text's depiction of Chiara in several important ways. The cover image is 

meant to show her emerging from the sea newly born as dragon, having survived four days  

within the Leviathan, from whom she had to rescue Prospero's spellbook in order to heal the 

                                                
19 For more on the extent to which girlhood is currently marketed, see Lamb and Brown's Packaging Girlhood 

(2006). 
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island. The novel establishes that Chiara has “hazel eyes [and] pale skin” and “a face that was 

[often] all points and angles framed by masses of heavy, dark hair” (Mullin 84 and 98); however, 

the young woman confidently meeting the viewer's gaze from between parted waves on its cover 

not only bears no trace of grime or water from her travails in the belly of the beast, she is also a 

blue-eyed blonde, and wearing the kind of satin gown that Chiara disdains20 (Mullin 127). Such 

Aryanization of heroines is becoming common on YA covers (Staino, Larbalestier). This pattern 

suggests that the external equivalent of the internal strength embodied by such heroines for their 

young female audiences can, ideally, only fit into a very narrow type. 

2.6 “All Journeys Lead Back to Their Beginning”: Disney Princesses and Purchasing Fairy 

Tale Gender 

Disney began marketing its Princess line in 2000 after new head of Consumer Products 

Andy Mooney attended a Disney on Ice performance for research and “found himself surrounded 

by little girls in princess costumes. Princess costumes that were—horrors!--homemade 

(Orenstein 13). Mooney saw an opportunity for a centralized brand, and now, twelve years later, 

Disney Princesses is “the largest franchise on the planet for girls ages two to six” (14). The line 

is officially made up of eleven women, eight of whom are royal by either birth or marriage. In 

chronological order, the eleven Princesses are: Snow White (title character of the 1937 film), 

Cinderella (title character of the 1950 film), Aurora (1959's Sleeping Beauty), Ariel (1989's The 

Little Mermaid), Belle (1991's Beauty and the Beast), Jasmine (1992's Aladdin), Pocahontas (title 

character of the 1995 film), Mulan (title character of the 1998 film), Tiana (2009's The Princess 

and the Frog), Rapunzel (2010's Tangled), and Merida (2012's Brave). That is to say, not all 

                                                
20 I understand why designers would choose not to depict the Chiara of the cover as transformed into a dragon 

and/or covered in slime, but to extend such aesthetic choices to the point that she is a completely different human 

than the one the novel describes seems much more pointed and insidious, as though the novel's Chiara is not the 

right (read: marketable) kind of pretty on her own.  
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Princesses are princesses, though the most popular of the former fit in the latter category, 

seemingly affirming Disney Consumer Products' (DCP) assertion that “for a little girl, the desire 

to feel special is more powerful than a magic wand. She dreams of a place where clothes are 

spun of silk and gold, where balls are held in her honor and where princes fall in love at first 

sight. It is a world Disney has created — full of fantasy and romance — where a girl can feel as 

special as a princess” (Our Franchises: Disney Princess). Though imaginative play is certainly 

important for child development, DCP's vision of such play as put forth by this statement seems 

to imply that every little girl—note the all-inclusive “she” with no modifiers present--prefers 

princess play over other ways to use her imagination to “feel special.” The all-inclusive nature of 

the brand is made even clearer by the sheer number of products available with Princesses 

plastered on them. The marketing strategy posted on the DCP website reads, “The Walt Disney 

Company supports the Disney Princess brand year-round through consumer products, 

merchandise, theatrical releases, home videos, television, theme parks, a website, radio air play 

and live entertainment” (“Our Franchises: Disney Princess”). This brand's reach extends even 

further when one realizes that “merchandise,” which DCP renders as just one category among 

nine, actually translates to a near-exhaustive list of items including, but not limited to: “Bedding, 

room décor, furniture, fine art, collectibles, back-to-school supplies, party goods, [shampoos, 

soaps, and other beauty and cosmetic items]...meals and snacks, coloring books, craft and 

novelty books, storybooks, magazines, apparel, footwear, sleepwear and accessories...dolls and 

doll accessories, playsets...sporting goods... and consumer electronics.” Though this market 

bombardment has made Disney Princess “The No. 1 girls [sic] license toy brand in the United 

States among all girls (“Our Franchises: Disney Princess”), the brand has set its sights on a even 

larger market, as “Disney has [as of February 2011] begun sending sales reps into 580 hospitals 



40 
 

nationwide [in order to offer] new moms, within hours of giving birth, a free Disney Cuddly 

Bodysuit for their babies if they sign up for e-mail alerts from DisneyBaby.com (Orenstein, 

“Dodging Disney...”).” Not only could this create incredibly profitable brand loyalty, but it could 

also affect a generation's ideas about gender roles in profound ways.  

 Indeed, the Disney corporation seems to recognize the power it has to respond to and 

shape dominant cultural norms, since all of its Princesses that appear after the so-called “Disney 

Renaissance” of 1989 (a time when feminism had entered the cultural mainstream in America) 

seem to purposefully deviate from the blue-eyed, blonde passivity typically considered the fairy 

tale norm. Ariel is a redheaded mermaid who longs to escape her undersea life and her 

oppressive father to make her own way on land. Belle is a brunette bookworm who, as she sings 

in a song that bears her name, “want[s] so much more than this provincial life (“Belle”).” 

Rapunzel is unfulfilled by a life composed of mindless household chores and desires to leave her 

home for places she has read about, and is only blonde when her magic hair is being unfairly 

used by the deceptive witch who kidnapped her. Jasmine, Pocahontas, Mulan and Tiana are 

Arabic, Native-American, Chinese, and African-American, respectively, and offer girls of color 

princesses that look like them. In addition, all these young women, like the post-1989 white 

Princesses, yearn to escape confining lives. Jasmine wants to marry outside of her social class; 

Pocahontas has to convince her father that there is more to the American John Smith and his 

compatriots than environmental destruction and xenophobia; Mulan passes as a man and 

becomes a warrior to defend her family's honor, and Tiana is a maid in 1920's New Orleans who 

dreams of owning her own business. While all of these Princesses seem on the surface to be, if 

not pro-feminist, at least not blatantly anti-feminist, they all engage in patriarchal actions that 

lead to marriages to male characters with minimal character development whose primary 
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defining characteristic is physical strength. Ariel literally surrenders her voice in order to fall in 

love, and Belle seems to suffer Stockholm syndrome, falling in love with a violent man who 

holds her captive, speaks harshly to her, and is abusive to his servants. While Tiana, Mulan, 

Rapunzel and Jasmine all reject socially constructed femininities in various ways, all of their 

stories end in marriages that suggest such an occurrence should be a woman's ultimate goal21. 

This watered-down version of feminism combines with a flood of products to create inoffensive 

faux-empowerment that can be easily purchased. 

 Disney-Pixar's newest Princess, Merida, debuted in the film Brave, which opened June 

22, 201222. Like the ten Princesses before her, Merida seek to escape a life she feels was foisted 

upon her without her consent, which in her case, is betrothal to the first-born son of one of the 

other three Scottish clans as protection against an attack on her father's kingdom. Also like the 

other Princesses, Merida is associated with a bevy of official products, which Disney began 

pushing even before the film's release. On June 6, 2012, an e-mail with the subject line “Can't 

Wait For The Movie? Be Brave Now!” was delivered to all members of the Disney Store's e-

mail list. This catchy title suggests that, if a girl (or more likely, her parent) just shells out the 

$154.50 before taxes required to purchase Merida's archery dress, formal dress, archery set, 

sandals, and curly red wig, she will actually be brave like Merida. Desirable traits are literally for 

sale, if this marketing strategy is taken at its word. 

 Despite these retreads of a heretofore-disappointing formula, Merida (voiced by Kelly 

MacDonald) and her film do undermine the faux-feminism typical of the Princess genre in some 

                                                
21 In referring to the ends of these stories, I am considering original, theatrical release films only, at the exclusion of 

sequels and/or direct-to-DVD releases. Such releases are not considered canon by Disney specialists (“Walt 

Disney Studio Feature Films”). 
22 Disney and Pixar made an initial agreement to produce one film together in 1991. This agreement resulted in 

1995's Toy Story, which earned $362 million worldwide and was nominated for three Academy Awards. 

Following this success, Disney purchased Pixar in 2006 (“Our Story”). 
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important ways. Merida's mother, Queen Elinor (voiced by Emma Thompson), lives for the 

entire film and is not ultimately portrayed as its villain. Initially, she, like Rough Magic's 

Miranda, represents adherence to the oppressive royal femininity against which her daughter 

yearns to fight. The film opens with Merida's father, King Fergus, presenting her with a bow and 

arrow for her birthday, as she had been interested in learning archery. Queen Elinor looks on, 

aghast, saying, “A bow, Fergus? She's a lady!” Later in the film, Merida, like young Sycorax and 

Chiara in Rough Magic, recognizes the political importance of the intersections of birth order 

and gender within the monarchy when commenting on the difference between her life and that of 

her younger brothers: “They get away with everything! I'm the princess. I'm the example! I've 

got my whole life planned out preparing for the day when I become, well, my mother (Brave). 

This daughter-mother conflict culminates in Queen Elinor ordering Merida to choose a suitor to 

whom she will be betrothed by judging a competition in the sport of her choice. Merida naturally 

chooses archery, and her hapless suitors do not do well, with only one of the three hitting the 

target at all. After they aim to compete—or compete to aim, as the case may be—Merida one-ups 

Mulan by representing her clan in a male role while dressed as a woman. She competes for her 

own hand and wins easily, but not before ripping the dress her mother had previously laced her 

into. She can now move freely, both literally and metaphorically, she thinks. When her mother 

says she must go ahead with the betrothal despite her display of skill, Merida seeks a desperate 

solution.  

 She gets it in the form of a magic cake provided by a local witch that the witch says will 

change her mother. While Merida is hoping for a change of opinion, what she gets is a change of 

form: her mother turns into a bear, and will stay that way if Merida cannot “look inside [and] 

mend the bond torn by pride” within two days (Brave). The big departure that Brave takes from 
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Rough Magic and other fairy tales and fairy tale-influenced texts occurs as Merida attempts to 

mend this bond. First, she literalizes the witch's advice and thinks that the answer is to mend a 

tapestry of her and her mother that she ripped in anger. While she eventually realizes that she 

also needs to figuratively mend the emotional rift she has helped create, it seems significant that 

the film suggests that it is important to maintain the tapestry as a form of gender-specific art 

passed down from mother to daughter. This implies that gender-normative activities are not 

inherently oppressive, but instead that the attitude behind the activities matters first and 

foremost. Such an implication allows for complexity of human interaction that goes beyond the 

all-too-typical fairytale dichotomy of good child/evil adult. 

 Furthermore, both Merida and Queen Elinor learn form each other during Elinor's time as 

a bear. Merida teaches Elinor how to be more comfortable in nature, and the bear-queen becomes 

an accomplished hunter and tracker, eventually providing food for herself and her daughter after 

they are forced out of the castle by the suitors' drunken male cohorts, all of who think she is a 

real bear. While Elinor learns to leave behind some of her royal decorum and embrace the 

physicality of the natural world, Merida recognizes that she can use the feminine grace and 

persuasion her mother has been trying to teach her for her own gain, when, with her mother's 

guidance, she breaks up a brawl between the clans over who will marry her and eventually 

convinces them to abolish their betrothal system and let their young people choose spouses that 

they love. In allowing both parties to learn from the other, the film further replaces the good 

child/evil adult dichotomy with an emotional relationship that is much closer to the way healthy 

human beings mature. Finally, Elinor is restored to her human form at the end of the film, after 

both she and Merida recognize what they have to learn form the other party. Unlike Miranda, 

Miranda's mother, or Sycorax, Elinor is a mother who is a contributing part of her child's story 
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because she is physically present. Unlike Chiara, Elinor returns to human femininity with 

knowledge of nature and the physical; one does not have to be abandoned to obtain the other. 

While the film is not perfect because it still commodifies a fairly narrow acceptable femininity, 

its gains in the depiction of complex motherhood and genuine female community should be 

lauded and suggest that Disney Princesses, if they continue in this direction, could perhaps have 

positive things to teach America's daughters after all.  

   When Chiara is inside the Leviathan, pondering both her return to the island and her role 

in its restoration, she wonders: “What does it all mean?” In response, “the heavens” tell her, “all 

journeys lead back to their beginning.” She questions the logic of this seemingly counter-

intuitive progression, saying, “What's the sense of that? […] If you just end up where you started 

then nothing changes.” “You change. And that changes everything,” the heavens respond 

(Mullin 175). It seems that the novel itself does not fully adhere to this philosophy, as it claims 

to. Instead, Chiara's journey back to her beginning (represented by her mother, magic, and the 

princess archetype) reveals that her changing does not change everything.  She cannot build 

community with her mother, just as Miranda could not with hers. Female magic exists due to 

male tutelage. Dragons are freed princesses whose price for freedom is their very bodies. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“THE MOON OVERHEAD WAS SHAPED LIKE AN EGG”: FEMALE 

EMBODIMENT AND EMPOWERMENT IN LADY MACBETH’S 

DAUGHTER 

 
3.1 Introduction 

Just as Rough Magic does, Lisa Klein's 2009 novel Lady Macbeth's Daughter 

immediately establishes goals of female community and centralizing previously marginalized 

voices para-textually. It does so in ways that give those goals slightly different focuses than 

Rough Magic's merely placing itself as an appropriation that will reframe and continue an 

existing story for feminist reasons, however. While both Caryl Cude Mullin and Lisa Klein 

employ dedications to groups of women that seem to suggest that their novels are woman-

centered before those novels even begin (Mullin dedicates her novel to her daughters and Klein 

dedicates hers to her sisters), Klein's additional para-textual material centers her exploration of 

female community around physical embodiment, as well as extends the marginalized group she 

desires to give greater voice to from women only to both women and children (not just girl 

children).  

 Following the title page and dedication, the novel contains two quotes from Macbeth: 

Lady Macbeth's acknowledgment “ I have given suck, and know / How tender 'tis to love the 

babe that milks me (1.7.54-5), and Macbeth's admonition to his wife to “Bring forth men 

children only! (1.7.72)” Using these lines as epigraphs not only establishes the novel as an 

appropriation, but also makes it clear that this is a novel that is centrally concerned with issues 

surrounding pregnancy and childbirth, especially as they are connected with patriarchal prejudice 

toward women, which follows logically with its dedication as valuing female community and 

adds to it a preoccupation with female physicality.  
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Following the epigraphs and preceding the novel's beginning, however, is a “Cast of 

Characters” and a brief instruction to the reader: “Names or descriptions in boldface denote 

characters also present in Shakespeare's Macbeth.” Both this apparatus and the instructions that 

accompany it further illuminate the novel's goals as well as its perspective on its presumed 

readership. The appearance of a Cast of Characters in a novel is an anomaly that both points to 

the novel's being an appropriation of a play and suggests that Klein views the novel’s readers as 

at least being familiar with Macbeth's existence as a play, if not entirely familiar with the 

contents of the play itself. By establishing a hierarchy in which the play has primacy over the 

novel that is appropriating it, but in name only, such an apparatus cements the Shakespearean 

play as an icon of cultural knowledge, but an icon whose significance is at best vaguely defined, 

and at worst, inaccessible, thus creating a space for the novel’s literary significance. The fact that 

the instructions on how to interpret the novel's characters in light of the play's appear at the top 

of the page and in a different font from the page's header and body causes the reader to compare 

the novel's Cast of Characters to the play's dramatis personae, and once this is done, patterns 

emerge. 

 First, several female characters that appear in the play are given first names that grant 

them levels of autonomy not possessed by their Shakespearean counterparts. The three unnamed 

witches become Rhuven, Helwain, and Geillis, and thus are three distinct personalities rather 

than a homogeneous unit. Lady Macbeth is Grelach, and Lady Macduff is Fiona. These women's 

first names serve to grant them a different sort of individuality than the type granted to the three 

sisters; in the play, their names are feminized extensions of their husbands' surnames, serving to 

prioritize the joint identity found in marriage over individual personhood. The novel goes beyond 

this to suggest that the royal women have independent identities that are strategically hidden in 
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the play. Second, several of the play's children are named or renamed to similar effects. The 

play's “Macduff's son” becomes “Wee Duff” in the novel. His new name shows a similar familial 

affiliation, but reads less as less dry and clinical and more affectionate to a twenty-first-century 

audience. Grelach's first child, Luoch is the child alluded to in 1.7.54-5, when Lady Macbeth 

says she knows what it is to physically embody motherhood. This reference takes on more 

emotional weight within the novel when the reader realizes that the child with whom Lady 

Macbeth experiences the physical and emotional connection she discusses in those lines is not 

the novel's titular daughter, Albia. Taken together, the novel's depictions of Grelach's birthing 

and breastfeeding her son and daughter both help develop an important connection between 

female embodiment and power, and show how this connection fits into a patriarchal world where 

male heirs are groomed for nobility and female ones are groomed for marriage to nobility. 

3.2 Lady Macbeth: The Queenly Body as Social Stabilizer 

In context, Lady Macbeth's recollection of her experiences with childbirth imbues her 

with strength as well as paints her as a terrifying figure who “would, while [her baby] was 

smiling in [her] face, / Have plucked [her] nipple from his boneless gums / And dashed the 

brains out, had [she] so sworn” (1.7.56-8). She frames Macbeth’s assassination of King Duncan 

chiefly in terms of gender roles, saying that it would affirm his masculinity, which would need to 

be emphasized even further were he to climb higher in the royal ranks and eventually become 

king (1.7.49-51). In this passage, masculinity is conveyed through power and violence, and 

traditional femininity is marked by a lack of those traits. Lady Macbeth's application of 

gruesome murder, which she reads as the ultimate form of masculine expression, to the 

stereotypically passive and nurturing mother-infant relationship shows just how devoted she is to 

advancing her husband's social rank: she is even willing to purposely deviate from her 
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supposedly natural gender role. Stephanie Chamberlain agrees with this typical reading of the 

aforementioned passage, saying, “To overcome her husband's feminized reticence, Lady 

Macbeth assumes a masculinity she will prove unable to support” (72). Chamberlain does not 

stop there, however. Rather than conclude that Lady Macbeth's ultimate failure at masculinity 

leads to the conservation of stable, traditional gender roles, as other critics such as M.A. 

Thompson and F.A. Ancona do, she goes on to argue that such masculine power “is conditioned 

on maternity” due to its existence in a patrilineal society that “could be irreparably altered 

through marital infidelity, nursing, and infanticide” (73). In other words, since keeping maternal 

issues marginal stabilizes the patriarchal culture such marginalization upholds, mothers are 

actually quite powerful in a way that may not be immediately visible. Passive, unthreatening 

subordinates need not be monitored, but “generalized anxiety about women's roles in 

patrilineage” was quite prevalent in Early Modern England.23
  

Grelach's experiences with childbirth in Lady Macbeth's Daughter work to explore the 

complex social relationship present between this male-dominated society and the crucial role 

female embodiment plays within it.  She is in bed after giving birth to Albia and contrasts the 

weakness brought on by that experience with her queenly strength, saying: 

  I feel as weak as a child...I am Grelach, granddaughter of Kenneth, who was once  

  Scotland's king, and I will do as I please. Now it pleases me to die, but I haven't  

  the means or the strength to do it. I am sixteen years old and have nothing to live  

  for, now that my baby daughter is dead. (5) 

                                                
23 While Macbeth is set in medieval Scotland, its main source material (Holinshed's Chronicles of England, 

Scotland, and Ireland) was compiled in 1587; the play itself is thought to have been composed in 1606, and its 

first printed text appears in the 1623 First Folio (Greenblatt 2555). Therefore, due to its time and place of 

composition and performance, it is plausible to assume that the play would reflect and/or reinforce dominant 

Early Modern English social concerns regardless of its setting.  
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This passage speaks to Chamberlain's characterization of the political complexity of Early 

Modern motherhood. Grelach first describes her weakness as childlike, as if carrying one has 

infected her with traits she did not have before, traits that prevent her from exercising agency 

over her environment. She attributes the desire and ability to exercise this agency to her royal 

birth, but the powerful queen/weak mother binary she has set up is complicated by two things: 

she wants to gain agency over her life by committing suicide, and the death of her child has left 

her with “nothing to live for.” While gaining power by killing oneself may seem counter-

intuitive, the fact that Grelach considers this an option shows that, even in her extreme grief, she 

is at least partially aware of the political role of her pregnancy. She seems to know that, as 

Chamberlain suggests, she has the power to continue or disrupt royal lines. The fact that her 

mention of suicide occurs directly after her verifying her royal blood seems to imply that the two 

ideas are connected, at least for her. Grelach’s connecting the existence of her daughter with her 

will to live seems to directly contradict Lady Macbeth's desires to commit infanticide to prove 

her commitment to advance her husband's position. Further reading in the novel, however, 

disappoints any feminist celebration of the former, as well as provides more insight into the 

complex political role of the Early Modern mother.  

While Grelach's statement that “[her] baby daughter is dead” would cause any reader with 

a passing familiarity with period infant mortality rates to assume that a difficult labor ended in 

the death of the child, that is not the case. Instead, Macbeth orders that the child be killed when 

he discovers that she is not the male heir he wanted. After revealing this information, Grelach 

“cannot help thinking about the past,” and remembers the last time she gave birth, two years 

before. She tells of her forced marriage “to Gillam, a cruel warrior more than twice [her] age 

who became thane of Moray by killing the prior thane” (6), and who her father instructs her to 
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“obey” and “give sons” to (7). Here, powerful masculinity is marked both by violence and by the 

desire for name recognition and upward mobility. This corresponds to the reader's first 

impression of Macbeth in Shakespeare's play. 

3.3 Masculinity as Controlling Othered Bodies 

In 1.2, a captain in Duncan's army describes how Macbeth recently killed the traitor 

Macdonald: 

...brave Macbeth—well he deserves that name-- 

Disdaining fortune, with his brandished steel 

Which smoked with bloody execution, 

Like valour's minion 

Carved out his passage till he faced the slave, 

Which ne'er shook hands nor bade farewell to him 

Till he unseamed him from the nave to th' chops, 

And fixed his head upon our battlements. (16-23) 

Here, bravery is equated with violence so extreme that it is perpetrated without regard for 

consequences (“disdaining fortune”) and with a goal of not just punishing, but ultimately 

dehumanizing its object. Macbeth kills Macdonald by slitting him along the breastbone from 

navel to jaws, as if butchering an animal that is to be eaten. Since this terrifying description of 

Macbeth occurs before he appears in the play himself, the reader is made complicit in the 

military men's lurid gossip, and by the time his promotion to Thane of Cawdor is reported just 

forty lines later (1.2.63-7), believes in the power of Macbeth's reputation just as those discussing 

him do. 
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 Though the masculine violence through which he earns it is quite similar, it is Gillam, not 

Macbeth, who first possesses such a frightening reputation in Lady Macbeth's Daughter. In 

addition to his political ascension by murder, Gillam exhibits his strength at home with his new 

wife Grelach, which she recounts as follows:  

[T]he first time he put his wet and foul-smelling mouth against mine and put his 

hand under my skirt...I called out for Rhuven, but the ugsome thane smothered my 

cries and forced me to lie with him. Soon I was with child, but being only thirteen, 

I was ignorant about my body...Months later came the terrible pains that left me 

gasping and groaning. I thought I had been poisoned and was about to die. 

Rhuven summoned the midwife, who pulled from me a black-haired boy covered 

in wax and blood. (7) 

This passage is notable for several reasons. Gillam rapes his young wife. Just as he did when he 

murdered the prior thane, he sees something he wants and takes it. My use of the word 

something here instead of the more grammatically correct someone is purposeful. Just as 

Macbeth treats Macdonald like a side of beef rather than a human, so does Gillam treat Grelach 

as less than human. Indeed, reading a bit further in that passage shows how baby Luoch's first 

actions after birth mirror his father's selfish desire and disregard for others: “The midwife 

shoved the wailing boy into my unwilling arms. He suckled me until my nipples bled. At the 

touch of his hungry mouth, I gritted my teeth. When I put him from me, he screamed like the 

banshee” (7). Here, Luoch is both violent and greedy, and his mother, though she is in pain, 

must be silent and do what is expected of her.  The similarity of his infantile behavior to that of 

his father leading up to his conception and Grelach's submission to both shows that rigid gender 

roles effect both men and women negatively. Gillam's vision of appropriate manhood only 
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allows him to wordlessly take. Ironically, his newborn’s mimicry of his sexual violence can be 

seen as deflating his hypermasculine warrior self-image. More importantly, the nursing episode 

appears to comment on Macbeth 1.7.54-5, rendering Lady Macbeth’s infanticidal fantasy even 

darker. While those lines in the play seem to represent a departure from maternal devotion to 

darker actions, the novel's recontextualization quoted above equates maternal devotion with 

darkness and violence from its beginning. Suck is not given as much as taken, and knowing the 

babe that milks you is not tender in the least. 

  Second, Grelach’s first mention of the resulting pregnancy seems to suggest that she is 

beginning to internalize Gillam's view of her, as she describes her self as being “with child.” 

Though this is common phrasing, it is phrasing that views woman as primarily a child-carrying 

vessel, thereby removing a certain amount of her autonomy. Third, her lack of awareness of her 

own bodily processes seems unlikely given Early Modern life expectancy as well as given the 

novel's characters' adherence to the common period practice of arranged marriage in the upper 

classes to assure political stability. In order to cement such alliances, period royal and noble 

families often established betrothals to be consummated once the children in question were 

older. Marriages were validated by heirs; sexual intercourse, while primarily a means to a 

desired end, was certainly an important part of the life of a young woman charged with 

upholding the stability of her family and/or kingdom through advantageous marriage (Stone 38-

40; Cressy, 234-5). In addition to the largely male-dominated social structure that betrothals 

created for young women, there existed a complementary system of biological and sexual advice 

handed down from woman to woman, either verbally or in books like A.M.'s A Rich Closet of 

Physical Secrets [pub. 1652]. One particular section of this book entitled “The Child-bearers 

Cabinet” was recommended to me by a colleague familiar with my research as “a kind of Early 
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Modern What to Expect When You're Expecting,” and that seems to me an accurate description 

of the material therein and its goals.24 The text contains a month-by-month description of the 

stages of pregnancy and includes details regarding physical changes the pregnant woman should 

anticipate occurring at each month. The existence of this and other texts geared to pregnant 

women and/or midwives of the period such as Guillemeau’s Child-Birth [pub. 1635] seems to 

make Grelach's ignorance of her own bodily processes preceding Luoch's birth at least 

somewhat unlikely. But, as the knowledge gleaned from such texts was the domain of the female 

community, her lack of awareness also emphasizes the level of patriarchy that she has 

internalized. Taken together, these facts would suggest the prudence of at least a rudimentary 

education for young women regarding their own bodies and sexual processes. Grelach's lack of 

knowledge concerning her own embodiment and biological processes is important because of 

how it connects her to two other characters in the novel: Macbeth and Albia. 

3.4 Macbeth: A Different Kind of Male Dominance? 

Since Gillam first embodies the violent masculinity in the novel that Macbeth becomes 

known for in the play, the Macbeth of the novel seems at first to deviate from the normalized 

male behavior his society expects of him. This is clear from Grelach's description of her second 

marriage ceremony: “I knew what marriage meant, so at the wedding I refused to speak. My 

father slapped me, causing me to cry out, which the priest took for 'Aye.' Thus for the second 

time I was married against my will” (8). Due to her previous experiences of life as Gillam's wife, 

Grelach sees marriage as an institution in which women are to bend to male desires and 

disregard their own. Based on her second wedding, she is not wrong. Though her physical 

presence is necessary, her actual consent to the proceedings is apparently not, much like her first 

sexual encounter with Gillam. Male violence is there to speed things along in both cases. Despite 

                                                
24 Thanks to Katie L.N. Grubbs, whose work on Early Modern pregnancy care led me to this resource. 
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her father's perpetuating her negative view of marriage, however, Grelach gets the sense that her 

new husband may be different than her first one: 

My new husband gave me a gift, an armband made of gold and set with a large 

gem. When the jewel caught the light, it gleamed bloodred. I had never owned 

such a treasure, and it softened me just a little...He did not seem to be cruel like 

Gillam. But we had nothing to talk about. We ate in silence and he spent the 

evening with his warriors. He slept in a chamber next to mine and did not try to 

force himself on me. (8) 

While it is perhaps nice for an engaged reader to see the current protagonist's mood improve, 

contemplation of what improves her mood and why brings to light just how intense a hold the 

patriarchal, patrilineal society in which Grelach lives has on her. While Macbeth's presenting her 

with a gift on their wedding day seems considerate and even loving at first, its description ties it 

closely to patriarchal restriction of women. The armband contains a “bloodred” jewel at its 

center. This oddly specific color--not wine or burgundy or just plain red, but bloodred—and 

Grelach's happiness at referring to it as such, reinforces both that society's gendering the bodily 

as female and its women's ignorance (whether conscious or not) of the depth of that association. 

The fact that the bride is presented with a jewel on her second wedding day could also be 

considered a rather sly nod to her social position. “Jewel” was a common metaphor for a 

woman's virginity in the Early Modern period, and was widely used in the literature of the 

time25. It is also significant that Rhuven, who submits to a guard's rape attempt in order to spare 

baby Albia's life, is in posession of the armband with the bloodred jewel at the time, having 

                                                
25 Shakespearean examples include: Merry Wives of Windsor 3.3.45, The Tempest 3.1.54, All’s Well That Ends Well 

4.2.46, Antony and Cleopatra 4.15.78, and Cymbeline 1.1.91. Other examples are also present in Marlowe’s Jew 

of Malta and Middleton’s Chaste Maid in Cheapside. 
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stolen it from Grelach immediately prior. The object metonymizes female commodification at 

the hands of men in the novel. 

  As Grelach is entering her second marriage and has already given birth to another man's 

son, she does not possess the jewel of her virginity anymore. Macbeth's gifting her with one on 

their wedding day seems to both acknowledge that fact and disregard it, assuming her ability to 

quickly begin carrying one son means she will quickly grant him a male heir as well.   

This assumption, as well as a desire not to scare his new wife, is perhaps why he does not “force 

himself” on Grelach as Gillam did. Whatever the reasons or motivations behind them, as a result 

of the action and inaction described above, the Macbeth in Lady Macbeth's Daughter is a much 

more sympathetic, humanized character from the text's beginning than is the Macbeth of 

Shakespeare's play. 

 As the novel progresses, however, Macbeth seems less the considerate second husband 

and more of the bloodthirsty, overreaching character of the play. In one particularly disturbing 

scene, he becomes attracted to Albia, who has been adopted by Banquo's family to act as a 

servant to his wife after Geillis and her sisters tell her that “[she] was not meant to live and die in 

Wychelm Wood” and that she should “go and find [her] own fate” (Klein 73). After Albia has 

spent some time as Banquo's foster child, she returns to the wood because Geillis is very ill and 

near death. Before she dies, the three sisters tell Albia who her biological parents are and give 

her Grelach's armband (Klein 114-5). When she returns to Banquo's family, they visit the palace 

and Macbeth requests that Albia act as his cupbearer because he “hear[s she] is a comely lass” 

(127).26 Before she enters the banquet hall, Albia “slip[s] on the red-jeweled armlet, hoping it 

will give [her] courage (128). While she serves him, Macbeth flirts openly with her, suggestively 

                                                
26

 Literarily, the position of cupbearer is a rather sexualized one. Examples include Jove’s seduction of Ganymede 

and the subsequent allusion to that myth in Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis, as well as the Biblical Nehemiah. 
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licking up wine she spills and forcing her to eat in front of him while he comments on her mouth 

(129-30). When she finally leaves, offended and embarrassed, he follows her outside and tries to 

rape her, saying “My wife is barren and I must have a son.” Albia responds without thinking, 

asking, “Why must you have a son? Why not a daughter? Is a girl child not good enough for a 

man?” He continues to ignore her protestations until he notices she is wearing the armband. He 

demands to know how she got it, and she responds, “This belonged to my mother.” This 

revelation causes Macbeth to release her from his grip in shock, an opportunity Albia uses to run 

and hide in a nearby cave. Macbeth does not see her run and “shout[s] like a madman, 'Where 

has she gone? Disappeared! Nay, my daughter is dead. I am deceived again. Damn those 

midnight hags! (133-6)” 

 This sequence of events is notable in terms of the way it questions both Albia and 

Macbeth's individual agency, as well as how it repositions the armband's symbolic significance. 

First, the three witches send Albia to live with Banquo even though, or perhaps because, they 

know he is a member of Macbeth's inner circle, and they do this under the auspices of Albia 

“finding [her] fate.” The syntax of that phrase is remarkable in that it suggests a degree of agency 

over fate—it is something Albia can actively seek rather than something by which she is 

controlled without her knowledge. In fact, this characterization of fate fits closely with the way 

the novel's witches see their own power, even as it questions readings of Shakespeare’s play that 

place Macbeth and the political power he represents at the mercy of the witches’ more mystical, 

less easily quantifiable power. Unlike the witches of the play, who speak almost exclusively in 

mystical rhyme and are often viewed from the perspectives of characters in traditional power 

positions like Macbeth and Banquo (1.3.98-127 and 139-47), the novel's witches, though they 

acknowledge that the magic of the Four Worlds exists, do not believe they can control such 
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magic themselves. Their prophesies are just them telling Macbeth what they think he wants to 

hear (Klein 32-3). They understand their social value as witches and allow themselves to be 

Othered by Macbeth and Banquo in order not to disrupt accepted channels of power. They dress 

the part with long robes and dirty faces and admit to feeding Macbeth’s fantasies regarding a 

male heir (35), all while raising his female heir to be strong and empowered, preparing her for 

the eventual moment when she will confront her father about his treatment of her. They, like 

Grelach during her second pregnancy, are smart about their subversion of dominant cultural 

norms, playing the roles expected of them in public but rebelling against those roles in private. 

Thus, they are witches and women, spirits and bodies, outcasts and mothers simultaneously. 

 Albia seems to share the witches' functionalist view of the world, combining autonomous 

action with belief in invisible forces as she disobeys their instruction “not to seek out Macbeth 

and his lady” but wears the armband to bring about emotional strength (117, 128). Furthermore, 

when she puts it on, she describes it as “red-jeweled,” becoming the novel's first character not to 

use the word “blood” in her description of the object, though she did so the first time she saw it 

(128, 115). This linguistic choice, while it may be sublimating her parents' violent actions and 

thus her connection to those actions, also suggests that Albia, knowingly or unknowingly, desires 

for nurture to triumph over nature. If she distances herself from her blood, she also distances 

herself from the blood that that blood has spilled. 

 This combination of action and belief continues through Albia's assault at the hands of 

Macbeth. She expresses active agency both in confronting her father about his (and their 

society's) sexist double standard regarding heirs, and in running away from him.  It is significant 

that here, her actions are both mental and physical, further connecting her to the hybrid 

femininity of her adoptive mothers and separating her from Grelach, whose power in the novel 
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rests almost solely in her physical body. These varied types of action are still supplemented by 

faith, as Albia describes her eventual escape thusly: “The gods bless me with the swift and silent 

feet of a rabbit, and they open a burrow in the hillside that hides me as well as if I have become 

invisible” (135). While she does manage to escape, she attributes her ability to do so to the gods 

and to abilities they gave her that tie her to the natural, physical world—she is able to avoid rape 

because she has been “bless[ed] with the swift and silent feet of a rabbit.” This syncretism of 

nature and agency shows that Albia is borrowing from the wisdom of her surrogate parents (a 

wisdom she now recognizes as such, though she has not always done) and adding her own 

abilities to what she has been taught. 

 The comparative affinity that readers of the novel have for Macbeth makes the degree to 

which he has absorbed his culture's views of women shocking and disappointing, even as his 

attitudes are necessary to begin Albia's journey for the truth about her birth and the meaning of 

her life. In this way, Macbeth becomes a complex parental figure in the way I previously 

discussed Rough Magic's Miranda fails to. While Miranda cannot simultaneously exist as parent 

and complex human being, Macbeth’s sexual desires force the novel’s readers to view him as 

both, or at least see him as having the potential to be both, as he is not an acting parent to Albia. 

Through him, patriarchal oppression is seen as pervasive and varied, rather than as the product of 

one evil man, as some oversimplified feminist tales for children sometimes paint it.27  

                                                
27

 Examples of this trend include Robert Munsch’s children’s classic The Paper Bag Princess (Annick Press, 1980) 

and “Rip Van Winkle” from the HBO series Happily Ever After: Fairy Tales for Every Child (teleplay by Erica 

Jong). In the former, Princess Elizabeth eventually rescues Prince Ronald from a dragon in a bid for his love, but 

he tells her he will not accept her rescue because she does not look like a proper princess due to her fight with 

the dragon (Munsch 120-21). In the latter, hippie singer-songwriter Vanna (voiced by Calista Flockhart) marries 

hard rocker Rip (voiced by Tom Arnold), who forces her to abandon her own music in favor of childcare and 

household drudgery. Her consciousness is raised when she hears the Women of Thunder Mountain (voiced by 

Linda Ellerbee, Betty Friedan, Jessye Norman, Ann Richards, and Gloria Steinem) “making noise” 

unapologetically. Seeing this vocal community of women allows her to gain agency and make music again. 

While both of these texts should be lauded in their attempts to offer alternatives to the traditional fairy tale 

narrative and its strong associations with the active man/passive woman dichotomy, in both cases, sexism is 
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3.5 Like Mother Like Daughter?: Albia and Embodiment 

Grelach’s experience of pregnancy and breastfeeding with Albia is very different than 

with Luoch, due to her her increased knowledge of both her own body and the political power 

that body affords her. Instead of describing painful changes that occur for unknown reasons after 

physical violation, Grelach participates in consensual intercourse, “sense[s she is] with child 

again,” and views her impending motherhood as a political asset: “As my breasts and belly grew 

large, I marveled at my power. The granddaughter of a king, I carried a king in my womb. 

Though I could not choose my own husband, I could bear a son who would fulfill his ambitions, 

and in so doing, lift me as high as the stars” (9). Grelach the rape survivor becomes Grelach the 

sexual initiator, and her newly expressed autonomy continues through her pregnancy, which 

affirms her royal birth rather than bringing about weakness that seems to contradict it. 

Additionally, her framing her presumed son as a gateway to an increase in power partially inverts 

the triangulated power structure represented by both of her marriages, wherein a woman is 

political currency uniting two men. 28 Her placing a son as the crux of a power exchange that 

benefits a woman shows both an increased self-knowledge and a desire to use the present and 

future to amend the failures of the past. However, Albia's being a girl dashes these hopes for her 

mother.  

As Grelach's pregnancy with Albia works to exhibit the sociopolitical complexity 

represented by the female body through its complication of the notion of the feminine passive, so 

does her experience of breastfeeding. While breastfeeding Luoch was an exercise in painful 

sacrifice to the will of entitled man, trying to breastfeed Albia makes Grelach doubt her ability to 

control the body she has recently recognized holds a great deal of power. She describes the first 

                                                                                                                                                       
portrayed as a function of one man’s prejudice rather than as the product of systemic inequality. 

28 Cf. Eve Kosofky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, Columbia UP, 

1985.  



60 
 

time she breastfeeds Albia thusly: “She did not bite and torment me as Luoch had. And with each 

swallow of milk she drew from me, affection flowed into me like waves lapping at a shoreline” 

(11). This description is notable for two reasons. First, it describes motherly affection as a 

particularly physical emotion transferrable from one person to another in a way that mirrors 

twenty-first-century discussions of oxytocin, the so-called “bonding hormone” (Magon and 

Kalra, par. 10). Second, the passage provides the first of a series of liquid images associated with 

Grelach by describing affection as “flow[ing] like waves.”  Once Macbeth discovers that his 

child is not the son the witches promised him, but a daughter, he orders the child be taken from 

the palace and left for dead (12-13). Grelach manifests her emotional trauma at this news in an 

undeniably physical way: “My breasts leaked with longing for my pale-faced daughter, and all 

my motherly feelings spilled out in cold tears” (13). In addition to equating female emotion with 

female embodiment, these excerpts also strongly associate the female body with liquid (waves), 

and with liquid that is overabundant (leaking breastmilk and tears). Such associations correspond 

with period medical theories about women's bodies, which postulated that their possession of 

fluids not commonly associated with men's bodies—most notably breastmilk, tears, and 

menstrual blood—was a physical manifestation of an emotional or even spiritual inferiority, or as 

Gail Kern Paster describes the belief, “the weaker vessel [is a] leaky vessel” (24-5). 

Shakespeare's Lady Macbeth affirms the Early Modern association of leakiness with both 

femininity and weakness in 1.5, when she attributes her husband's unwillingness to kill King 

Duncan to his “nature [being] too full o’ the milk of human kindness” (15). 

Before Albia learns who her biological parents are, she is raised collectively by Rhuven, 

Helwain, and Geillis in the forest surrounding Macbeth’s castle. Albia recognizes that these 

women desire to protect her before she discovers the circumstances that brought her to them. 
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One of her first memories is hearing the sisters chant “Let nature's false knot be torn / That 

bound this babe when she was born” (Klein 16). While this chant's expressed purpose is to 

remedy a crooked leg caused by Albia's forced extraction from her biological mother after a 

difficult birth (9), it can also be taken to refer to Grelach's biological connection to the child as 

Rhuven, Helwain, and Geillis' claim her as their own. The circumstances that led to the sisters' 

physical and philosophical adoption of her ultimately serve to connect Albia not just to the 

sisters themselves, but to Grelach as well. The novel's Prologue tells how Albia goes from palace 

exile doomed to be killed to living in the forest. Rhuven, who believes “the child is not guilty of 

her father's wrongs,” saves her from death by having sex with Albia's appointed executioner (3), 

who then leaves the baby with her. Once this event occurs, both Rhuven and Albia become 

political commodities at the center of triangulated power structures chiefly due to their female 

bodies, just like Grelach. Thus, the novel suggests that even women free from the restrictions 

brought on by royal blood within or palace walls without are at risk of patriarchal harm. 

Rhuven’s position as Grelach’s chief lady and the fact that she was present at Albia’s peculiar 

birth also complicates the three sisters’ roles in shaping Albia’s future, both figuratively and 

literally. 

In the Early Modern period, midwives, because of their unique proximity to and 

knowledge of births, were thought to have certain powers through which they could influence the 

nature of the child being born. Caroline Bicks discusses several ways in which this influence 

may have manifested itself: first, linguistically or semiotically in that “the midwife was usually 

the first person to touch newborns and declare their sex” (2). This initial naming’s effects are far-

reaching, as it brings with it a series of socially constructed norms and repeated, eventually 

codified actions that come together to create the child’s gender (Butler 95). Moreover, it was 
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widely believed that the midwife’s actions during the delivery of the child could influence the 

appearance of the child’s very body:  

When the midwife cut the umbilical cord, for instance, she allegedly controlled 

the size of the tongue and genitals, anatomical sites whose proportions determined 

the performative success of masculine and feminine roles; and when she swaddled 

the malleable newborn body or pressed its head, she molded it into either a 

deformed or perfect figure that then supposedly shaped the infant’s fortunes and 

character. (Bicks 4)  

Such beliefs work to undermine dominant anatomical thought of the period in ways that relate 

very closely to the social construction of gender. Aristotelian anatomical theory stated that the 

form of any given child--the child’s shape and physical features, the things that would give her 

marks of distinction or individuality--were contributions of that child’s father, while the child’s 

matter, the nondistinctive stuff that filled in the form, came from the child’s mother (Laqueur 

90). These anatomical facts fueled the period’s misogynist regarding other matters, such as 

marriage, property ownership, and inheritance. If midwives of the period are thought to be able 

to shape babies’ bodies as Bicks asserts, then they are in a very powerful position indeed, and 

have control of the male formative domain, which could have serious political consequences, 

especially in light of the system of male-entailed estates and primogeniture. 

 Bicks goes on to discuss how these midwives’ physical actions could affect the political 

realm in her chapter entitled “‘As God makes, so the midwife shapes’: Crowning Heads and 

Reforming English Bodies.” This title alone not only reinforces, but also extends my claim 

regarding midwives’ ability to occupy the male Aristotelian role, as it equates them with the 

ultimate Father with formative powers: God Himself. Such shaping is relevant to both Albia’s 
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eventual expression of royal power during the novel’s depiction of the fall of Dunsinane and the 

witches’ enabling of this power through expression of strong female community. When Albia is 

born, she is in the breech position and the attending midwife must “seize [her] by the feet,” an 

action that the novel implies causes or at least contributes to her “hirple-foot,” the possession of 

which causes Macbeth to label her the “unnatural child of a wicked mother” (9, 83, 12).29 This 

disability not only connects her emotionally to the outcast witches and causes them to desire to 

protect her, as I have already mentioned, but it also enables her to enact political power over 

Macbeth as an agent of prophecy. As someone who is breech-born, Albia, like the caesarean-

birthed Macduff, would be considered “not of woman born” according to period medical thought 

(Bicks 97).  Thus, her disability not only marks her as an outcast and an unwanted child of her 

biological parents, but also contributes to her fulfillment of the prophecy that eventually defeats 

Macbeth. Her embodiment, like that of all four of her mothers, is socio-politically complex, 

negative and positive simultaneously. Such complex embodiment makes Albia fit in to the play’s 

universe in terms of questioning dominant paradigms of normalcy: for her as for almost everyone 

in the play, fair is foul and foul is fair. 

3.6 “The Moon Overhead was Shaped Like an Egg”: Menstruation and Womanhood 

Albia is also connected to Grelach through her realization of her body's power, though 

this realization occurs more quickly for her, as well as on a much larger scale. After a fight with 

Geillis, whom she considers her mother, Albia travels deeper into the forest with Colum, a 

                                                
29

 While “hirple” does not appear in the OED as a prefix or modifier as it is used in Lady Macbeth’s Daughter, the 

OED does note both noun and adjective forms of the word that is most commonly used as a verb meaning “to move 

with a gait between walking and crawling; to walk lamely, to drag a limb, to hobble.” The verb form appears as 

early as 1571, while the noun and adjective forms are used in the 19th century, making their usage anachronistic to 

the novel’s setting.  
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shepherd she has known since childhood, and Caora, a shepherdess they meet together. Albia 

menstruates for the first time while dancing in the woods with Caora. She does not know the 

source of the “stabbing pain in [her] belly” at first. As she leaves the other dancers to examine 

herself, she sees a white deer that she is compelled to follow. Caora explains that the deer is the 

goddess Banrigh, who “rules the four aspects of the moon and lights the four worlds: the future, 

the past, the visible now, and the invisible” (55-6). As she listens to Caora's explanation, Albia 

observes, “the moon overhead is shaped like an egg” (57).  

 Albia separates herself from her maternal guardians in joining Collum and Caora. Often, 

when characters in YA literature make such physical moves away from parental figures, those 

moves represent the mental or philosophical distances that the characters feel between 

themselves and those parental figures, and is a way to appeal to target audiences of young people 

(in this specific case, young women) who may also feel misunderstood or patronized by the 

adults in their lives (Stringer 14).  Once Albia experiences her first menses, however; the novel 

makes it clear that any separation she may have brought about is superseded by the connection 

she now has to all women, a connection that is so strong it is even reflected in nature by the 

moon, which, after all, looks like the most basic female contribution to new life: the egg. While 

the novel does not state the following connection as explicitly as it does that of the symbolic egg-

moon, it also must be noted that the moon, like Albia's newly menstruating body, operates in 

cycles. Furthermore, Albia sees the moon and understands what is happening to her body only 

because she follows the manifestation of the goddess Banrigh, who Caora tells her joins the 

future with the past and the empirical world with the spiritual world. Because Albia has gotten 

her first period, she is now connected to all women, even supernatural ones. Menstruation is the 

ultimate entrance into and expression of womanhood. While this connection partially seems 
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empowering due to its reliance on a female community that crosses boundaries of time and place, 

the fact that this power is wholly due to embodiment is troubling because of the degree to which 

twenty-first-century “culture inundates girls with messages that their bodies are their voices—

their identities” (Mazzerella and Pecora, 2). Read that way, Albia's menstruation supplies her 

with a two-fold connection to her mother: their experience of biological processes as women, 

and their inability to ultimately transcend their reduction to mere bodies. 

 Such a viewpoint is quite commonplace to twenty-first-century women. The idea that 

women everywhere are united by their menstrual cycles is so ubiquitous that today, mothers, 

aunts, older sisters, and other women with growing girls in their lives can purchase themed 

plates, napkins, and favors for “menarche parties” on a website dedicated solely to that purpose 

(CelebratePuberty.org). The site's most popular party goods (red, of course) are emblazoned with 

the phrase “Girlhood to Womanhood!” in a curlicue-festooned font and are covered with pictures 

of smiling girls and women of a variety of skin colors and ethnicities. Both the phrase and the 

accompanying images seem to reinforce the bonding power of menarche and its place as a very 

important cultural rite of passage.  

If parties seem too embarrassing or public, there are also a variety of other products for 

girls who are entering womanhood. One of the more endearing, empathetic examples of such 

products is My Little Red Book: Stories of our First Periods, written by eighteen-year-old Rachel 

Kauder-Nalebuff. In the book's introduction, Kauder-Nalebuff states that her goal in compiling 

these stories is to “embrace the awkwardness and thereby end it” because “in a world where 

we've embraced The Vagina Monologues, where Juno wins an Oscar, and hell, when we've even 

seen Janet Jackson's right nipple, girls have no reason to feel ashamed of their bodies” (1, 2). The 

book contains stories that span generations and countries, as well as two sets of dual stories 
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written by mothers and daughters together (4-6). What this book offers that 

CelebratingPuberty.com's party goods can only gesture to is this: not only is menstruation a part 

of female embodiment that in some small way connects girls with generations of women before 

them, but awareness of this connection is just one step toward understanding and accepting such 

a mysterious, disruptive, creative bodily process. As Kauder-Nalebuff rightly points out, twenty-

first-century girls live in a world that sends them mixed messages about their relationship with 

their own bodies. Her list of pop-cultural touchstones attests to this. Eve Ensler's Vagina 

Monologues asks women to participate in a series of thought exercises about how they feel about 

their vaginas, with one memorable participatory monologue asking its audience to chant the 

word “cunt” in an attempt at reclaiming a word often used to shame women (Ensler 101). Due to 

the show's provocative nature, it is often censored. Many performances have been protested and 

eventually banned from certain towns and college campuses; the play was even banned at a 

national level by the Ugandan Media Council (Mukasa). While Ensler and her supporters believe 

that such frank discussions and attempts at reclamation are liberating for women, the vocal 

disagreement of other groups (particularly government-sanctioned ones like the UMC) shows 

that the influence of popular culture on people’s lives is both powerful and complex. Such 

complexity gives pop culture extreme power where identity formation is concerned; it is 

anything but an innocuous force. 

Complex portrayal of equally complex women’s issues continues in Juno, a 2007 film 

written by Diablo Cody. The film chronicles the pregnancy of a high-school student who seems 

at once incredibly immature and wise beyond her years, speaking in quirky teen slang while 

deciding to have her child adopted by a upwardly mobile young couple. The film drew protests 

from liberals for its unwillingness to consider abortion seriously and accurately (Shostak), as 
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well as from conservatives for its silly portrayal of abortion clinic protesters (Stanek). It is my 

view that such equal-opportunity offense shows the tendency of either side of such an argument 

to reduce people to politics, to neglect the human side of political issues in an effort to reach easy 

answers. The fact that Juno causes unease for pro-lifers and pro-choicers alike suggests that it is 

perhaps less reductive than other kinds of popular culture, particularly that geared to young or 

teen female audiences. My Little Red Book not only recognizes the effects of pop culture on teen 

girls’ development, but also that “pop culture” is itself a reductive category worthy of deeper 

examination. 

Finally, Janet Jackson's infamous “wardrobe malfunction” during the 2004 Super Bowl 

halftime show led the FCC to increase subsequent indecency fines from $27,500 to $325,000 per 

incident (Ahrens), as well as much discussion about female sexuality in the media, with feminist 

critics pointing out the hypocrisy in the expectation that female performers be sexually inticing 

in the media, but not too much, because that means the performers will not be as marketable to as 

large a segment of the population (Valenti). Such varied and in-depth acknowledgment of the 

way pop culture shapes girls' attitudes about their bodies is what sets My Little Red Book apart 

from other products of its kind. If girls can be made aware of the fact that their conceptions of 

their bodies do not exist in a vacuum, that popular culture not only influences how they think 

about themselves, but sends them mixed messages about their embodiment, they can take the 

first step in learning to decode those messages and develop an empowered self-image. 

 In American culture, the pervasive idea of menstruation as ultimate entrance into 

womanhood has its roots in the girl’s YA boom of the 1970s. During this period, Amy Bowles-

Reyer writes, age-appropriate literature began to emphasize female bodily and sexual awareness 

as a path to empowerment for young girls not unlike the one second-wave feminism's 
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consciousness-raising groups were offering to their mothers (21-2). 30 Bowles-Reyer examines a 

series of seven popular YA novels for girls published between 1963 and 1979 and, using these 

novels as examples, defines three phases common to both Adult and YA feminist fiction over 

which the female protagonist's sexual awareness and agency develops. The first phase is largely 

realist and contains “novels of awakening where the heroines learn about their bodies and their 

sexualities.” The second phase, which begins in the mid-1970s, picks up where the first ends, 

with heroines whose sexual awareness is already “fully constituted” and thus able to be an “agent 

of change in her life and in others'” (23). In this phase, sexual awakening is still an important 

part of the heroine's journey, but this heroine has more sexual knowledge than the heroine in the 

first phase. The third phase of these novels depicts heroines empowered to not only notice 

misogyny and inequality, but to fight against it, in some cases even recognizing the shortcomings 

of the current legal and political system (41-3). This progression of sexual and political 

consciousness, while directly mirroring that of second wave feminism, is important to this 

chapter's discussion of Lady Macbeth's Daughter because of that novel's position as both an 

appropriation of an Early Modern source and as a third-wave-feminist text in itself. 

  Having established both that twenty-first-century women's culture sees menstruation as a 

bonding rite of passage and that YA literature can be a positive force in shaping young women's 

views of their bodies and sexual agencies, I will return to my discussion of Albia's experience of 

her first period as connecting her to all women. This view, while a common one in the twentieth 

                                                
  30 Feminist thought is commonly divided into “waves” rather than eras or periods in order to show that political 

change ebbs and flows over time and is thus difficult to divide in stringent categories. This terminology also 

suggests that these waves are natural responses to those that may come before, one flowing into the next. The 

first wave of feminism in the United States is thought to begin on July 20, 1848 with the Seneca Falls Women's 

Rights Convention and end with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment and subsequent legality of 

women's suffrage in the U.S. Second-wave feminism is often divided into liberal feminism, which views the 

existing legal system as the gateway to gender equality, and radical feminism, which says that the existing 

system is too infected by patriarchal norms to truly benefit women. Both are lumped in with the Women's 

Liberation movement of the 1970s. 
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and twenty-first centuries, is not prevalent in either Medieval Scotland or Early Modern England. 

In the dominant medical thought of these times and places, menstruation is not central to young 

female emotional or sexual development. Instead, female ejaculation is the woman's necessary 

contribution to pregnancy and the ability to reproduce (Laqueur 88, 212). It seems to me that 

Klein's application of twenty-first century thought about menstruation to Medieval and/or Early 

Modern contexts is doing more than just universalizing young female experience through 

anachronism. Instead, what seems like a broad erasure of historical context could also be read as 

a third-wave extension of Amy Bowles-Reyer's three categories of sexual knowledge in girls' YA 

novels. 

3.7 Albia as Third-Wave Heroine 

In Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future, Amy Richards and Jennifer 

Baumgardner literally define members of feminism's third wave as “women who were reared in 

the wake of the women's liberation movement of the 1970s,” but go on to detail how such 

women respond to and extend the political philosophies of their feminist (fore)mothers: these 

women were raised on “Judy Blume books, Free to Be You and Me, and Sesame Street” 

(Baumgardner and Richards 15, 277). In other words, since second-wavers began using popular 

culture as a way in which to prove that the personal was political,31 their third-wave daughters 

entered into a world where this was not only already the case, but also where gender equality was 

being seen as intersectional to equality of race, ethnicity and class (as in Free to be You and Me 

and Sesame Street).  

 In many ways, Albia is a third-wave feminist heroine, despite the novel’s setting in 

Medieval Scotland. First, she exists within a piece of popular culture that, by its nature as a 

                                                
31 This phrase, which became the rallying cry of second-wave feminism, was coined by Carol Hanisch in 1970. 
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Shakespearean appropriation with feminist aspirations, accepts the dominant third-wave view 

that popular culture is a viable space in which the personal can be political. Second, Albia 

extends Amy Bowles-Reyer’s template of empowered YA sexuality into the third-wave because 

she not only gains knowledge of her own body and uses it to help others, but she also recognizes 

the ways in which gendered oppression does not stand alone but instead intersects with other 

forms of social oppression, most notably class. 32 Albia’s position as third-wave heroine can be 

seen most clearly in two sets of interaction: the evolution of her relationship with Fleance, and 

her fulfillment of the prophecies that culminate in Macbeth’s overthrow. 

 During her stay with Banquo’s family, Albia develops a romantic relationship with 

Banquo’s son, Fleance. Albia, a strong, self-assured girl, meets Fleance, a self-aggrandizing, 

braggart of a boy, who, aiming to impress her with his feats of masculine strength and power, 

only insults her (Klein 83-4, 86).  Eventually, though, their power dynamic gives way to, or 

perhaps creates, sexual tension. Albia begins to recognize her own sexual impulses for the first 

time during one of the angry exchanges that results from his failed flirtation.  

Though she calls him “rude” and “ignorant” after he brags of besting another young man 

in a wrestling match, she also tries to watch him without his noticing, and mentions that “heat 

flows from his body and he smells of sweat” (85-6). In defending himself against her 

accusations, Fleance counters that rudeness befits a warrior and that he is more intelligent than 

                                                
32 While feminist interest in intersectional politics begins in the second wave with its increased focus on queer 

feminists and feminists of color/womanists, it is my belief that intersectionality gets much richer and farther-

reaching in the third wave. One example of the ways in which third-wave popular culture is particularly interested in 

broad-reaching intersectionality is found in Bikini Kill’s “Riot Grrl Philosophy”: “Doing/reading/seeing/hearing 

cool things that validate and challenge us can help us gain the strength and sense of community that we need in 

order to figure out how bullshit like racism, able-bodyism, ageism, speciesism, classism, thinism, sexism, anti-

semitism, and heterosexism figures in our own lives” (Bikini Kill 532). 
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Albia due to his superior knowledge of Latin. When she disagrees that this proves intelligence, 

he challenges her to best him with a riddle. She produces the following: 

I’ll make you go blind, but without me you cannot see…You may feel me on your 

skin but you cannot touch me. I make earth appear and water disappear. All things 

reach for me, but whatever comes too near me will die…What am I? 

The answer to her riddle, which Fleance immediately ascertains, is “I am the sun.” He demands 

to be “paid” for his triumph and tries to kiss her without her consent, seizing her around the waist 

and cruelly taunting, “’ I won’t hurt you, sister. If you pay what you owe’” (87, italics in text). 

Though she notes “his voice is more mocking than threatening [and] his hands firm but not 

forceful,” she strikes him in the face out of “humiliation” and leaves him with a final retort: 

“’Remember this, Fleance, son of Banquo: I am the sun. Dare to touch me and you will die. I do 

not jest’” (87, italics in text). 

 The evolving power dynamic present in this series of events shows that both Albia and 

Fleance are beginning to deal with the development of both their own sexual consciousness and 

that of others. Additionally, it shows that they are cognizant of, and in some ways chafing 

against, the roles socially prescribed to their respective genders and classes. Fleance (though he 

may not be cognizant of this fact) sees his social privilege as stemming from both gender and 

class, as he connects his prowess at wrestling with his position as a noble’s son. He likewise sees 

Albia’s comparative weakness as due to both her femaleness—in addition to his snarling 

reference to her as “sister” and his invocation of sexual favor as payment, it should be noted that 

she is literally restrained by her embroidery, which is staked to the ground nearby, during most 

of this exchange—and her lack of proper parentage. Indeed, as soon as she insults his behavior, 
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he rejoinders, “’I am the son of the king’s best general. And who are you? Nobody! You don’t 

even have a father”(86)! 

 Fleance’s knowledge of the way social power works in his advantage gives extra 

metaphorical weight to the riddle answer, the reward he thinks he is owed for guessing it, and 

Albia’s appropriation of that answer. In the context of the scene, it is difficult not to read “I am 

the sun” as “I am the son.” While this connotation suggests a certain degree of awareness of 

privilege and the power it affords on Fleance’s part, Albia’s application of that phrase—and thus, 

its connoted meaning as well as its denoted one—to herself is perhaps more important. 

Understanding that she is not the son, and yet still possesses a great deal of power within such 

patrilineal systems, is the key to allowing herself to be a part of the end of Macbeth’s destructive 

rule. By reappropriating Fleance’s haughty language of primogeniture to deny him the 

commodified femininity that system has taught him is his due, Albia proves she possesses a level 

of social interpretation and autonomy greater than that of both Rhuven and Grelach.  Rhuven 

recognizes that Albia will be saved if she consents in her own commodification, but does not 

seem to realize that commodification’s place in the broader social system until much later in her 

life. Grelach understands a woman’s body’s place as a bargaining chip within the male political 

system, but does not realize that the power she receives is relative rather than autonomous. In 

recognizing her oppression and pointing it out in the oppressor’s own language as well as 

actively working to change the system that oppresses her, Albia appears to transcend her mothers 

in terms of empowerment. She shows that it is not enough to merely use the master’s tools if you 

want to dismantle the master’s house, to use Audre Lorde’s famous phrase. 

The tension between the seemingly empowered Albia and the seemingly traditional 

Fleance gets even more complicated when considering their increased physical contact, which 



73 
 

leads to him presenting her with a very significant gift. After the fight I have just discussed, 

Fleance begins to teach Albia swordplay because, as he tells her, “if [she] can match [him] in 

wits, [she] can match [him] in arms” (88). His desired empowerment of her soon takes on a 

deeper sexual dimension than his required kiss in their previous exchange (which seems to me to 

be about the power behind the action rather than desire for Albia herself), when, after she 

questions the appropriateness of a “girl us[ing] a sword,” he responds, “You are no longer a mere 

girl, as I can see,” and she notes that “his gaze travels from [her] face down to [her] waist” (88). 

His acknowledgement of her developing body takes on a more patronizing tone as the 

conversation progresses, as Fleance defends his motives for these lessons, saying, “This is a 

dangerous world for a woman with a strong will but a weak arm” (89). Such paternalism is 

particularly notable given the fact that Fleance himself is among those who try to sexually 

assault Albia over the course of the novel, as I previously mentioned. 

This undue paternalism tinged with sexual aggression continues and deepens once 

Fleance gives Albia a silk girdle that he commissioned from a local woman. The girdle contains 

the embroidered braid that Albia ripped off when trying to escape Fleance’s initial advances 

(106-7). He asks her to let him put the girdle on her. She lets him. He then asks if he can kiss her, 

and she again responds affirmatively, but before he can act, asks, “Where did you learn that?” 

She is pleased that he asked permission, and when they kiss, she “feel[s] a pleasant tingling of 

[her] skin beneath the girdle” (107-8). This progression complicates my argument regarding 

Albia as fulfilling and adding to Amy Bowles-Reyer’s stages of YA sexual empowerment in 

several ways. The fact that this gift contains a visual reminder of his previous sexual aggression 

is disturbing enough, but the broken braid is so seamlessly incorporated into the design of the 

girdle that Albia “cannot tell where it was broken” (107). While Albia’s recognition and 
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experience of her own sexual pleasure could be a suggestion of her empowerment, the detail of 

the smooth incorporation of the braid seems to erase Fleance’s earlier aggression. Further, the 

choice of gift itself should not be overlooked.  Girdles wrap tightly around women’s waists and 

cover regions of their bodies closely associated with reproduction. Even if the reader takes 

Fleance’s desire to protect Albia as genuine, this protection necessitates restriction and implied 

ownership of her sexualized body. When the girdle’s meaning changes later in the novel, it is 

because Albia puts it on herself. She wraps the garment around her leg to stop the flow of blood 

after a boar gores her on her way to aid in the overthrow of Macbeth (203). It could be argued 

that the goring episode is sexualized (as in the similar episode that concludes Shakespeare’s 

Venus and Adonis), but I believe that Albia’s self-applied use of the girdle for an unintended 

purpose overrides such a reading. As she did in their previous round of verbal sparring, Albia 

reappropriates an agent of patriarchal oppression and transforms it into one of female 

empowerment. 

3.8 Conclusion: Multiple Voices and Female Adolescent Experience 

A similar transformation occurs in the novel’s retelling of the events that lead to and 

surround Macbeth’s defeat. As I have already argued, the novel implies that Albia could be the 

person “not of woman born” meant to defeat Macbeth due to her breech birth. Such an 

implication decenters previous emphasis on patriarchal transfer of power in both the play and the 

novel by replacing Macduff with Albia. The novel also credits Albia with the idea for the means 

by which “Great Birnam Wood [moves to] high Dunsinane” as prophesied by the Third 

Apparition in the play (Klein 217-9, 4.1.108), again lessening emphasis on male power in order 

to strengthen female power. Her role in this prophecy connects her ensuing triumph to the power 

of her three foster mothers. The novel’s take on the play’s ending offers a similarly complex 
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vision of empowerment for Grelach. Where the play has Lady Macbeth die offstage with Seyton 

reporting her assumed suicide (5.5.16), the novel leaves her very differently. After Macbeth is 

defeated, Grelach escapes with the Rhuven and, in an inversion of Albia’s infant exile, finds her 

daughter in the wood and begs forgiveness for her role in past crimes (283). Albia realizes that 

“with a word, [she] could cut every thread of [Grelach’s] hope” and makes a conscious choice to 

forgive her. The novel concludes thus: “With my fingertips, I stroke the skin of her hands until 

the bloody spots begin to fade, then disappear” (286).  

Ending with Albia as a literally redemptive daughter may seem to suggest that she has 

transcended the journeys of her mothers to stand on her own as fully autonomous, but taking the 

novel in its entirety thwarts such a reading. Indeed, the novel as a whole should cause the reader 

to question whether fully autonomous individualism is the proper goal for which to strive in this 

context. 33 Because the novel is composed of first-person chapters from the point of view of both 

Albia and Grelach, it contains a shift in what narrative theorists call “focalization,” thus enabling 

young female readers to see events from multiple perspectives and opening up the possibility of 

their sympathizing not just with Albia, but with Grelach as well (Crew 16-17).34 Further, Hilary 

Crew notes that the common YA trope of fighting with one’s parents in order to gain agency and 

autonomy does not entirely fit with feminist goals of girl-centered YA, as it mirrors typically 

masculine models of socialization that privilege domination by the individual over the furthering 

of the goals of the collective (2). By refusing to completely adhere to such a template and instead 

letting female dependence and connection coexist with female empowerment, autonomy, and 

                                                
33

 It should be noted that, like Grelach, the novel’s Macbeth does not die. When Albia has the opportunity to kill 

him, she refuses to do so. Instead, she instructs him to allow the people to choose the next thane (279). She 

abandons military conflict with the goal of individualism for the sake of integrated community in both cases. 

 
34

  Grelach only narrates nine of the novel’s twenty-nine chapters, so it is more likely young readers will sympathize 

primarily with Albia. However, multiple narrative voices do provide space for complex perspectives to develop, 

which seems a small step in the right direction. 
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agency, the novel supports Hélene Cixous’ pronouncement that “woman must write her self” in 

order for art to reflect authentic experience (347).  In this sense, Lady Macbeth’s Daughter 

seems a groundbreaking piece of YA appropriation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

“READ FREELY, MY DEAR”: EDUCATION AND AGENCY IN OPHELIA 
 

4.1 Introduction: How Does Ophelia Mean? 

“In this reimagining of Shakespeare’s famous tragedy,” proclaims the back-cover blurb of 

Lisa Klein’s Ophelia, “ it is Ophelia who takes center stage and finally gets her due.” It is quite 

interesting, then, that in both its prologue and its opening, Ophelia is not really about Ophelia as 

an autonomous agent, as “tak[ing] center stage” would suggest, but rather, sets her up as entirely 

relational (or unrelational, as the case of the first chapter’s opening line may be). The novel’s 

prologue opens with a letter to Ophelia from Horatio informing her of the series of deaths that 

comprise 5.2 of the play and asking her to “forgive Hamlet [because] before the lust for revenge 

seized his mind, he loved [her] deeply” (1). This letter reinforces her distance from the center of 

the action at Elsinore both geographically and emotionally—it must be delivered to her 

somewhere else, and Hamlet has prioritized his desire for revenge over his love for her. She 

informs readers that she faked her own death: “I met my watery end and began life anew” (2). 

The rest of the prologue outlines her guilt at escaping while loved ones suffered and died: “I, 

Ophelia, played a part in this tragedy. I served the queen. I sought to steer the prince’s 

course…Guilt consumes me, that I should live while all are lost. That I could not divert the fated 

course” (3). Only through a staged drowning and subsequent escape can she find her agency. 

Indeed, the prologue ends with Ophelia taking agency over the words of the novel—“Here 

is my story,” the prologue’s final sentence reads--but her agency is not connected to autonomy, 

as the first sentence of Chapter One is “I have always been a motherless girl” (7). From the very 

beginning of the novel, Ophelia is defined and defines herself almost solely through her 

relationships with other people. This rhetorical choice can be read one of two ways: 1) Klein is 
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failing to let Ophelia “get her due” as she claims to want to or 2) Klein is questioning the 

Ophelia-as-victim school of literary critics who say that Ophelia is nothing more than a helpless 

pawn in the Early Modern patriarchy (Stimpson, Feinberg), as well as others who reduce her to a 

didactic symbol of teen girl dysfunction for twenty-first-century readers (Hunt, Pipher, 

O’Donnell-Allen and Smagorinsky, Owen).  The first group of critics focuses primarily on the 

ways in which the men around her--primarily Polonius and Hamlet, marginalize Ophelia though 

Laertes is sometimes mentioned as an oppressive force as well. Catherine R. Stimpson notes that 

because Polonius “has power, but not absolute power,” he must adopt multiple, sometimes 

conflicting “voices” throughout the play with an ultimate goal of “making [the royals] 

comfortable” at the expense of his children (102). Here, Ophelia is a means to an end, a casualty 

of a system that makes no place for her selfhood. While many scholars of Cultural Studies work 

to expose the harm caused by systemic prejudices like sexism, racism, and ableism, this 

movement often also produces readings just as reductive as the more historically based ones I 

have previously mentioned.  

For this camp, Ophelia is still not treated as a complex character, but rather, serves as a 

symbol from which girls should learn lessons. While this symbolic Ophelia has a presence in the 

didactic girls’ Shakespeares of the nineteenth century produced by Mary Cowden Clarke and 

others, it is primarily Mary Pipher who is responsible for bringing her into the postfeminist era. 

Her 1994 book Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls has sold over 1.5 million 

copies and hovered at or near the New York Times Bestseller List for almost five years (including 

both hardcover and paperback sales). In it, Pipher writes, “Something dramatic happens to girls 

in early adolescence…they lose their resiliency and optimism and become less curious and 

inclined to take risks. They lose their assertive, energetic, and ‘tomboyish’ personalities and 
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become more deferential, self-critical, and depressed. They report great unhappiness with their 

own bodies” (19). Pipher looks in several places throughout literary history for other instances of 

this pattern, referring to the work of “Sylvia Plath, Margaret Atwood, and Olive Scheiner,” 

quoting Diderot’s famous statement that “[Women] all die at fifteen,” and briefly examining 

puberty allegories in the fairy tale tradition before finally stating that: 

The story of Ophelia, from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, shows the destructive forces 

that affect young women. As a girl, Ophelia is happy and free, but with 

adolescence, she loses herself. When she falls in love with Hamlet, she lives only 

for his approval. She has no inner direction; rather she struggles to meet the 

demands of Hamlet and her father. Her value is determined utterly by their 

approval. Ophelia is torn apart by her efforts to please. When Hamlet spurns her 

because she is an obedient daughter, she goes mad with grief. Dressed in elegant 

clothes that weigh her down, she drowns in stream filled with flowers. (19-20) 

Though readers perhaps should not expect a thorough examination of the play from a paragraph-

length metaphor, the way in which that metaphor is delivered has a great deal to say about the 

power of Ophelia as cultural symbol. First, the play altogether lacks concrete information about 

both Ophelia’s previous girlhood and her current age in its universe, so Pipher’s initial 

comparison connecting Ophelia to the phenomenon her book will examine is a stretch at best; 

even lines from the play that imply Ophelia’s adolescence at the time the play takes place—the 

references to possible pregnancy in 2.2’s fishmonger scene, for example—give readers nothing 

to go on regarding the happenings of her earlier days. Second, modifiers like “only,” “no,” and 

“utterly” work to oversimplify the ways in which Ophelia’s agency is determined and expressed 

through the navigation of patriarchal forces—systemic forces that the play represents through 
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Hamlet and Polonius, but that Pipher equates with them. Finally, the assertion that “Hamlet 

spurns her because she is an obedient daughter” neglects the notion that both Hamlet and 

Ophelia are victims of similar patriarchal pressures expressed in different ways, choosing instead 

to align Hamlet thoroughly with the oppressor without considering that boys go through 

destructive adolescent experiences, just as girls do. 

Despite—or more likely, because of—its reliance on a well known and broadly drawn 

literary metaphor, the book’s formula was so successful that other similarly gendered self-help 

offerings mirrored its titular referentiality, with Sara Shandler’s Ophelia Speaks: Adolescent 

Girls Write About Their Search for Self hitting shelves in 1999 (Harper Perennial), and Cheryl 

Dellasega’s Surviving Ophelia: Mothers Share Their Wisdom in Navigating the Tumultuous 

Teenage Years following in 2002 (Ballantine Books). While Shandler’s book focuses on adding 

the voices of girls themselves and Dellasega’s deals primarily with their mothers’ experiences, 

both begin with Pipher’s use of Ophelia as cultural shorthand for feminized problems that are 

dangerous for the whole of society if left underexplored. While both approaches seem well 

meaning, they ultimately fall short of a nuanced, holistic view of the character that takes not only 

period social norms but also the instructive power of literature into account. Indeed, this 

representative use of Ophelia is not limited to the self-help genre. Cindy O’Donnell-Allen and 

Peter Smagorinsky use Ophelia to discuss” what … good Ophelia [might] share with the smiling 

good girls that fade into the second row of many of our [high school] classrooms,” and in her 

discussion of Ophelia’s place in the poetry of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), Ruth 

Owen goes so far as to refer to the character as a “found object” (O’Donnell-Allen and 

Smagorinsky 36, Owen 251). In this chapter, I argue that, unlike many other pop culture 

appropriations, Klein’s Ophelia combines knowledge of ethos-shaping historical texts with a 
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feminist view of canonicity, thus using fiction to offer a middle way between two academic 

discourses: the historicists on the conservative side and the cultural studies crowd on liberal one. 

The establishment of this middle way appears purposeful because of the inclusion of an 

appendix in my 2006 paperback edition of the novel entitled “A Reading List from Ophelia.” 

Titling the reading list thusly engenders a connection between character and reader, as if Ophelia 

has complied these recommendations herself for friends or close acquaintances. Further, the 

“Ophelia” of the appendix’s title is written in the same feminine cursive typeface as appears on 

the novel’s cover, making it stand out from the rest of the list’s titles and making the list as a 

whole look more personal and personalized, as if printed on “From the Desk of Ophelia” 

stationary. Lastly, the reading list (along with the novel’s other para-textual apparatus, including 

book club questions and a conversation with the author) is edged with floral lace, simultaneously 

connoting Ophelia’s delicate girliness and participating in the novel’s goal of undercutting those 

historical associations—working to change Ophelia’s flowers from a symbol of isolated, 

temporal girlhood to a symbol of vibrant, enduring female community. While the list’s existence 

and presentation mark Ophelia as like the reader, as a person with interests she desires to share 

with her friends, its contents mark her as historically othered in regard to that presumed reader; 

the list is composed entirely of texts that, while period-appropriate to Ophelia, would be 

considered above-level for the average twenty-first-century teen or pre-teen. 

The appendix’s three sections each correspond to a different central relationship in 

Ophelia’s life. The first, “From the Queen’s Library,” is the longest, and includes Margaret of 

Navarre’s The Mirror of the Sinful Soul and The Heptameron, Ovid’s The Art of Love and The 

Metamorphosis, and Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier. In the novel, Ophelia’s first and 

most important self-definition is that of “motherless girl,” and Gertrude is a significant member 
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of the novel’s series of surrogate mothers (3). The second section is “from Hamlet,” and contains 

only one text: Andreas Vesalius’ Anatomia. While this book’s function is primarily symbolic, 

Hamlet and Ophelia’s relationship itself is built on an understanding of the conventions of 

reading and writing. The final section of the reading list is “from the convent library,” and is 

composed of Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Legend of Good Women and Troilus and Criseyde and 

Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy. Like Hamlet’s contribution to the list, these texts have 

little presence in the action of the novel, but serve more as representations of the lessons Ophelia 

learns during her time at the convent. 

4.2 Ophelia as Social(ized) Reader 

Before I explore how these modes of reading and the people connected to them shape 

Ophelia, I must first discuss her life before she becomes one of Gertrude’s ladies in waiting. Her 

formal education breeds an informal education; that is, the way in which she learns her scholastic 

subjects reinforces the marginalized social position afforded her by her gender. Though the tutor 

Polonius hires is technically for Laertes alone, Polonius allows Ophelia to join her brother in his 

studies, saying, “A girl should not be idle, for then the devil may do his work in you…Therefore 

study with Laertes and take what benefit you may from it” (8). By this logic, her spiritual state is 

tied to her femininity and both are prioritized above her condition as an educated person. More 

specific details about the subjects she studies and how she performs at them also point to her 

primary social function as an afterthought of or an ornament for the men around her. The 

following anecdote shows how Ophelia’s education ultimately points to Laertes’ male privilege: 

I also learned to bargain with Laertes, who disliked all study. ‘I will translate 

these Latin letters for you, if you will first give me your cake,’ I would offer, and 

he would gladly consent. Our father praised Laertes’ schoolwork, but when I 
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showed him my neat rows of numbers, he only patted my head as if I were his 

dog. (9) 

 

Laertes takes credit for work that is not his own and is neither found out nor punished, due 

to Polonius’ assigning differing values to the same work based on the presumed sex of the 

student. Ophelia recognizes that she is being patronized and that that is wrong, but does not 

object aloud, at least partially because she recognizes the physical and intellectual benefits from 

the arrangement she has with Laertes (cake and increased knowledge, respectively). However, 

the sociopolitical world of the novel is more complex than “men oppress women.” Ophelia goes 

on to say that “Laertes was [her] constant companion and [her] only protector” (9), and recounts 

a childhood incident in which she got attacked by a dog that Laertes “beat senseless” until the 

attack ceased. He also cleaned her up and comforted her when the incident was over (9).  Unlike 

Laertes, Polonius does not seem to be concerned about Ophelia’s emotional trauma, but only 

with its physical effects: “My father told me to be comforted, for the scars would not be seen 

until after I had taken a husband. But for years, even the sight of a lapdog in a lady’s arms made 

me quiver with fear” (9). In suggesting that Laertes oppresses Ophelia only insofar as it improves 

Polonius’ opinion of him, the novel seems to adhere to the oft-cited Polonius-as-social-climber 

reading of the play, wherein he views his children as means to advance his position at court 

(Oakes, Stimpson, Hunt). 

 Ophelia’s formal education also causes her to recognize immediately that something’s 

rotten in the state of Denmark. When discussing her Biblical studies with Laertes’ tutor, she 

informs the reader that “[she] marveled at the Book of John with its terrible revelations of angels 

and beasts loosed at the end of time” (9). Because Polonius has equated a court position with a 
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better life for their family, she asks him: “‘Will the castle look like heaven, such as Saint John 

saw? Will it have towers sparkling with gold and bright gems?’ and is ridiculed for such a 

question by her father and brother (10). She does not completely understand her father’s 

sociopolitical agenda, but knows enough about his high expectations to be disappointed when 

she sees a place where “nothing sparkled,” with “grey stone walls” and “ countless dark windows 

[arranged] close together like ranks of soldiers” (10). Though her attempts to connect her daily 

life to her studies mark her as intelligent and curious, if a bit naïve, to the novel’s readers, her 

father sees her comments as frivolous, and does not think to ascribe them any value. 

4.3 Elnora and Gertrude: The Femininity of Nature and The Nature of Femininity 

 Once Ophelia’s education becomes the province of women, its focus on male privilege 

continues, though that focus is not always expressed in the same way by all her female tutors at 

court. Ophelia’s entry into the Queen’s service provides her with two mother figures: Gertrude 

herself and Elnora, Lady Valdemar, whose responsibility it is to teach Ophelia “courtly 

behavior” (26).  Elnora chides Ophelia for her previous boisterous behavior, which she views as 

inappropriate for a girl of eleven, saying, “’You have been without rule all that time! Pah! No 

horse will take the bridle and bit after so long” (27). Elnora’s invocation of woman-taming 

language common to the period does two things: first, its power focus and bestial metaphor place 

Ophelia firmly in a marginalized social position, even as she is said to be elevated by being 

chosen to serve the queen. Second, it points to marriage as the most appropriate social goal for 

someone in Ophelia’s position, and instructs Ophelia that her role in marriage is to be tamed into 

obedience, and often, silence. Lynda E. Boose writes that “women judged guilty of so 

egregiously violating the norms of community order and hierarchy as to have been labeled 

‘scolds’ or ‘shrews’” were so looked down upon that they were sometimes physically punished 
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for their social transgressions by being ducked on cucking stools or by being forced to parade 

through the streets wearing a scold’s bridle (Boose 186-191, 198). The novel affirms the 

connection to Boose’s argument with the bridle reference above, as well as when Elnora warns 

Ophelia against becoming a shrew on the same page (27). 

 Though the above information would make it easy for a reader of Klein’s novel to view 

Elnora solely as a restrictive figure who wants to force Ophelia to remain passive, a negatively 

connoted member of a bygone age, thankfully, the novel complicates this issue. It does so by 

having Elnora introduce Ophelia to two kinds of texts: conduct books and a copy of The Herball 

or General History of Plants, published by John Gerard in 1597. Ophelia does not put much 

stock in the former, but has this to say about the latter: 

It was a treasure more valuable than gold to me. When I tired of my needlework, 

which was often, I pored over this book with ever-growing fascination. I studied 

its precise drawings and stored in my memory the virtues and uses of all plants. I 

learned that peony taken with wine can relieve nightmares and melancholy 

dreams. When a mother delivers her babe, parsley seeds aid in bringing away the 

afterbirth cleanly. Rhubarb purges madness and frenzy. Fennel sharpens the sight 

and is an antidote to some poisons. All this and more I committed to memory. 

Soon Elnora began to rely on me to create new mixtures and tonics…She chided 

me less for my laziness and melancholy, and she allowed me more time to study 

and write (37). 

At first examination, it is clear this passage details the book’s role in Ophelia’s increased sense 

of individuality and intellectual agency. Its contents are more stimulating than needlework, and 

the subject matter’s social value allows her to transgress Elsinore’s norms of feminine study 
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without reproach from Elnora or other ladies. While this is an important step in her development 

to be sure, a closer look at the examples Ophelia provides of the book’s contents suggests a 

rather radical view of her position within the world of Shakespeare’s play. The remedies she 

names at the very least are related to and at most offer solutions to several of the play’s major 

problems or questions: the ghost, issues of childbirth/parentage, madness, and poisoning. While 

such specific knowledge gives Ophelia theoretical power to change things in her courtly world, 

her simultaneously elevated and degraded social position--she is a woman in service of the 

queen, but she is still merely a woman—prevents her from combining that theoretical power with 

the active agency she would need to affect such change. The philosophical tools are present, but 

using them is still a serious sociological transgression. In this way, Ophelia’s use of The Herball, 

though the text itself is absent from the included reading list, seems to fit into Klein’s dual-

focused approach to Ophelia by focusing on both historicized norms and their possibly 

oppressive limitations. By introducing Ophelia to a text that allows her to occupy a more 

complex feminine role, Elnora herself occupies the same. 

Gertrude also acts as an exemplar of the idea that court ladies should be multivalent in 

order to advance socially: She makes Ophelia read aloud to her and her ladies in waiting from 

The Mirror of the Sinful Soul and says “We shall observe our likenesses in this mirror and reflect 

on our sins…I would be remiss in my duty, I fear, if I did not look after your spiritual warfare” 

(41). Ophelia notes that this statement’s “words and tone almost conveyed apology,” and 

discovers later that her thoughts about the statement’s connotations were correct when, after 

Gertrude summons Ophelia to her chambers to read devotionals aloud, she instead hands her a 

copy of The Heptameron. Ophelia notices that this book looks very similar to Gertrude’s “other 

devotional books” and that it “was also written by the pious queen Margaret,” but thinks that 
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“[Elnora would] forbid [her] to even touch its binding” because the book contains “tales of love 

and desire” (41, 42). 

Such reading habits, which Gertrude admits are done in secret because “the king is a godly 

and proper man [who] would be grieved to know that [she reads] such tales, which men say are 

not fit for a lady’s ear,” could be used to validate Hamlet’s implied accusation in 1.2 of 

Shakespeare’s play—that while he “know[s] not seems,” Gertrude does (76). Indeed, both the 

play and the novel could be used to suggest that such deception is a particularly feminine trait. In 

the famous “nunnery scene” in Act Three, Hamlet implies that Ophelia participates in the 

deceptive traditions of femininity when he accuses, “God / hath given you one face, and you 

make yourselves another” (3.1.142-3). “The pious queen Margaret,” as a writer of both devotions 

and romances, fits the description of a duplicitous woman, and the fact that both Gertrude and 

Ophelia use the term “devotions” to refer to texts of both genres implicates them as well.  

Reading such multiplicity as deception is an incomplete interpretation of both the novel and 

its sociohistorical contexts, however; to do so is to judge female actions by male moral standards 

without acknowledging the disparity of social power that exists between the sexes—a fact of 

which both Ophelia (in her distaste of male-authored conduct books) and Gertrude (in her 

reference to her “godly and proper” husband) seem to be aware. Later in the same conversation, 

Gertrude again advocates for complexity of thought and the middle way when she tells Ophelia 

she is “favored” because “Elnora is a puritan and Cristiana is vain and foolish.”35 She continues: 

“You, Ophelia, are sensible, but unschooled in the matters of love and passion. It is necessary to 

learn the ways of the world and the wiles of men so that you may resist them. So read freely, my 

dear” (43). 

                                                
35

 Cristiana is the lady-in-waiting brought into service immediately before Ophelia. She is an original character to 

the novel and a “mean girl” type who seems to exist to provide Ophelia with a foil of her own age, but taken 

together, the two form a virgin/whore dichotomy similar to that of Ophelia/Gertrude. 
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With this combination of praise and advice, Gertrude cements herself as another in a series 

of Ophelia’s surrogate mothers. Her complex view of appropriate femininity provides Ophelia 

something that Elnora cannot, herself in a position as subjugated as Ophelia’s, perhaps more so 

due to her age and associated lack of courtly use. Even Gertrude’s seemingly simple instruction 

to Ophelia on how to read—freely—should be examined on a deeper level. In context, Gertrude 

is telling Ophelia that she has freedom to read; that is, that she may read any books she wishes. 

This denotation of the word is also accompanied by a connotation with deep philosophical and 

political implications: Ophelia also receives freedom from the act of reading, since she is 

exposing herself to a wider variety of ideas about appropriate femininity, and hence may 

question who gets to define such standards, and why.  

Ophelia and Gertrude seem to have different goals for reading, at least initially. Ophelia 

“doubt[s] the use” of the tale of “a jealous official who killed his wife with poisoned salad greens 

because she had taken a young lover.” When Ophelia is “disturb[ed] to read that the woman’s 

wrongdoing led her husband to kill her [because] she was more weak than wicked,” Gertrude 

responds, “’This is fiction, Ophelia, not a true history. Often we love to read of deeds and desires 

we would not dare to perform ourselves. That is the pleasure of a tale like this’” (43).  Ophelia 

reads didactically and Gertrude reads for escapist purposes. The novel avoids the easy dichotomy 

of didacticism v. escapism as well, though, beginning once Hamlet returns to Elsinore after the 

death of his father. 

4.4 Hamlet, Misogyny, and Motivations for Reading and Writing 

 Following his return to Elsinore, Hamlet begins to pursue a secret romantic relationship 

with Ophelia. As a result, Ophelia’s ways of reading change and start to affect her relationship 

with Gertrude negatively. This secret affair, which is meant to inject spontaneity into court life 
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and begins with walks through the castle’s gardens and grounds, is marked by allusion and meta-

text on the part of both Hamlet and Ophelia—they have been instructed well by a court culture 

that insists shrewd lovers be close readers. In their first garden outing, Hamlet remarks on an 

apple tree, first using it to do a bit of amateur family psychology: “How is it that a misshapen 

tree can yield such perfect fruit? This is seldom seen in human nature” (65-6). Immediately 

following that remark, he hands Ophelia the apple. She teases, “ Should not I offer the fruit to 

you and you reject it? Then I would tell you about the fabled serpent who said it would make us 

wise, and you, longing to be wise, would eagerly bite it” (66). Hamlet rejoinders that he, unlike 

“[their] father Adam,” would not be fooled by such logic, because he would demand to see the 

serpent, and, not being shown one, would not eat. At that moment, Hamlet and Ophelia receive 

signal from Horatio that someone else has entered what Hamlet calls “this Eden” (66). It is 

Claudius, who is drunk and encourages Hamlet to “give [Ophelia] a pinch and a paddling, too” 

because in his experience “the lusty ones love it” (66). 

This series of events first traces both familial and marital or relational discord to the 

occurrence of original sin as outlined in Genesis 3, suggesting that, to a certain degree, such 

discord is unavoidable. Those allusions in turn foreshadow two important scenes in 

Shakespeare’s play: Old Hamlet’s description of his death to Hamlet in 1.5.36 and 39, in which 

Claudius is twice referred to as a “serpent,” and Hamlet’s proposal to Ophelia that marriage be 

abolished in 3.1, which postulates that women, as “breeder[s] of sinners,” are the means by 

which Original Sin is passed down through generations (121).36 By maintaining the connections 
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 Notably, Claudius is not the first character to which the novel applies this allusive serpent metaphor. A mere two 

pages before Ophelia and Hamlet are interrupted by Claudius, Ophelia thinks that Cristiana has “followed [her] 

into the garden like a sly serpent” to see who she has been meeting (64). The fact that these two references to the 

same allusion in the place occur so close together in the novel intimates a connection between the original 

character of Cristiana and the canonical character of Claudius. This connection gives Cristiana a tenuous sort of 

textual validation that is also gendered—in being metaphorically linked to such a notable literary villain, her 
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between Original Sin by female deception and the decay of traditional familial structure due to 

lust, the novel appears to stay true to traditional readings of the play that blame “woman’s 

inconstancy” for the sin of man. 

While Ophelia and Hamlet spend this first outing together acting primarily as readers in 

that they play with and recognize allusions to existing texts, they soon construct their time 

together differently. After discovering that Cristiana has told Gertrude that she is meeting 

someone in secret, Ophelia works in concert with Hamlet to get revenge. The language she uses 

to describe the enterprise is telling: She first refers to it as a “plot,” and notes that she got the 

idea from “a ribald tale of mistaken love [she] had once read to Gertrude” (75). When Ophelia 

shares the idea with Hamlet, he calls it “an excellent device, worthy of a playwright,” and 

Ophelia, nervous of being caught, stresses to him that “[they] must hide [their] authorship of this 

work” (75). Plot, device, authorship—Hamlet and Ophelia have progressed beyond merely 

recognizing the allusions created by others and now spend their time together acting primarily as 

writers of an original story in which they force people to play parts they do not know are being 

scripted for them. 

The structure of this plot itself is also notable. Ophelia and Hamlet write the following 

poem, sign Rosencrantz’s name to it, and leave it in Cristiana’s pocket: “By your cloak of red 

and feathered face / You give me proof that I have won the race / My prize I’ll take, ‘tis earned 

but free / Beneath the spreading boughs of the willow tree” (76). Meanwhile, Ophelia “copie[s] 

Cristiana’s hand” to deliver the following to Guildenstern: “ I can no longer hide my longing for 

you, gentle Guildenstern. Tonight, the redbird perches in the willow tree. She awaits the hooded 

black crow. Catch me and I am yours” (76). In addition to cementing Hamlet and Ophelia as 

                                                                                                                                                       
position as an archetypical mean girl is both diminished and highlighted. 
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composers rather than just readers of texts, this bit of deception works to illuminate period 

connections between writing and reading for the reader of the novel. While those who have not 

read Hamlet can see the humor in the trickery of mistaken identities in and of themselves, those 

who have read the play are privy to an extra layer of humor regarding its characters’ inability to 

tell Rosencrantz and Guildenstern apart, as evidenced by Gertrude and Claudius’ confusion in 

2.2.34-5. More broadly, the bird metaphors could be said to contain references to Othello and 

Taming of the Shrew and their collective accompanying ethos of gendered tension regarding 

female obedience.37 Reading leads to writing leads to deeper reading, which in addition to 

echoing Renaissance theories on reading,38 reminds the novel’s twenty-first-century-reader of the 

appropriative nature of that text. In the terminology of adaptation theorist Linda Hutcheon, it is 

“palimpsestuous” in that it is a text that exists theoretically on top of another (it is a palimpsest), 

and a text whose existence and connotations depend strongly on those of the previously existing 

text (it is incestuous) (Hutcheon 21-2).  

The conclusion and resolution of Hamlet and Ophelia’s plot, while proving they are 

entrenched in a society with a complex view of the relationship between writing and reading, 

also proves that they are still partially ignorant of the values and norms that society puts forth 

through some of its widely read texts and the effects such values and norms have on people, and 

thus are still incapable of a related and arguably more important type of reading. Once 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern discover, over drinks, that they are involved with the same 

woman, they “c[o]me to blows and Hamlet [leaps] up to part them,” arguing that “the lady [is] a 

light one, undeserving of their love” (80). The men then resolve their argument, Hamlet reports 

to Ophelia. While he sees nothing wrong with the progression of events, she “[grows] angry at 

                                                
37

 Cf. Othello 3.3.1919-41 and The Taming of the Shrew 4.1.1799-1821. 
38

 Cf. Alberto Manguel, A History of Reading. New York: Penguin, 1997.  
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the thought of the three men disdaining Cristiana” and he teases her for “pity[ing her] former 

enemy,” saying that such a change in opinion is “like a fickle woman” (80). When Ophelia 

pushes further and claims she is motivated by a desire to fight misogyny with female solidarity, 

Hamlet responds that “[they] have not wronged the ignorant girl, but helped her to be rid of false 

loves,” and goes on to say that “Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are deceivers both” and “vile 

traitors loyal only to themselves” (80). The chapter closes with Ophelia noting that Cristiana is 

“chastened” by the events of their plot, and that the two “never revealed [they] were the authors 

of this tragicomedy” (81). 

The quick resolution of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s argument suggests adherence to a 

misogynist “bros before hos” code of conduct, as do Hamlet’s acceptance of that resolution, as 

well as his jokes to Ophelia about female inconstancy. When followed by criticism of 

Rosencrantz and Guldenstern’s deceptive, traitorous natures, however; these exchanges perhaps 

cast Hamlet’s earlier comments about the apple tree in a different light: even if female deception 

was first, original sin has now infected them all, male and female, equally. And yet, not everyone 

ends on equal footing, as the plot’s final mention labels it a “tragicomedy” whose “authors” are 

never discovered. While gender disparity is questioned, the source of creative power is not.  

This complication of the reader/author relationship and the ways in which discovering it 

enriches Ophelia’s ideas about women’s social roles fits in with the lesson Hamlet tries to teach 

her using Vesalius’ Anatomia. Vesalius, considered by many to be the father of modern anatomy, 

made a definitive break with the Galenic thought most commonly held in the Early Modern 

period. He did so by emphasizing the importance of dissection (not a very important practice for 

Galen), and by creating intricate drawings that showed the inside and outside of a specimen 

simultaneously (Carlino 49). Hamlet remarks that “to dissect every part of man” is “to discover 
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his secrets,” and when Ophelia wonders about the possibly heretical nature of such an act, says 

that “those who say [that dissection constitutes heresy] are the enemies of reason and learning” 

(Klein 126). The pair go on to discuss the difficulty of discerning the inward motivations of 

humans from their outwardly visible expressions and forms, with Ophelia saying that evil is a 

primarily internal force that leaves almost no easily visible effects, while Hamlet maintains that 

“As the [worm-infested] apple’s fair outside finally shows its inner ruin, so evil thoughts in time 

corrupt a man’s features” (127). He then discusses murdering Claudius, but is concerned with the 

state of his own soul should he commit such evil, even if for good reason. While Ophelia’s 

acceptance of complex answers regarding the relationship between the internal and the external 

extends to others, Hamlet seems unwilling to grant those around him (not just Claudius in this 

passage, but Ophelia herself in the novel’s coverage of the nunnery scene as well) the same 

complexity and depth he affords himself and his own reasons for doing what he does. 

4.5 Conclusion: Authorship and Community at the Convent 

Both the consideration of people’s inward motivations and the connections between 

members of communities remain important to Ophelia’s life in the novel’s third and final major 

location: The Convent of St. Emilion. After a secret marriage witnessed only by Horatio and a 

priest, Hamlet fears for Ophelia’s safety and encourages her to escape the dangers of Elsinore 

under Claudius, but not before their marriage is consummated. Ophelia leaves before Hamlet 

learns she is pregnant (Klein 114-16, 148). She journeys to France disguised as courtier Philippe 

L’oeil in order to aid her passage (Klein 229), but due to complications related to her pregnancy, 

falls ill and is taken to the convent to recover. Though she knows her baby was conceived within 

wedlock, the other women in the convent do not. Thus, from its beginning, Ophelia’s presence at 

the convent is marked by differences between perception and reality. Even her assumed name—
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L’oeil is French for “eye”—alludes to this. Both the texts on Ophelia’s reading list39 and the 

experiences the novel details from this period in her life concern the differences between 

perception and reality, and it is the way those things combine with her integration in to the 

female community of the convent that allow her to finally transcend the condition of primary 

relationality that defines her throughout the rest of the novel. Ophelia’s first friend at the convent 

is a novice named Isabel, who “brings [her books from the convent library: a history of the wars 

in France, and a volume of the English poet Chaucer, containing The Legend of Good Women 

and The Tale of Troilus and Creseyde […]” (252). 

Given her previous experiences with the occasional connections between sexism and 

authorship, it seems significant that Ophelia would study Chaucer by reading both Troilus and 

Creseyde and The Legend of Good Women. Together, the two works comment on the presence of 

women with in the literary tradition, particularly the degree to which that male authors create that 

tradition. In the prologue to The Legend of Good Women, the persona of Chaucer the poet argues 

that old books are the way to learn about things you have not experienced: “ Men shal not wenen 

every thing a lye / But yf himself yt seeth, or ells dooth;… 

Than mote we to bokes that we fynde, 

Thurgh which that olde thynges ben in mynde, 

And to the doctrine of these olde wyse, 

Yeve credence, in every skylful wise, 

That tellen of these olde appreved stories 

Of holynesse, of regnes, of victories, 

                                                
39

 While this section of the reading list also includes Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy, I will not cover that 

text in-depth here for two reasons. First, the text itself seems barely relevant to Ophelia’s circumstances, except 

perhaps very broadly, on the grounds of Boethius’ imprisonment being comparable to Ophelia’s exile in the 

convent. Second, the text is only mentioned once in the novel, when Ophelia says she “spend[s] hours in the 

library, often losing [her]self in The Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius the Roman” (Klein 261). 
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Of love, of hate, of other sondry thynges, 

Of whiche I may not maken rehersynges ( ln.12-13, 17-24). 

Chaucer himself seems to know that such strong faith in male authored-texts often conceals 

deeply ingrained sexism. His Wife of Bath confirms the divide between feminine “experience” 

and masculine, textual “auctoritee” in the Prologue to her Tale (ln. 1), and later in the prologue to 

The Legend of Good Women, the goddess Alcestis urges Chaucer to write “’Of women trewe in 

loving al hire lyve, / Whereso ye wol, of maiden or of wyve, / And forthren yow, as muche as he 

mysseyde / Or in the Rose or ells in Creseyde’” (438-41). While the Wife of Bath’s Tale may 

have been a more relevant addition to the convent section of Ophelia’s reading list since it is 

during this period of the novel that she realizes the things she has read do not prepare her 

completely adequately for real life (Klein 249), the addition of the Chaucerian texts does provide 

a philosophical stepping-stone to Ophelia’s final educational progression within the novel. 

 

Erica Hateley argues that Klein’s is one of a small group of YA Ophelias that 

“articulate[s] feminine power via a satisfying relationship with Shakespeare directly” (437), and 

that Klein enables this articulation primarily through engagement with and subversion of tropes 

of the romance genre. Hateley echoes my equation of recent Cultural-Studies-model 

appropriations with didacticism by claiming that Klein and her ilk “take a…contemporary 

approach to romance plots in order to imagine Ophelia as a positive role model for young women 

in the twenty-first-century” (441). In discussing the specific ways Klein uses romantic tropes, 

Hateley notes that the novel ends with “a deus ex machina romance between Ophelia and 

Horatio [that] seems an unconvincing nod to the norms of the romance genre” (443). I agree with 

her characterization of the Ophelia/Horatio relationship—indeed, Horatio appears in France 
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merely for the novel’s final seven pages—but would add that the degree to which such a 

relationship is “an unconvincing nod” to genre conventions is ultimately a feminist victory, as it 

makes the women of the convent the stars of the novel’s final third while Horatio, Ophelia and 

baby Hamlet’s normative family remain an afterthought. First, Ophelia joins a family of women 

in which she finds agency and value. Second, the specific way in which she contributes to this 

community is incredibly significant in terms of her journey over the course of the novel. Ophelia 

uses the knowledge of medical herbs and plants she gained from Metchild and Elnora to improve 

the quality of life of the sisters at St. Emilion’s (Klein 275), thus forging a broader connection 

between the two female communities that helped her most as she sought her place in the world. 

Finally, Ophelia’s last occupation at the convent before leaving to marry Horatio is not that of 

doctor, but that of writer. In addition to using books written by others to give back to her 

community, Ophelia also begins an autobiography, and later, writes a biography of one of the 

convent’s members, Marguerite, who arrived at the convent having cast shame onto her family 

after she was sexually assaulted and later discarded by Fortinbras of Norway (Klein 315-6). 

Ophelia sees it as her responsibility to tell others about this injustice, saying, “If she will not tell 

the story of her own life, then I will write it for her” (321). This authorship is a far cry from the 

petty machinations she and Hamlet devised for Cristiana, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern. It is in 

this, when she connects reading and writing with a recognition of female struggle and 

community, that Ophelia ultimately learns what it means to “read freely.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ROZ AND JULES—A HATE STORY?: FEMALE FRIENDSHIP AND 

TEEN UNIVERSALITY IN ROMEO’S EX 
 

5.1 Introduction: Mean Girls, Queen Bees, and Twenty-First Century Female Socialization 

In the ten years since its release, Mark Waters’ 2004 teen film Mean Girls has become 

something of a cult classic, with phrases like “queen bee” and “girl-on-girl crime” entering the 

cultural mainstream. Part of this success is undoubtedly due to the ability of talented comic 

writers and actors like Saturday Night Live alumni Tina Fey and Tim Meadows to translate 

Rosalind Wiseman’s self-help book Queen Bees and Wannabees: Helping Your Daughter 

Survive Cliques, Gossip, Boyfriends and the New Realities of Girl World into a genre more 

palatable to its target audience of teen girls. The film is the spoonful of sugar that helps the 

book’s medicine go down, and this medicine is one of which most twenty-first-century girls 

require regular dosages. Wiseman defines several social positions common to twenty-first-

century cliques within “girl world”: “Queen Bee, Sidekick, Banker, Floater, 

Pleaser/Wannabe/Messenger, Torn Bystander, [and] Target” (25).  The queen bee “reigns 

supreme over other girls and weakens their friendships with others, thereby strengthening her 

own power and influence” (25).  The Sidekick is the Queen Bee’s “second-in-command.” Her 

connection to the Queen Bee endows her with in-group power, but may mark her as lesser to 

outsiders (27-8). The Banker and the Messenger both traffic in news and gossip (often the 

currency of choice in “girl world”), but each uses this currency to opposite effect. For the 

Banker, gossip is to be heard and hoarded until it can be used to her advantage, often by turning 

one girl against another so she herself can advance socially (29). Conversely, the Messenger 

wants “to reconcile the parties in conflict,” though her ultimate goal, like the Banker’s is still 

personal advancement (33). The Messenger is often also a Pleaser/Wannabe. The 
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Pleaser/Wannabe is malleable, acting the way those around her act in order to satisfy them (33). 

The Floater shares the Pleaser/Wannabe’s malleability, but with more positive connotations: 

“She has friends in different groups and can move freely among them” (30). The Torn 

Bystander, as her name suggests, is not immune to this pressure, though despite “always finding 

herself in situations where she has to choose between friends,” gravitates to a singular identity 

type more than the Pleaser/Wannabe does (32). While all of the identities listed in this taxonomy 

contribute to or bear the effects of girl aggression to some degree, it is The Target who suffers 

most clearly. The Target is “ the victim” with “no allies” who “feels helpless to stop the [other] 

girls’ behavior” (34, 35). Wiseman notes that while these general categories sometime 

correspond with people one-to-one, there is often overlap, and that the types can be distributed in 

cliques containing various overall levels of social capital:  

Cliques are sophisticated, complex and multilayered, and every girl has a role 

within them. However, Positions in cliques aren’t static. Especially from the sixth 

to eighth grade, a girl can lose her position to another girl, and she can move up 

and down the social totem pole. Also, your daughter doesn’t have to be in the 

‘popular’ group to have these roles within her group of friends. (24)   

In addition to describing social rankings and how they interact and evolve, Wiseman also 

details the processes of “girl-on-girl crime,” that is, the socially acceptable ways through which 

girls take out their aggression on other girls. This aggression, Wiseman says, does not look like 

male/male physical aggression, but because girls are socialized to be more communal and 

relational than their male counterparts in whom individuality is often lauded, female aggression 

is less directly focused; adolescent girls gain power over other girls not by individual physical 

dominance but by group-based social dominance, in which relationships with boys often play a 
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central role. In discussing the ways in which girls use relationships with boys to advance 

socially, Wiseman introduces two more closely related types: The Fruit Cup Girl and The Beer 

Cup Girl. The Fruit Cup Girl acts helpless in order to establish a relationship with a boy. Her 

label is taken from the following anecdote told by Leah, age fourteen: 

When I was twelve, my grade went on a field trip and there was this boy that I 

really liked, but I didn’t know how to get his attention. I got my courage up and 

sat down at the same table as him for lunch…I didn’t know what to say, so I 

pretended that I couldn’t open my fruit cup and asked him to open it for me. 

Looking back on it now, it was sort of pathetic, but I still let guys beat me in 

races” (209). 

Wiseman explains, “The Fruit Cup Girl personifies girls’ internal conflict between expressing 

personal authenticity and codified gendered behavior that gets them attention form boys” (209). 

Leah makes this conflict clear in calling her actions “sort of pathetic” while still appreciating 

their social benefits. Wiseman argues that the transition from Fruit Cup Girl to Beer Cup Girl—

in which the helpless façade is maintained and age and peer pressure combine with alcohol 

and/or drugs to raise the stakes—is an easy one: “[This] metamorphosis…sets the stage for girls 

to use alcohol and drugs as excuses for doing what they want to do but are too afraid to do sober 

because they’ll get a bad reputation” (211). 

  Because the status-obsessed, sex-centered, soapy-but-sincere Mean Girls model of 

popular culture has transitioned from YA book series to television—for example, Gossip Girl, 

with its first novel in 2002 and the television show of the same name premiering on the CW in 

2007, and Pretty Little Liars, with novels beginning in 2006 and a show following on ABC 

Family in 2010--it would not be implausible to assume that the same clique-centric template with 
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the same degree of cross-genre flexibility would appear in YA Shakespearean appropriations, 

especially those based on Romeo and Juliet, whose titular characters Tony Howard labels 

“synonyms for young love” (305). First published circa 1597, in the four-hundred-plus years 

since, the play has come to represent the capriciousness of teen romance, as well as its emotional 

heft. References to its plot and characters are present within dozens of novels40, popular songs41, 

and films42, just to name the most prominent genres in which appropriations of it can be found. 

Howard argues that such a cultural resonance, spanning time and crossing genres, is due to the “ 

universal recognition” the play sparks: “we inherit so many of our images of romance, 

generational discord, and social hatred from the play that it’s impossible to list all its cinematic 

reincarnations” (305). That the catalyst for Romeo’s attendance at the Capulet feast is not Juliet, 

but his initial love of Rosaline could create female competition that lends itself to Rosalind 

Wiseman’s personality types. Further, the play’s death scenes have even been used to discuss 

teen drug use and suicide (Deats), which suggests the possible relevance of Wiseman’s 

discussion of the Fruit Cup Girl/Beer Cup Girl and her accompanying social pressures. Despite 

the apparent cultural prevalence of both the play and Wiseman’s girl world archetypes, Romeo’s 

Ex avoids the easy choices its subtitle could imply. It does not emphasize girl-on-girl crime, and 

                                                
40

 YA examples alone include Melinda Taub’s Still Star-Crossed (Delacorte, 2013), Rebecca Serle’s When You 

Were Mine (Simon Pulse, 2012), Kai Meyer’s Arcadia Awakens (Balzer+ Bray, 2012), Stacey Jay’s Juliet 

Immortal (Delacorte, 2011), Suzanne Selfors’ Saving Juliet (Walker Childrens, 2008), Suzanne Harper’s The 

Juliet Club (Harper Teen, 2008), and Walter Dean Meyers’ Street Love (Amistad, 2007). 
41

 Recent examples include Hanson’s “Juliet” (2013’s Anthem), Taylor Swift’s “Love Story”(2008’s Fearless) and 

Skye Sweetnam’s “Billy S” (2004’s Noise from the Basement). Other, older examples transcend the pop genre, 

including Bob Dylan’s “Floater (Too Much to Ask)” and “Desolation Row” (2001’s Love and Theft and 1965’s 

Highway 61 Revisited, respectively), Dire Straits’ “Romeo and Juliet” (1980’s Making Movies), Blue Öyster 
Cult’s “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper” (1976’s Agents of Fortune), and Little Willie John’s “Fever” (a 1956 single 

that went on to be covered by at least a dozen other artists in the almost six decades since its release, including 

Peggy Lee, The Kingsmen, James Brown, Joe Cocker, and Michael Bublè). 
42

 The most well known teen-centric English-language film appropriations are 1961’s West Side Story, the 1968 film 

directed by Franco Zeffirelli, and the 1996 film directed by Baz Luhrmann.  All three films emphasize youth 

culture and sexuality in one way or another (the first and third primarily through chronological and geographical 

setting and the second through focus on the actors’ bodies). 
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instead focuses on a more nuanced reading of the intersections of female friendship and teen 

romance. 

5.2 Roz and Jules (and Romeo) 

If its title is in any way ambiguous, the subtitle of Lisa Fiedler’s 2006 YA novel Romeo’s 

Ex makes the novel’s intended protagonist undeniably clear: this is “Rosaline’s story.” While the 

broad cultural existence of the Mean Girls model would make it easy (not to mention 

marketable) for Fiedler to pit Rosaline and Juliet against each other over Romeo, the fact that 

this does not take place seems a feminist move, at least in part. While its attempt to focus on 

characters or voices that reside on the margins of Shakespearean texts makes it rather 

unremarkable within YA Shakespeares as a subgenre, the moves the novel makes in order to 

focus on Rosaline are worthy of exploration. In the novel’s first chapter, Rosaline is ingratiated 

to its target teen girl audience primarily through the ways in which she is defined in opposition 

first to Juliet and then Romeo. Even before she is compared to either of those characters, 

Rosaline is likable because she is simultaneously rebellious and compassionate. She is the local 

Healer’s apprentice, wants a career as the next Healer, and is aware of that choice’s social 

consequences: “There were those who feared the Healer, called her ‘charlatan’ and ‘witch,’ but 

Rosaline understood that the people who shunned her friend were simply ignorant” (Fiedler 4). 

This social awareness allows her to flaunt expectations of propriety without getting caught by her 

watchful elders, as when she orchestrates the theft of flowers from the Montague’s garden, aided 

by Juliet. In this scene, the temperamental differences between the two cousins themselves 

become apparent, and the girls further distinguish themselves from Romeo when he stumbles 

upon their caper-in-progress.  
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While the two are on their way to the Montagues’, Rosaline tells the reader that “Juliet is 

[her] dearest friend, although she is younger by two summers” and goes on to say that “[Juliet] is 

not nearly daring enough for [her] taste” (12). Though the girls are close and congenial, even 

calling each other “Roz” and “Jules,” they are easily distinguishable, and readers familiar with 

the social norms of Wiseman’s girl world can easily hierarchize their opposing traits. The 

differences Rosaline says exist between herself and and Juliet are proven by actions when, after 

the latter admires one of Lord Montague’s prized figs, the former encourages her to eat it thusly: 

‘You are as Eve in Eden,’ [Rosaline teases]. ‘ Partaking of forbidden fruit!’ ‘I 

have never been this wicked, [Juliet] whispers earnestly, pinching the fruit. A 

glistening smudge of its juicy flesh darkens her fingertips. ‘Taste it!’ [Rosaline] 

urge[s]. 

The most obvious effect of this passage is that it instructs the reader to see Rosaline as sexy and 

a little bit dangerous; she is willing to take risks that Juliet must be coaxed into, and more than 

that, with her winking references to “Eve in Eden,” is knowledgeable of—and willing to flout—

social norms and restrictions of which Juliet still seems largely unaware. Upon first reading, the 

two cousins seem to interact like Wiseman says a Queen Bee and her Sidekick would, with the 

older, more experienced girl urging the younger to do the cool, rebellious thing. Like a good 

Sidekick, Juliet gives in, but the allusive frame of this peer pressure complicates Wiseman’s 

typology. This allusion to the fall of man is similar to the one Lisa Klein inserts in Ophelia, but I 

would argue, serves an even more progressive literary purpose. While this allusion, like Klein’s, 

works to create a protagonist who is aware that her society views women as temptresses, the 

other people participating in the allusion make the two passages read differently. In Ophelia, the 

titular character jokingly finishes an allusion that is begun by Hamlet. She recognizes misogynist 
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implications in the conversation that he does not, and then a drunken Claudius intrudes upon the 

scene and begins discussing the sexual proclivities of “lusty” women43. Though Ophelia works to 

enlighten Hamlet, this scene uses an allusion to the fall to pit a woman against two men who are, 

by degrees, complicit in a misogynist social order. Though the differentiation between Hamlet 

and Claudius is a partial step forward—not all men are misogynist in the same ways—the scene 

remains an oversimplified view of how societies continue to propagate misogyny. In contrast, 

Fiedler invokes the same woman-as-temptress trope in her allusion, but by having a woman 

make herself the serpent that tempts an also female Eve, endows her character with even more 

social awareness than that of Klein’s, as well as with a more complex view of how misogyny 

often really works. Rosaline recognizes her society’s reliance on the book of Genesis to confirm 

woman’s naturally deceptive tendencies to the point that she out-Eves Eve: she is a serpent-

temptress motivating Juliet’s Eve to eat of the forbidden fruit that, presumably, will lead to her, 

in turn tempting Romeo’s Adam. I would argue that Rosaline’s initial invocation and 

exaggeration of the allusion is a deeper level of social criticism than that of Klein’s Ophelia, who 

merely responds amusingly, but does not initiate the allusion herself. Furthermore, Rosaline’s 

invoking the allusion to a seemingly clueless Juliet before the two of them encounter Romeo 

points to a more complex view of the transmission of misogyny. There is no one else present for 

their exchange, so if Rosaline is speaking in opposition to anyone, it is Juliet herself, who has 

perhaps internalized the anti-woman sentiment around her so thoroughly that she does not see 

Rosaline’s words as a joke at that society’s expense.  

Fiedler herself chooses to introduce readers to Verona’s marginalization and 

objectification of women through the introduction of her Romeo. Rosaline says that while he is 
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 See pages thirteen and fourteen of Chapter Three for an in-depth analysis of this section of Ophelia. 
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“without question one of the handsomest men in Verona” in addition to being “energetic, clever, 

[and] good-natured[…], he is most irritating [because] he professes to be in love with [her and] 

does not e’en know [her]” (15-16). This description is interesting for two reasons. First, its 

diction and its tone seem oddly juxtaposed, with the archaic “e’en” sticking out in a sentence that 

could otherwise come from almost any YA novel about a quickly budding teen romance. What 

might be an attempt at proving the universally vexing qualities of young love just comes off as 

stilted, undercutting the hipness and social awareness readers have come to associate with 

Rosaline as a character. Second, Rosaline’s descriptions of Romeo do not entirely match up with 

Fiedler’s characterization of him once he is actually introduced.  She initially characterizes him 

as dumb and hormonally challenged, motivated almost entirely by surface-level pleasures. When 

he first discovers the two women in his garden, he immediately assumes Rosaline must be there 

“to dally with [him] in [his] garden shed,” and addresses her as “[his] sweet Rosaline,” to which 

she responds “I am no one’s Rosaline but my own” (19, 18). In trying to persuade her to fulfill 

his romantic desires, Fiedler’s Romeo then employs a version of what Lord Byron later labels the 

carpe diem argument often seen in both earlier Petrarchan-inspired poems (e.g. Shakespeare’s 

Venus and Adonis and many of his sonnets, especially those thought to be addressed to the young 

man) with the former originally published in 1594 and the latter first collected by Thomas 

Thorpe in 1609) and later poems like Robert Herrick’s “To the Virgins to Make Much of Time” 

(pub. 1648) and Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” (pub. 1681). After Rosaline says she 

intend to remain chaste as a way to focus on her career as a healer, Romeo responds: “’You fear 

only what you do not know… I promise thee angelic one that once you’ve tasted of my passion, 

you’ll only crave more of the same’” (20-21). Such a reading of the character does not stray 

terribly far from Romeo’s initial appearance in Shakespeare’s play, in which he waxes poetic 
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about Rosaline, employing a number of Petrarchan antitheses (e.g. “brawling love,” “loving 

hate,” and “serious vanity”) recognizable as poking fun at the courtly love tradition and its oft-

used tropes, namely the despondent male lover pining for the indifferent female object of desire 

(1.1.168-75). Nevertheless, this characterization differs sharply from the one many less-

experienced young readers have of him as the ultimate tragic romantic hero, misunderstood by 

most of the people around him. A study guide for middle and high-school teachers prepared by 

the Peace Center for the Performing Arts in Greenville, South Carolina reinforces such a 

perception, saying that Romeo and Juliet “meet by chance and fall hopelessly in love” with no 

mention of Rosaline at all. The guide goes on to emphasize that the teens “know their friends and 

family will offer no support” for the relationship due to their feud, and that Friar Laurence and 

the nurse assist in their secret meetings and eventual marriage “out of love for the two young 

people” (Peace Center 5). Such an emphasis does seem geared to providing teenagers who feel 

marginalized or misunderstood by the adults in their lives with hope and identification (an 

admirable goal to be sure), but I would argue that such a goal leads to narcissism if not balanced 

by a discussion of Romeo and Juliet’s rashness and immaturity. 

While Fiedler’s deviance from the aforementioned romantic standard regarding Romeo 

could be positive in that it suggests to young female readers the importance of founding one’s 

romantic relationships on something deeper than mere physical attraction, it is troubling too. I 

have already mentioned that Rosaline’s ability to discern people’s motivations is one of the 

things that works to endear her to readers of the novel. Therefore, her strength is, to a certain 

degree, dependent upon Romeo’s weakness. This is not true feminism based upon the equality of 

all sexes and genders, but rather, is an easy way to make a flimsy, faux-feminist point. However, 

a more historicized reading of Rosaline adds complexity to these characters’ comparative traits.  
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5.3 Ways of Reading Rosaline 

More than just an attempt to foreground a previously marginalized character or to put 

forth feminist ideologies, when the view of Rosaline as a more socially progressive, evolved 

version of Juliet is combined with the view of Romeo as shallow and lovesick, Fiedler’s Rosaline 

seems a response to older views of the character, particularly as regards her presence in the play 

as merely a literary device in service of Juliet. For example, Clarke argues that Romeo’s affected 

Petrarchism in 1.1 “is one of the subtle indications given by Shakespeare that Romeo is not 

really in love with Rosaline” (Clarke qtd. in Gray 209). While I do not disagree with this 

sentiment, I see this as reflective of Romeo’s emotional shortcomings rather than Rosaline’s 

literary ones. Hudson echoes and extends Clarke’s argument: “Such an affected way of speaking 

[when contrasted with the way Romeo speaks about and to Juliet] serves to mark the difference 

between being love-sick and being in love” (Hudson qtd. in Gray 209, italics in text). Henry 

David Gray responds to such a view in his efforts to prove that the passages including Romeo’s 

references to Rosaline are holdovers from the 1591 version of the play: 

Now it is more than passing strange if, when this speech were first written, the 

sharp contrast that Romeo makes were not occasioned by the contrast of his 

family’s hatred of the Capulets and his own love for Juliet. That the family feud 

was not a sufficient obstacle in the case of Capulet’s niece is evidenced by 

Romeo’s instant realization of a wholly new type of obstacle when he finds 

himself in love with Capulet’s daughter. Rosaline’s own disfavor was all that 

stood in the way of his earlier passion…It is because we must perforce contrast it 

with his love for Juliet that we condemn it as frivolous or unworthy. 
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Furthermore, though his argument about Rosaline ultimately works in service of an argument 

about chronological textual origin, Gray does not believe “that Shakespeare had no wiser 

intention in introducing the Rosaline episode than to make use of old material” (210), concluding 

this section of his article by arguing “that much of the critical comment on the Rosaline episode 

in Romeo and Juliet has been due to a pious attempt to realize a significance that isn’t there” 

(211). Indeed, it seems to me there is another sort of false piety present within the play that 

serves to reinforce Gray’s point that there are more similarities than differences between 

Romeo’s respective romances with Rosaline and Juliet and as well as reinforces my point that 

Romeo’s penchant for the overblown language of romance is a result of his emotional 

immaturity in both the play and the novel. If the shortcoming is that Rosaline is a character with 

no depth who serves only to lead Romeo to Juliet and a more developed romance, why then does 

Romeo speak of both of the two young women and his love for them using religious diction and 

metaphor? In response to Benvolio’s claim that he could find a more attractive woman than 

Rosaline, Romeo says: 

When the devout religion of mine eye 

Maintain such falsehood, then turn tears to fires 

And these who, often drowned, could never die. 

Transparent heretics, be burnt for liars. (1.2.88-91). 

Such use of metaphor is not dissimilar to the conceit Romeo employs while speaking to Juliet in 

1.5.90-108, in which “[his] lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand” to kiss her (92). Moreover, 

Juliet herself connects his extended religious metaphor to an acknowledged tradition of wooing 

when she notes that he “kiss[es] by th’ book” (1.5.107). Hudson and Clarke’s arguments 

regarding Rosaline’s literary function are at least complicated and at most disproved, first by the 
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fact that Romeo’s wooing methods do not seem to change from Rosaline to Juliet, and second by 

the fact that that lack of change is so obviously codified, so obviously part of an established 

mode of expression, that another character—who herself seems immature and not incredibly 

worldly--remarks on it. 

5.4 Not For a (Teen)age, But For All Time? 

 Though Rosaline and Juliet’s joint recognition of Romeo’s disrespectful masculinity goes 

against a reading of the play that would see Rosaline as a senex erata preventing the fated union 

of Romeo and Juliet, the novel complicates this progressivity by making at least three narrative 

and textual choices that work to universalize the Romeo and Juliet love story specifically, as well 

as Shakespearean texts more generally. First, Fiedler sets off the majority of the novel’s text 

taken directly from the play by putting it in italics.44 This is, on one hand, a practical choice 

enabling young readers to familiarize themselves with the play-text, thus preparing them to read 

the primary text later. Beneath the practicality, though, is a connotation of near-universal truth: 

an echo of the Jonsonian declaration that these words are “not of an age, but for all time” 

(Greenblatt 3352), and thus should be set apart from words with less far-reaching importance. 

Indeed, Fiedler’s book is the only one examined in this dissertation to employ such visibly 

identifiable referentiality to its Shakespearean source, though all the others’ authors do insert 

lines from their respective play sources.45 Providing readers with such a crutch may point to 

Romeo and Juliet’s likelihood of being assigned to younger readers. To that end, a number of 

                                                
44

 I say “the majority of” here because the italicized lines are ones that are spoken in the novel by the same character 

assigned those lines in the play, i.e. Rosaline’s joke that “two households, thought to be alike in dignity, [behave] 

with no dignity at all” is not italicized, while Capulet’s scolding Juliet (“Out, you green-sickness carrion! Out, 

you baggage!”) is italicized. While Rosaline echoes the phrasing of the Chorus in 1.1, she does not quote 

directly, and does not speak lines attributed to her (indeed, she has no lines in the play) the novel’s Capulet 

speaks lines of his own taken directly from 3.5.156. There are also italicized lines that are not direct quotes but 

that seem to be aping a certain perception of Shakespearean-ness, mostly with the awkward insertion of “doth” 

or “thou” where none is necessary. 
45

 Mirjam Pressler uses italics quite a bit in Shylock’s Daughter, but to denote Hebrew terminology and Jewish 

customs with which her readers are likely unfamiliar, not to denote passages from The Merchant of Venice. 
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scholarly articles focused on the pedagogy involved in teaching Romeo and Juliet touch on the 

universality of the text and its continued relevance to the lives of young teens in the twenty-first 

century. In her explanation of why she teaches the play in her Key Stage Three classes,46 Sue 

Gregory juxtaposes the opening of Baz Luhrmann’s film, in which Tybalt throws a lit cigarette 

into a puddle of gasoline, creating a “wall of flame,” with “the burning of the Twin Towers” on 

September 11, 2001. She ultimately argues that 

More than ever, Romeo and Juliet appears to be one vast allegory. The fragile 

hope of love against the odds. The poverty of the apothecary poisoning that love. 

…Some claim that children learn to cope with a frightening world by 

experiencing fear through literature…It seems more necessary than ever that 

children appreciate from as young an age as possible what happens if two 

children, two adults, two households, two countries, two religions, two races, two 

ideologies cannot accommodate each other. (20, 21) 

Such an argument universalizes as much as the romance-centered arguments about the play that 

aim to appeal to teenagers in that it applies the lessons of the Montague/Capulet feud to various 

other sociological configurations while paying little to no attention to chronological, historical, 

or geographical variance. Despite this shortcoming, this type of universalization does seem to 

differ from the romance-centered reading of the play due to its focus beyond just Romeo and 

Juliet. By emphasizing that teens’ actions can deeply affect those around them and not just the 

teens themselves, such a reading could help young readers develop tools through which they 

could see the ways in which they are connected to others around them and become more 

involved in their communities, more invested in seeking social equality in a variety of ways. 

                                                
46

 Key Stage Three is the administrative label given to Years 7-9 in English and Welsh schools, in which the 

majority of students are ages eleven to fourteen. This age range corresponds roughly to US grades six to eight, 

and extends from the beginning to the middle of the generalized YA demographic. 
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What is at first glance one of the novel’s other large universalizing moves seems to, upon 

closer examination, have a similar goal of community engagement for the sake of social progress 

at its core. Fiedler uses her novel to create a broader Shakespearean shared universe in which 

The Taming of the Shrew’s Petruchio and Katerina and Twelfth Night’s Viola and Sebastian not 

only know Rosaline and Benvolio, but are also characterized in such a way that makes them 

appear compassionate, progressive, and sympathetic, thereby further endearing them and their 

love story to the novel’s readers.  

5.5 Shared Universes, Part One: Petruchio 

Petruccio (or “Trooch,” as his friends call him in Fiedler’s novel) is what playwrights call 

a ghost character Romeo and Juliet. The nurse mentions his presence, but he neither says nor 

does anything besides enter. The way that the nurse invokes Petruccio is important, though, and 

makes Fiedler’s extension of his character about more than just utilizing characters that 

Shakespeare lets remain peripheral. At the Capulet feast, Juliet wants to discover her pursuer’s 

identity, and so inquires of her nurse while pointing out several people, the first of which is 

“young Petruccio” (1.5.128). In this context, Petruccio exists as one of many romantic options, 

albeit one that is not chosen, thus linking him thematically with Shakespeare’s Rosaline. 

Fiedler’s Rosaline and Petruchio are also linked, but not romantically. Fiedler’s Petruchio makes 

his first appearance in the novel’s prologue, when Rosaline treats him after a constable beats 

him. During the course of her treatment, the reader learns that Petruchio sustains this beating 

after he is caught in flagrante delicto with the constable’s wife (6-7).  Thus, the novel establishes 

Petruchio as the brashest and foolhardiest of the Montague gang, though he is not looked upon 

especially negatively because of these traits; he is “merely an unfortunate rogue” who often ends 

up in the wrong places at the wrong times (7). While the novel’s Romeo shares his silliness and 
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its Mercutio his bawdiness, neither is as prone to violence and bad luck as Petruchio, and 

Benvolio rises above them all, considerate and thoughtful. Furthermore, Fiedler uses the 

character to create a shared universe in which Shakespearean characters from multiple plays 

coexist in the same time and place. Her Petruchio is central to this narrative move, because by 

the novel’s end it is clear that he is not only the Petruccio of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, 

but also the Petruchio of Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew, “leaving Verona to see the 

world and find his fortune, which is to say, to find a wife. A rich one” (Fiedler 239). While his 

existence in the world of first play allows Rosaline to exhibit her medical prowess and allows the 

reader to recognize Benvolio’s relative value as a boyfriend for Rosaline, his existence in the 

world of the second play allows the progressive Rosaline to occupy a more complex social role, 

at least to a certain degree. She spends the majority of the novel as leader, encouraging Juliet and 

Viola to be stronger and being a role model for them in terms of establishing autonomy and 

personal goals. Together, those young women constitute the majority of Rosaline’s female 

community in Verona. The first dies and the second is, along with her brother Sebastian, 

eventually adopted into the Montague family by Benvolio’s father (Fiedler 230-32). Without 

them, Rosaline must find new ways to define herself socially as she creates a new life in Padua; 

she cannot just be a Queen Bee (even as she is a giving, progressive one) anymore. 

When describing her motives for accompanying Petruchio to Padua, Rosaline juxtaposes 

his quest for marital wealth with hers for “knowledge,” arguing that “there is nowhere better than 

Padua, [specifically] the Universita degli Studi di Padova” to attain that knowledge (239). 

Indeed, when she and Petruchio part ways and exchange farewells, she remarks: “I hope thou 

findest thyself a lady who is—“ and he cuts her off, interjecting with “wealthy” and “beauteous” 

before she finishes her own thought with “Smart!” (240-1).  And so Petruchio’s parting shot 
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cements him as irreverent and a bit bawdy, but joyfully so. Conversely, Rosaline defines herself 

as a student when not entrenched as the leader of Verona’s socially rebellious young women, and 

in so doing, marks that choice as philosophically opposed to marriage for herself, though, it 

should be noted, not for everyone, given her wish that Trooch will settle down with a lady of 

some intellect. This primary self-identification with the academic world does not mean her 

rebellious streak is lost, however. Much to the contrary, as Rosaline tells the reader she is 

“hopeful that, although [she is] a woman, [University officials] will allow [her] to study there” 

(239-40). She continues, saying she has “ heard tell that this fine university (guided, perhaps, by 

the light of Renaissance thinking) does not look unfavorably upon intelligent females” (240). 

These remarks suggest, first, that Rosaline is aware of a general social disdain for educated 

women, and second, that she sees the University as possibly free from that disdain, a possibility 

she attributes to “the light of Renaissance thinking.” Such a reductive view of the scientific and 

artistic progresses of the Renaissance does not fully take into account the intersectional 

oppression of gender and class.47 This reduction seems particularly egregious given the education 

and (presumably primarily female) makeup of the novel’s target audience. The broad view of the 

Italian and British Renaissances as rebirths of art, science, and Classical ideals equally available 

to everyone is one often taught in middle and high schools,48 but teaching this view without 

nuance could lead girls to an idealization of a non-existent past--one that is quite profitable, if 

Ren Faires are any indication—without much consideration of how that past would have treated 

someone of their gender or class. 

                                                
47

 Cf. Kelly-Gadol, “Did Women Really Have a Renaissance?” 
48

 Current U.S. Common Core curricula for World History teach this period in a single unit titled “ The Renaissance: 

Thought Reborn and Made Beautiful.” The unit’s title certainly seems to fit the reductive paradigm I mention. 

There are outlines of lesson plans from elementary to high school levels available on the official Common Core 

website, and the middle and high school versions devote time to class stratification and discussions of the 

globalized slave trade, though no discussion of gender or sexism is visible in the plan outlines (Common Core). 
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Though Petruchio’s existence in this expanded universe does get Rosaline to Padua as 

well as force her out of her modified Queen Bee role, it seems a wasted opportunity on Fiedler’s 

part that Katherine herself never makes a major appearance in the novel. She is only directly 

spoken of once in the novel, by Benvolio:  

Petruchio informs me in his communiqués that my Rosaline has befriended his 

own lady love—Katherina, whom he candidly confesses can be something of a 

shrew. No matter. He adores her and she him. (243) 

Given that Rosaline’s two major characteristics at this point in the novel are her desire to 

study and her desire to flout feminine social norms, Katherine seems the perfect friend/mentor 

for Rosaline’s University years. Their connection does not just work temperamentally, either. 

The Taming of the Shrew’s central conceit--that comely Bianca cannot marry until her shrewish 

sister Katherine does—is pushed forward by a subplot in which two suitors disguise themselves 

as tutors. Even though the play does not state a direct association with the University in this case, 

it would have been easy for Fiedler to tie Rosaline to this plot in some way, thereby enriching 

her varied social position even further through giving her a friend that is her intellectual equal in 

addition to being brash and nonconformist. Yet there is only one quick mention of their 

friendship that is neither deeply developed by any of the novel’s narrators nor mentioned at all 

by Rosaline herself. Why? 

This friendship, were it fleshed out, would have negative effects on the novel’s portrayal 

of Petruchio. The Trooch of the novel would irrevocably become the woman tamer of the play. 

He would no longer be an “unfortunate rogue,” with all of that phrase’s naughty affability, but 

instead would be someone who enacts textbook spousal abuse through techniques like 

deprivation, disorientation, and isolation (Fiedler 7, Shrew 4.3.5-12). In having its only mention 
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of his marriage to Katherine be that “he adores her and she him” despite Petruchio’s “candid 

confess[ion]” that she “can be something of a shrew,” the novel works to maintain a vision of 

Petruchio as both ultimately harmless and cheekily affirming of his difficult wife. This is a vision 

that cannot be sustained if we are to follow Fiedler’s suggested shared universe to its logical 

conclusion.  

5.6 Shared Universes, Part Two: Viola and Sebastian 

 While Petruchio’s inclusion in the novel helps (partially) expand the reader’s notions of 

Rosaline’s educational and sexual politics, Viola and Sebastian (borrowed from 1623’s Twelfth 

Night, or What You Will) work to further endear Benvolio to Rosaline, and to depict both 

teenagers as compassionate as well as much more aware of class privilege than their petty, 

feuding relatives.  Shortly after the brawl that renders Rosaline (who leaps into it to protect a 

child) unconscious, she gets lost in a bad part of town. Benvolio is also there with a large burlap 

sack in tow, and, though she wonders why, still accepts his offer to escort her to safety. Before 

that can be done, he asks that she accompany him on his “errand,” which turns out to be donating 

food and goods (the contents of the sack) to Viola and Sebastian, who live with their grandfather. 

Rosaline describes the twins as “poor and beautiful,” and though she is obviously out of her 

comfort zone in the midst of their poverty, does not hesitate to treat the children with humanity 

and respect (Fiedler 69-70). She immediately engages with Viola, playing games and jovially 

responding in kind when the young girl sticks her tongue out at her (73). Her kindness extends 

too to Sebastian, who suffers from painful chest congestion and a “severe” cough that Rosaline 

refers to (in a rather cleverly allusive word choice by Fiedler) as a “tempest” (74).49 When she 

notices his cough, she “pats his back” and listens to his chest to try to determine the source of his 

                                                
49

 This is the novel’s biggest overt reference to Twelfth Night aside from the existence of Viola and Sebastian 

themselves. In the play, the twins are separated during a shipwreck, the cause of which Viola calls a “tempest” in 

3.4 (ln. 385). 
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infection. Later, she delivers him “a vial of the Healer’s best cough elixir” (174). Even in an 

uncomfortable situation, Rosalind seeks to use her specialized medical knowledge to help those 

less fortunate than she, and the fact that the two young people share this charitable impulse is one 

of the things that marks Rosaline and Benvolio as a suitable romantic match. 

 Morever, such physical care is apparently shown to her and her brother so rarely that 

Viola takes notice of it and tries to emulate it later (156). She tells Rosaline this when informing 

her of the circumstances that led to her being captured by a group of prostitutes who intended to 

sell her:  

‘I got up to get him a cup of water, but the ewer was empty. I had to come to the 

pump…The whores were drinking wine and they called out to me and said I 

would make a fine harlot, for I’m prettier than all of them. I told them I was but 

ten summers, and they laughed and said there were men aplenty who would pay a 

pile of silver to have an untried maiden like myself.’ (Fiedler 156). 

Viola completes her tale by saying that an old man with “a gnarled hand” and a “ruined leg” 

bought her, untied her wrists, and “told [her] to run,” at which point another man tried to grab 

and take her, but was stopped by a barking dog who turned out to be Crab, a stray that Benvolio 

fed on his trips to feed Viola and Sebastian.50 

 Narratively, this passage provides the impetus for Rosaline’s unofficial mentorship of 

Viola. After these events, she takes the young girl under her wing, even defying period social 

conventions and teaching her to read and write (208).  For her part, Viola runs errands for and 

confides in Rosaline, becoming a more positively connoted version of Rosalind Wiseman’s 

                                                
50

 The dog’s name is another notable attempt at universe-expansion on Fiedler’s part. Crab is also the name of the 

dog in Shakespeare’s Two Gentleman of Verona (composed circa 1591), a play whose center is two young 

couples that act as foils to one another, much like the relationship between Romeo/Juliet and Benvolio/Rosaline 

in Romeo’s Ex. 



116 
 

Messenger figure. The novel invests her role with such importance that it is Viola who is charged 

with correcting the error by which the banished Romeo does not know about Juliet’s marriage to 

Paris and her sleeping potion (210-11). The above-quoted passage does more than just cement 

Viola within Rosaline’s girl world, however. It also provides the novel’s young readers with a 

socially nuanced, historically accurate picture of the underbelly of a number of large Early 

Modern cities. 

 First, the sex trade was a lucrative business in both England and Italy in the periods 

during which the play and the novel are set, and it was not uncommon for young girls to be 

trafficked therein, particularly those like Viola, whose families did not have much money. Often, 

bawds (to whom twenty-first-century readers would refer as “madams” or similar, though 

notably not working prostitutes themselves, as in the novel’s events) would recruit girls who had 

entered into service as maids with the promise of more money, and those girls would be 

considered more valuable if they were thought to be virgins (Hubbard 26-7). Second, the 

grimness of this historical information is offset by the sense of community exhibited by the old 

man, who due to his own marginalized position as a person with multiple disabilities, seems to 

recognize the danger Viola is in and use his one degree of social privilege—his maleness and the 

assumed sexual proclivity associated therewith—to help free her from it. Such a nuanced reading 

of intersectional privilege is a great challenge to young readers who may be used to clear but 

unrealistic divisions of the world into good and bad, empowered people and disempowered 

people. Finally, when the novel’s criticism of the sex trade is read next to its efforts at exhibiting 

the intersectionality of oppression, the above quoted scene can be read not just as a reference to 

prostitution itself, but as an indictment of the far-reaching sexual economy of the period. Such an 

economy is clearly present in both the play and the novel through the marked change in Lord 
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Capulet’s attitude toward Juliet’s prospective marriage. Early in the play, he argues (notably, to 

Paris himself) that she is too young and inexperienced to be married: 

  My child is yet a stranger to the world, 

  She hath not seen the change of fourteen years; 

  Let two more summers wither in their pride 

  Ere we may think her ripe to be a bride. (1.2.8-11) 

When Paris rejoinders that it is social custom for even younger women than she not only to 

marry but to have children (1.2.12), Lord Capulet both acknowledges the socioeconomic 

importance of her choices to the family as a whole and maintains that it is important to him that 

she get a measure of individual agency in those choices: 

The earth hath swallow’d all my hopes but she, 

She is the hopeful lady of my earth. 

But woo her, gentle Paris, get her heart, 

My will to her consent is but a part: 

And she agree, within her scope of choice 

Lies my consent and fair according voice. (1.2.14-19) 

Lord Capulet changes his mind on this issue rather quickly, however. By act three, he forces 

Juliet to marry Paris under threat of being disowned if she does not comply (3.5.160-5). What 

has changed from act one to act three? Tybalt is now dead. Without her male cousin, Juliet 

represents not just the hopes of her father and his family, but of the entire Capulet line, and an 

advantageous marriage becomes exponentially more necessary than before. For Lord Capulet, 

progressive viewpoints regarding female agency exist only up to a point. Ultimately, this is also 

true for Fiedler’s novel. 
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5.7 Four Star-Crossed Lovers 

 Though it is a mark of her progressivism that she is able to recognize Romeo as 

immature, Rosaline falls in love with Benvolio, providing readers with a second “star-crossed 

lovers” scenario that suggests simultaneously the absurdity of the Montague/Capulet feud and 

the immaturity of Romeo and Juliet’s romance. At first, their relationship is star-crossed not 

merely because of the Capulet/Montague feud, but because of a case of mistaken identity. After 

Rosaline is knocked unconscious during the street brawl, she awakens to Mercutio, who tricks 

her by telling her it was him who saved her from further violence (Fiedler 49-51). The reader 

knows that he is lying, and also that he is an undesirable match for Rosaline, as he is rude and 

sexually obsessed. He is not characterized much differently in the novel than in the play (in both 

texts he delivers bawdy puns aplenty), but Benvolio’s expanded characterization makes him 

seem much worse by comparison. 

This incident is one of several in which Rosaline must be rescued from distress or danger 

by a man. Romeo helps her climb out after she falls backward into a fountain in the Montague’s 

garden (and ogles her in the process). Benvolio rescues her twice; first when she is knocked out 

in the street, and again later when she is lost in a dangerous part of Verona. Rosaline (and, by 

association, the novel’s readers) are attracted to him because he is compassionate and charitable, 

but he is able to exhibit those traits in large part because of the frequency in which Rosaline falls 

into—quite literally in two of the above cases—situations from which she cannot extricate 

herself on her own. Though Rosaline also acts as rescuer in at least two instances, both of those 

(the boy at the street fight and Viola following the incident with the prostitutes) involve saving 

children. Rosaline can only save those with less social power than she. Those with more social 

power, i.e. men, must repeatedly save her, despite her overwhelming description as rebellious 
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and progressive. Such a pattern does, like Viola’s experience with the man with disabilities, 

seem to establish the existence of intersectional oppression, but Viola’s experience does so in a 

context in which one marginalized person helps another, albeit one he is privileged over. This 

metric does not extend to either Romeo or Benvolio’s interactions with Rosaline in any 

meaningful way. 

Rosaline and Benvolio’s relationship most exhibits this almost-but-not-quite-feminism in 

the novel’s last few chapters. To summarize, Rosaline returns from University without a degree 

to Verona, where Benvolio has been making sure Viola and Sebastian are properly raised. The 

novel ends with them embracing and looking up at what Rosaline describes as“[s]tars aligned at 

long last, and perfect in the heavens. Stars to light our way” (246). More than anything else in 

the novel, these final lines cement Rosaline and Benvolio as the anti-Romeo and Juliet, at least 

within the universe of the novel itself, for Verona has learned its lesson so fully that the stars are 

no longer crossed as for the previous couple, but instead form “glistening constellations” that can 

be easily read and interpreted. It’s this easy interpretability, or the desire for it, that I would argue 

serves as the novel’s ultimate downfall, particularly regarding its ending. In making Rosaline and 

Benvolio the new, better Romeo and Juliet, the progressive message of its beginning is at best 

grossly obscured and at worst lost altogether. Rosaline, who throughout the entire novel is 

labeled avant-garde and rebellious by nearly everyone she meets, first leaves University without 

a degree—“’twill be decades before the University…will have the courage to bestow [one] upon 

a lady,” she says—but she maintains that she is nonetheless “well taught and confident” (244). 

Perhaps not needing outside approval shows maturity and studying alongside men is rebellion in 

and of itself, but her lack of a degree coupled with her lack of desire for one makes her four 

years in Padua seem like a mere stopgap until the novel’s end (and actual ultimate goal): 
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marriage. It could be argued that such an end turns a traditional tragedy into a traditional 

comedy, with all the associated sad new beginning swapped for happy ones, but such a strong tie 

to such an old dramatic tradition seems again to belie the novel’s implied central goals (and even 

its titular ones). Fiedler’s attempts to established nuanced female community within the novel are 

still its greatest strength, but the degree to which they stand out even within the YA 

Shakespeares in this dissertation does more to prove Virginia Woolf’s thesis regarding 

Shakespeare’s female characters than to disprove it.51 Finally, that community all but fades away 

once Rosaline leaves Padua, and the erasure of female friendship by heteronormative, patriarchal 

marriage is nothing new indeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
51

 In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf offers a veiled criticism of Shakespeare when she names him as one of many 

male authors who exhibit a reductive view of their own female characters in two ways: by describing them 

chiefly in terms of their relationships to male characters, and by framing their relationships with other female 

characters as primarily antagonistic (78-80). 
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CHAPTER SIX 

“I KNOW WHO YOU ARE,” HE HAD SAID: RELIGION, ROMANCE, 

AND INTERSECTIONALITY IN SHYLOCK’S DAUGHTER 

 
6.1 Introduction: Jessica as Intersectional Character 

In Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, Jessica speaks a mere twenty-six times, or 

under four percent of the play’s 722 total speeches. This pales in comparison to her father 

Shylock’s seventy-nine, or nearly eleven percent of the total speeches. An initial examination of 

those numbers may cause their reader to point to Jessica’s subordinate gender position in her 

time and place. This variance in oral representation corresponds to more than just gender; 

however, for both Jessica and Shylock fall short of Portia’s 117, which make up over sixteen 

percent of the play’s total spoken lines—more than any other single character.5253 I begin with 

these percentages in order to foreground not just Jessica’s relative marginalization in the world 

of the play, but also of her position as a uniquely intersectional character within that world—one 

who cannot be understood without an examination of how her two simultaneously occurring 

marginalized identities shape her experiences. Black feminist legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw 

first coins the term “intersectionality” in 1989.  In positing that previous antidiscrimination law 

devalues the experiences of Black women, she argues, “because the intersectional experience is 

greater than the sum of racism and sexism any analysis that does not take intersectionality into 

account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are 

subordinated“ (Crenshaw 140). Likewise, in the case of Jessica, I will argue that the 

subordination of her character must be interpreted in light of her position not as a girl or a Jew, 

                                                
52

 All numbers are taken from Opensourceshakespeare.org’s databases. It should be noted that Portia delivers a 

number of those lines (and probably all of her most famous ones) while dressed as a man. This fact admittedly 

complicates any argument regarding any gendered identity attributed to her words. 
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but specifically as a Jewish girl, with special attention paid to the ways in which each of those 

generally marginalized identities intersect with one another to create a third, uniquely complex 

social position. 

6.2 Reading Jessica: Critical Trends 

As she is a relatively minor character in the play as a whole, it is perhaps understandable 

that Jessica does not receive as much critical attention as does a more prominent character in 

Shakespeare’s text, such as the previously mentioned Portia or Shylock. What is less 

understandable, though, is that most scholarly work with a focus on Jessica (either a primary one 

or a secondary one that uses her as a reference or point of comparison) does not seem to make a 

concerted effort to examine her in terms of her intersectional identity. This is largely true for 

work both before and after Crenshaw coins the term. For example, Bernard Grebanier treats 

Jessica along with Lorenzo, and together they are only one of three sets of titular “lovers” 

covered in his chapter (the other two being Antonio and Bassanio and Bassanio and Portia). 

Jessica’s distance from the theoretical center of the article grows greater still, as its thesis is that 

“[t]he conflict of values in The Merchant of Venice…is between the greed and hate of Shylock 

and the love of the other characters” (Grebanier 215). While it should be noted that employing 

such dichotomies seems a vast oversimplification of a morally ambiguous play and a disservice 

to all the characters included in his analysis, my focus will remain on Jessica for the purposes of 

this chapter. In the structure of Grebanier’s argument, she serves as both a counterpoint to her 

father’s values and a subordinate to two more in-depth explorations of love (one platonic and one 

romantic). Jessica seems to label herself the former when she says “although [she is] a daughter 

to his blood / [she is] not to his manners,” but her small presence in the action relative to the 

other relationships mentioned should not render her irrelevant to scholars, especially those 
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following after Grebanier, those in our current multicultural, tech-connected world (2.3.18-19). 

Our current age is one of easily available connections, which, due to their ease, often fail to 

extend beyond the superficial. In such an age, learning from complex, intersectional characters 

like Jessica is more important than ever, even if—or especially because—she does not function 

as a major figure in the play. 

Over a decade later, Lawrence Danson makes Jessica and Lorenzo’s courtship the center 

of a chapter of his book The Harmonies of the Merchant of Venice. As the book’s title suggests, 

music is central to its focus. In the chapter “’Touches of Sweet Harmony’: Fulfillment and 

Reconciliation in The Merchant of Venice,” Danson argues that within the play, music functions 

as an earthly “approximation of that heavenly music which (as Lorenzo explains) sounds just 

beyond the threshold of our gross mortal perceptions” (Danson 170). He goes on to argue that 

much of the play works to explore the relationship between the seen and the unseen, the known 

and the unknowable, and he uses specific examples from Jessica and Lorenzo’s relationship to 

prove his point. Danson pays special attention to 5.1, in which Jessica and Lorenzo hypothesize 

what will happen to them by contextualizing their romance within other famous literary and 

mythological ones, such as Troilus and Cressida, Pyramus and Thisbe, and Dido and Aeneas. 

While these contrast between the physical and spiritual worlds and between the larger 

communities of the past and smaller, more choice-driven ones of the present are evident in many 

aspects of the play, including the tensions surrounding Jewish traditions that dictate Shylock’s 

behavior and are broken by Jessica’s, Danson’s coverage seems to read “heavenly” and 

“spiritual” only as “Christian.” Such an oversight neglects the small degree of complexity the 

play allows Jessica. 
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Even later scholarly articles and book chapters that center on Jessica, some of which 

employ a specifically feminist bent, seem to have trouble negotiating her spiritual or religious 

dimensions in an even-handed way. In arguing that “Jessica’s sense of values is not unrealistic, 

[but] has its roots…in those ancient Hebrew traditions which foreshadow Christian ethics,” 

Austin C. Dobbins and Roy W. Battenhouse neglect to consider both Jessica’s desire to escape 

the particular patriarchy of her father and the fact that she may be trading one religion whose 

values include male dominance for another (107). Mary Janell Metzger gets closer to an 

intersectional reading when she posits that it is troubling that “representations of Jessica, unlike 

those of other characters in the play, turn on alternating characterizations of her as a latent 

Christian and as a racialized and thus unintegrable Jew” (52). Such a reading at least 

acknowledges Jessica’s identity and complex and malleable depending on circumstances, even as 

it does not incorporate gender meaningfully. M. Lindsay Kaplan seems to have written the most 

intersectional scholarly treatment of Jessica, maintaining that, though the play does not bear this 

out, period norms would have dictated that her Jewishness stems from Leah and not Shylock, 

and thus is irrevocably gendered (1). Kaplan argues that period adherence to Aristotelian 

constructions of gender combines with an interpretation of the Pauline letters that makes 

widespread Jewish conversion necessary for the Second Coming of Christ to negative effect 

where Jewish women are concerned. Such a confluence of social forces, Kaplan writes,  

make[s] possible the construction of a Jewish woman eligible for conversion, 

because her inferiority is fixed even after her elevation to Christianity, and whose 

racial status is moot, since she will not contribute any of her own characteristics 

to her children. (2-3)  
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Such a historicized intersectional reading enriches Jessica and her motivations for marriage and 

conversion. It is unfortunate that such scholarly work on this particular character remains so rare.  

6.3 The Intersectional Framework of Shylock’s Daughter 

Unlike most scholars of The Merchant of Venice who write about Jessica, YA author 

Mirjam Pressler seems to understand the importance of treating her intersectionally. In writing 

her version of Jessica and her world, Pressler works hard to communicate the hardships not just 

of being a Jew in sixteenth-century Italy, but of being a Jewish daughter in that time and place. 

Her Jessica is almost always marked as both at once. One of the ways in which this is true is 

through the novel’s highlighting a series of Hebrew terms and rituals by placing them in italics. 

Setting words like cioppa and kapora (the first two Hebrew terms mentioned in the text) off from 

the rest of the text visually denotes them as Other to the novel’s assumedly English-speaking 

audience, and the ensuing definitions of these terms illuminate Jessica’s intersectional status.  

The narrator describes the first term as “[Jessica’s] wide-sleeved pinafore,” and notes how she 

must lift it up to walk sideways easily (Fiedler 1). Here, clothing endowed with special religious 

and ethnic significance is also restrictive to the female form. While outwardly marginalized 

culture is valued from within itself, the movement of one of that culture’s members is impeded. 

The narrator notes that the second term is “the ritual fowl” that “pious Jews”[…] “swing around 

their heads to take away their sins on the day before the festival of Yom Kippur.” While this 

definition does not have a lot to do with Jessica’s intersection identity in and of itself, the way it 

is invoked certainly does. Unlike the cioppa, the kapora is not literally represented when it is 

first mentioned. Instead, the term is used as a descriptive metaphor for the actions of “a group of 

ragamuffins” who have trapped some birds in a net for fun. Shylock’s servant Jehuda “[stands] 

protectively in front of Jessica until the lads [pass], and only then [does] he go on” (2).  Through 
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Jehuda’s patronizing actions, misogynist social assumptions give an otherwise positive 

intercultural term negative connotations, suggesting that, to paraphrase Kimberle Crenshaw, 

Jessica’s identity is more than just the sum of anti-Semitism and sexism. Further, the description 

of the children as “ragamuffins” suggests that Jessica may also experience a sort of class 

privilege in certain company (or at least thinks that she should do so). Thus, her intersectionality 

is about more than just compounded marginalization. Instead, Pressler uses it to show adolescent 

readers that even generally marginalized people sometimes occupy positions of privilege, and 

that their overall identity reads differently depending on the context they are occupying at any 

given time. Such sociocultural nuance seems to me an asset to any YA novel. 

The novel highlights intersectionality in more ways than just its typeface and language 

choices. The entire novel is originally written in Hebrew and later translated into English by 

Brian Murdoch, who notes in his afterword that even time and place are multiple and and 

intersectional within it: “We are told that the outset that the setting is Venice in 1568—but also 

the Venice Ghetto in 5327-8. Both of those designations of place, and also the rather strange-

looking set of dates, are important” (Fiedler 255). Murdoch then goes on to discuss Venice as a 

center of tourism, trade and progress that nonetheless contained ghettos and strictly governed its 

Jewish citizens, and notes that the inhabitants of these cities inside the city—for “ghetto” is “ 

probably an abbreviation of borghetto, meaning ‘little borough,’ ‘little district’—would have 

counted days on both the Christian and Jewish calendars, depending on the circumstances 

surrounding a particular event (254-8). 

6.4 Jessica’s Complex Self-Knowledge 

Though the novel’s choices regarding diction and setting certainly set up intersectionality 

as a central concern, its expression of this concern is broadened by its depiction of Jessica’s self-
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perception, as well as the ways in which Lorenzo’s views of her seem to conflict with that self-

perception. Further, the ways in which other characters’ views of themselves—namely Shylock’s 

and Dalilah’s—conflict with the way Jessica’s perspective describes and defines their shared 

world work to enrich the picture the novel provides of that world and make its most significant 

arguments regarding intersectionality.  

Readers are informed quite early in the novel’s action that leaving the Ghetto makes 

Jessica acutely aware of her intersectional identity: “She felt, as she always did, that she was 

going into another world, a wonderful, beautiful, happy world—one that suited her far more than 

the Ghetto—A world where she really belonged. And as usual, this line of thought gave rise to a 

dull sense of shame, as if she shouldn’t really think that way because it went against her father, 

against Amalia and Dalilah, and against the place in the world ordained for her by the 

Everlasting One, blessed be He” (Pressler 3). Her simultaneous, conflicting emotions suggest the 

powerful ways her intersectionality shapes her choices and experiences. She feels restricted by 

her Jewishness, so restricted that leaving its familiar and obviously demarcated space feels as if 

“she was going into… a wonderful, beautiful happy world,” and these associations color her 

feelings toward her home, suggesting that it is ordinary, ugly, and sad by comparison. Though 

Jessica compares the Ghetto negatively to Venice at large, she is also deeply loyal to the identity 

it gives her through the people closest to her: her earthly and heavenly fathers, her surrogate 

mother (who is also the household’s cook), and her foster sister/servant. Moreover, it is only 

after she has crossed the Campbellian threshold out of the Ghetto and into the Venetian palazzo 

that she “allow[s] herself to think of Lorenzo” (3). 

This entrance into a forbidden, yet freeing world coincides with Jessica’s 

acknowledgement of her feelings about her evolving sexual awakening, a fact that could cause 
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pubescent readers to identify with her, even if they do not share her religion, her gender, or her 

resulting intersectional social status. When recalling a previous encounter in which Lorenzo 

flirted with her by asking her friend Hannah questions about her, Jessica notes that: “A warmth 

had spread through her whole body, a warmth she had never experienced before, a feeling that 

she knew at once was a forbidden one. Forbidden not only because he was a Christian and a 

nobleman, but also because he was a man” (4). Like her simultaneous feelings of freedom and 

betrayal as she leaves the world of the Ghetto for the world of parties and clandestine meetings 

in Venetian palaces, the way she experiences romantic feelings for Lorenzo reflects her 

intersectional understanding of herself.  The way she describes the reasons for his being 

forbidden suggests such an intersectional understanding, particularly the “not only…but also” 

construction in the aforementioned quotation. 

Their next encounter, and the first in which he speaks to her alone, is particularly telling 

regarding Lorenzo’s assumptions about Jessica, and the ways in which his impressions differ 

from her own self-definition. She leaves the room where their previous meeting occurred, giddy 

and embarrassed, and “run[s] down to the edge of the canal [to stare] into the water. And then, 

suddenly, he [comes] and [sits] down beside her. ‘I know who you are,’ he [says] quietly without 

looking at her” (4-5). While Jessica’s impressions of herself are multivalent and reveal several 

emotions at once, Lorenzo’s impressions of her seem much more easily codifiable, especially 

given that they are the first words he speaks directly to her, and that he expresses this knowledge 

of her without even looking at her. His avoiding her gaze could be attributed to romantically 

fueled shyness, but could also reflect his privileged social position, for he is, as Jessica says, not 

only a Christian, but also a man, and as such, may feel equipped to so quickly assess the identity 

of a Jewish woman. 
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Jessica herself is also not immune to quick judgments or oversimplifications. She initially 

sees her burgeoning sexual desire as incompatible with her religious identity, and this objection 

seems to be connected to Lorenzo’s Christianity only secondarily, for even though “[s]he had 

prayed, she had struggled, she had fasted and sworn to be a good Jewish girl[,]” she still wanted 

“[t]o meet him, the one who had filled her boring life with meaning, with feelings she had never 

known might have existed” (6). Even as she recognizes that her identity is shaped by multiple, 

often-conflicting forces, she still holds simplistic views of the nature of those forces themselves. 

For her, religion is restriction and romance freedom. She eventually realizes the dangers of these 

oversimplifications as the novel progresses, but by the time she does, the damage has already 

been done. 

6.5 After Jessica’s Conversion 

There are a few important passages in Pressler’s novel that detail the emotional and 

philosophical changes Jessica undergoes as a result of her marriage and religious conversion. 

These changes show how Jessica’s perceptions of her own intersectional identity become richer 

and her overall worldview becomes less cut-and-dried as she begins to extend the principles of 

the intersectionality she has always seen in herself to others around her.54 The most important 

passage that should be examined in this vein conveys Jessica’s thoughts on her conversion and 

marriage ceremonies: 

The blood came to her head when she thought of the huge, gloomy church, and of 

the fat priest wrapped in his black habit, whose face in the light of the flickering 

                                                
54

 These passages seem to act as a substitute for the depth the play gives its to other complex relationships that 

question period social norms, most notably Portia and Bassanio’s. This relationship is barely discussed within the 

novel. It is mentioned once as a notable scandal when Jessica and Hannah Meshullam are gossiping about people 

they know (Pressler 104-6), but is otherwise not widely discussed. Portia herself exists wholly on the periphery 

of the novel; the only time the play’s central trial scene is referred to is when Jessica dreams or hallucinates (it is 

not clear which) a cartoonish version of it while she is in the bathtub (231-4). 
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candles looked almost diabolical. He looked like an evil spirit—an evil spirit to 

whom she felt she had been sacrificed, powerless to help herself, when he put his 

hands on her head. Confused and helpless, she had repeated the words of the 

priest, had felt the cold water run over her hair, and had, in a cloud of incense, cut 

herself off from the God of her father, and sworn loyalty to Lorenzo’s God, 

without knowing what kind of God that was. ‘Religious instruction can come 

later,’ the priest had said. ‘What is important now is that she is set free by baptism 

from her Jewish birth.’[…] Later, when they had drunk a bottle of wine […], 

Jessica had put the empty glass on the floor, and asked Lorenzo to step on it and 

break it, as every Bridegroom in the Ghetto had to do […] Not until she heard the 

splintering of the glass did she feel that she was really married. (145-6) 

Several patterns emerge in this passage that suggest that Jessica regrets her snap judgment to 

leave her home, marry and convert, and further, that she has previously oversimplified her 

Jewish faith and neglected to recognize the ways it brings value to her life. First, she uses a series 

of adjectives with negative connotations to describe the environment in which her conversion 

occurs—the church is “huge” and “gloomy” and the priest is “fat” with “black” clothes that 

make him seem “diabolical” and “evil.” These words aren’t just negative, but also work to invert 

the freedom and positivity that are typically associated with religious ritual by many (though 

certainly not all) of its adherents, not to mention a religion that someone willingly and 

purposefully chose for herself. 

 Second, the passage emphasizes Jessica’s lack of knowledge about her current situation 

through both her own diction in describing the situation—she feels “powerless,” “confused,” and 

helpless”—as well as that of the priest. His assertion that “religious knowledge” is secondary to 
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the act of conversion degrades the historical importance of ritual and liturgy to not only Christian 

sects but Jewish ones as well, and in doing so, suggests that he, not unlike the Jessica of the past, 

may have an oversimplified view of religion’s role in his life and those of others. Finally, and 

perhaps as a response to the previous point, it is incredibly important to note that Jessica “did 

[not] feel that she was really married” until Lorenzo performed the glass breaking ceremony. 

Despite her intense desire to leave the rules and rituals of what she perceives as her repressive 

upbringing, Jessica returns to them when mired in the unfamiliar. In recognizing the contextual 

value of such a ritual, i.e. that it may bring comfort in one circumstance while still representing a 

past she would prefer to leave in another, Jessica begins to live out a more complex form of 

intersectionality. 

6.6 Does Not a Jew Contain Multitudes?: Pressler’s Development of Shylock 

  Before the emotional blow of Jessica’s conversion, Shylock bears the bulk of her unfair 

mischaracterization of the world around her in the novel. This seems fitting in two notable ways. 

First, it could be read as an echo of and/or a response to his complexity within the play’s 

reception history.55
 John Lyon notes that the entire atmosphere of the play is one of ambiguity 

and confusion, from Antonio’s opening lament that he “know[s] not why [he is] so sad” to 

Portia’s ultimate speech containing lines that assert “ you are not satisfied / of these events at 

full” (1.1.1 and 5.1.296-7 cited in Lyon 130). Second, Jessica’s reactions to Shylock combine 

with social assumptions about filial obligations to make him an even more sympathetic character. 

When these two things are taken with the novel’s characterization of him as loyal and deeply 

emotional, though primarily behind closed doors, Pressler’s readers will likely be less disposed 

                                                
55

 For a more complete reading of Shylock’s reception history, as well as for coverage of the long debate over 

whether Shakespeare himself was anti-Semitic, sympathetic to the Jewish plight of the period, or something in 

between, see Derek Cohen’s “Shylock and the Idea of the Jew,” Charles Edelman’s “The Shakespeares as 

Money-Lenders,” and Stephen Orgel’s “Shylocks in Shakespeare’s England,” all of which can be found in the 

Norton Critical edition of the play (2005, Ed. Leah S. Marcus). 



132 
 

to buy into the reading of Shylock as fully greedy and selfish that is espoused by Grebanier and 

questioned by Lyon, even as they may be wont to sympathize with Jessica’s reading of her father 

as a force of sadness and deprivation. 

Pressler’s attempt to humanize Shylock is particularly evident after Jessica runs away. 

Shylock discovers that her jewels and other valuables are missing as in 3.1, but his reaction reads 

as deeper and much more emotional than in the play. When Amalia tries to comfort him, the 

narrator says that “ no comfort was possible [because h]is daughter had made the decision to 

leave her father’s house, and he had lost his only child” (139). This wording is important for two 

reasons: first, because “his daughter had made the decision to leave her father’s house” precedes 

“ and he had lost his only child,” Jessica’s agency exists prior to Shylock’s pain within Shylock’s 

mind. This contradicts Jessica’s reductive view of her father’s motivations for depriving her of 

the things she wants— this wording implies he has always thought of her as a separate person 

with desires, even if she did not realize it or he did not vocalize it. Second, the existence of the 

phrase “he lost his only child” paints him as a grieving father and further prevents readers of the 

novel from internalizing the greedy Jew stereotype that both Jessica and other characters in the 

novel and play perpetuate for various reasons. 

Pressler also works to humanize Shylock through her depictions of his relationships with 

characters other than Jessica. She repeatedly shows him to be kind to those less fortunate than he, 

and to perform such mitzvah without drawing attention to them, as is mandated by Jewish law 

(Ecc. 12:14). He often goes above lawful expectations as well. This principle is most evident 

through his treatment of three people in his life. The first is Jehuda, his servant boy (also present 

in Shakespeare’s play), who he allows to be absent from work without reproach when the boy’s 

father falls ill despite existing laws that allow him to be punished for such an infraction (Pressler 
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65). The second is Amalia, who though she is his cook by official title, is also acknowledged by 

Shylock as a mother figure in Jessica’s life, not least when he admits to considering marrying her 

following the death of his wife Leah. He does not do so, not because he does not feel emotionally 

close to her—indeed, she seems his only living confidant in personal matters; the only person he 

talks to more in the novel about things that are not business-related is Leah (he often addresses 

her spirit aloud when alone)—but because members of his line are forbidden to marry divorced 

women (201). By portraying him as almost constantly negotiating a balance between compassion 

and adherence to the law, Pressler provides another dimension to Shylock as negotiator, and his 

insistence that Antonio hold to their agreed upon bargain reads at least somewhat differently 

when contextualized therein. 

6.7 Shylock’s Other Daughter: Dalilah 

In addition to Amalia and Jehuda, there is another beneficiary of Shylock’s kindness who 

serves primarily to broaden the reader’s understanding of Jessica and her world. This non-

canonical foil, Dalilah, is Jessica’s “foster sister,” adopted by Shylock because she was an 

orphan (14).56 The two girls were raised alongside one another initially, but when Jessica “turned 

twelve…her father said that [Dalilah] had to be her maidservant” (54). Upon her first extended 

introduction into the action of the novel, Dalilah seems to exist merely to makes Jessica look 

ungrateful and childish by comparison. For example, when Dalilah inquires of Jessica’s 

whereabouts because she is worried about her safety due to the Christians rioting and burning 

Jewish books in the streets, Jessica responds thusly: “Stop asking me questions! [...]You’re not 

                                                
56 Dalilah is another spelling of “Delilah,” a name found in Judges 16 that “is a wordplay on Hebrew layla, ‘night,’ 

for as the night overcomes the mighty sun (the name Samson, Shimshon, is related to ‘sun,’ shemesh), so Delilah 

overcomes the apparently invincible strong man, Samson” (Exum). Pressler’s Dalilah does not seem to share much 

characterization with her Biblical namesake. The reference seems likely to be meant as an inversion. 
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my mother and you’re not my teacher. It’s got nothing to do with you whom I met. None of it 

has anything to do with you! Leave me alone!” Fiedler’s portrayal of the ensuing disagreement 

adds some degree of nuance both to the relationship between the two young women and the 

reader’s understanding of Jessica’s romance with Lorenzo. 

When Jessica tells Dalilah that Lorenzo kissed her when they met earlier in the day, she 

is practicing embroidery. The admission causes her hand to slip, “and suddenly she notice[s] that 

she had pricked the pad of her left index finger with her needle” (16). Jessica’s anxiety combined 

with the fact that the narrator notes “a little red drop was slowly forming” at the site, and the 

choice of the verb “pricked”—a common sixteenth-century usage which refers to sexual 

intercourse in that the noun form is a reference to the penis—foreshadows the consummation of 

her relationship with Lorenzo. For the reader, the combined effects of the aforementioned word 

choice and metaphor turn something that has been heretofore characterized as an idealized 

infatuation—complete with forbidden secret meetings and code words—into something with 

permanent, possibly painful implications. For Dalilah, too, this logical end is not necessarily a 

positive, as she does not share Jessica’s romantic outlook, but is much more practical. When 

Jessica defends her relationship with him, exclaiming, “’[Lorenzo] loves me!” Dalilah says he’s 

just after her money. Dalilah further argues against the relationship on religious grounds, saying 

Jessica’s primary identity is inborn, singular, and static: “Jessica, please stop chasing some crazy 

dream. You are one of us, a Jewish girl, your place is here in the Ghetto”(17). Here, Dalilah 

cements her role as foil for Jessica—she embodies the opposite of intersectional thought. 

Jessica, predictably disagrees with Dalilah’s comments on the nature of her identity: “It’s 

only an accident that I was born a Jew’s daughter—a mistake of nature, yes, just like you 

sometimes get a white mouse in a litter of grey ones. Yes, I was born into a Jewish family, but 
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what if a husband makes me a Christian?” (18) The particular metaphor Jessica invokes to 

describe her apparent “accident” of birth is noteworthy. As a white mouse amongst grey ones, 

Jessica envisions herself as brighter and perhaps purer than the rest, able to stand out from them 

despite being one of them. The mouse’s white exterior that should be grey could also be a 

reference to Jessica’s hypothetical conversion by marriage, as in Isaiah 1:18, which states that 

the sins of the converted “shall be white as snow” upon their profession of Christ as savior (King 

James Version). 

Though the reader sees Dalilah first as a foil for Jessica, she becomes her own person 

with a separate, defined social identity fairly quickly. First, it is important that she does not just 

direct her preference for a static worldview onto Jessica, but also applies such a view to herself. 

When the two argue about Lorenzo and Jessica apologizes for saying something that could be 

interpreted as calling Dalilah romantically undesirable, the latter responds as follows: “It doesn’t 

make any difference how [Jessica meant the remark to be taken], all that matters is what the truth 

is. The Everlasting One, blessed be He, has ordered the world and put everyone in their proper 

place. Who am I to question His holy wisdom…” (19). Dalilah believes that truth is divinely 

ordained and thus unchanging. It is easy to assume that such a belief in far-reaching, holy 

consistency could blind her to her world’s existing prejudices or cause her to view them too as 

pre-ordained; however, this is not the case. Delilah shows that her worldview, though grounded 

in the stability of the divine, allows for both the presence of and the value of social instability 

when she thinks about what connects her to the women in her life: “Poor Amalia, thought 

Dalilah. Poor Amalia, poor Daliliah, poor Jessica. And the master was getting more and more 

bad tempered and greedy. Suddenly the thought came into her head that really she could 

understand Jessica, very well indeed” (21). In this passage, Dalilah seems to take some comfort 
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in the notion that women are united in discord and oppression to the point that she is able to 

understand Jessica’s strife even as she disagrees with her chosen outlet for it. In a sense, seeing 

community within social inequality makes conflict fit into her stasis-prioritizing worldview, but 

not in such a way that excuses or sugarcoats the existence of that conflict. It is her recognition of 

the coexistence of patriarchal oppression and female community that makes her apparent 

oversimplification of Shylock’s character (“And the master was getting more and more bad 

tempered and greedy”) different from Jessica’s. 

6.8 Hannah’s House and Expanded Intersectionality 

Just as Dalilah does, Jessica’s friend Hannah Meshullam expands Jessica’s world for the 

reader. While Hannah is not as strict a foil for Jessica as is Dalilah, she acts as a less overt kind 

of opposition. While Dalilah seems to represent--to Jessica, if not consistently to the reader—the 

boring, overly regulated existence that comes with adherence to Jewish law, and Lorenzo seems 

to represent the opposite equivalencies—Christianity, variety, and freedom—Hannah enriches 

the novel’s depiction of intersectional female Jewish identity because she is associated with a 

relatively liminal space by comparison, both geographically and philosophically.  She is 

philosophically liminal because though she is also Jewish, she is Sephardic rather than 

Ashkenazi, as the other two young women are. Jessica explains that because Sephardic Jews do 

not “have to live in the Ghetto,” The Meshullam daughters can “[enjoy] privileges that other 

Jewish girls can only dream of,” like pretty dresses forbidden to Ashkenazi girls and private 

language tutors (47). Geographically, Hannah’s house is the place where Jessica’s clandestine 

rendezvous with Lorenzo occur, as it is marginally socially acceptable for her to be in the home 

of a Jewish girl where Christians happen to appear. In possessing freedom from the restrictions 

Jessica closely associates with Jewishness while maintaining a Jewish identity, and in occupying 
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a space that allows Jessica to pass relatively easily between the Jewish and Christian worlds, 

Hannah represents a liminal space between Jewish deprivation and Christian liberation for 

Jessica.  Like Dalilah’s, Hannah’s name is important, and has Biblical connections. It is from the 

Hebrew “Channah” (“grace”), and was the name of the prophet Samuel’s mother (“Hannah”). 

Such a name fits in with Jessica’s perception of her as having more opportunities and nicer 

things than Jessica herself.  Hannah’s surname is also significant. Meshullam comes from the 

Hebrew for “allied” and shares a root with the Hebrew word for “restitution” (“Meshullam”; 

“Meshullemeth”). Together, these etymologies do two things: first, they reinforce Hannah and 

Jessica’s close relationship by emphasizing both togetherness and reciprocity; second, the 

linguistic link between “allied” and “restitution” suggests that Hannah’s friendship—and, 

perhaps by extension, the hospitality of her father’s household—may represent an alternative 

relational model to the one Shylock enacts with Antonio. 

Also like Dalilah, Hannah is more practical than Jessica regarding the latter’s relationship 

with Lorenzo. For example, when Jessica visits Hannah to attend a party at her house (and to ask 

when her next arranged meeting with Lorenzo will take place), the two young women gossip 

about Bassanio’s trip to Belmont to win Portia’s hand. When they discuss the casket test set by 

Portia’s father, Jessica calls it “strange” and remarks, “ I think her father didn’t love his 

daughter, and didn’t want her to have a husband at all. Didn’t he want her to marry and have 

children?” (103)  Hannah, on the other hand, considers that Portia’s father may have had deeper 

motivations other than depriving his daughter of future pleasures: “ Perhaps he wanted to protect 

her after he was dead. How many girls know for sure that they have the right one if they are 

allowed to choose for themselves?” (103) Then, Jessica silently thinks that she would “know 

perfectly well,” and the narrator notes that she thinks this while “look[ing] at the red blooms on 
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the rose hedge” (103). When combined with Jessica’s inability to consider outcomes other than 

those that are felt immediately, this mention of the rose seems especially significant. By 

following her assurance of her strong belief in her romantic choice with a vision of a rose, she 

links the two, perhaps unconsciously. Her idealized romantic view connects to the idealized 

romantic symbol of the red rose. Unfortunately, the characteristics of that rose—beauty with the 

possibility of pain upon possession, and above all, temporality—are the same characteristic of 

romance against which Hannah and Delilah are trying to warn her, but Jessica cannot see the 

forest for the trees. Or the flowers, as it were. 

 Zipi (one of the gathered girls) tells a story about Adomo Salmoni, man they know who 

is rumored to be having an affair with “a Christian woman, a widowed washerwoman with two 

small children.” Zipi then informs the girls that the “maximum sentence” for such a crime is 

“five hundred ducats and two years in prison,” but that such a sentence is perhaps unlikely for 

this man “since it isn’t some innocent citizen’s daughter that’s involved.” She ends her retelling 

of his circumstances by opining, “What an idiot! What does he want with this Christian woman? 

Aren’t there enough unmarried Jewish girls?” (105)  

Zipi’s story, with its invocation of the less common trope of the fallen man, sheds some 

new light on Jessica’s intersectional romantic journey. First, the fact that, in this time and place, 

there is a legal monetary penalty demanded for a certain type of interreligious relationship makes 

Shylock’s cry of “ My daughter! O my ducats! O my daughter! / Fled with a Christian! O my 

Christian ducats! / Justice, the law! My ducats and my daughter!” as recounted by Salanio in 

2.8.15-17 read differently. Though Zipi notes that there is no penalty should the reverse occur 

and a Jewish woman marry a Christian man (105), taken in context, Shylock’s words could refer 

to the sociocultural precedent set by the law to which Zipi initially invokes in her discussion of 
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Adomo Salmoni. This seems especially likely given that Shylock not only seems to equate his 

daughter with his ducats in the above-quoted lines, but also because he invokes both “the law” 

and “justice” in the same breath as that equation, thereby suggesting a connection between all 

four terms. 

 Second, Zipi’s story brings a heretofore-undiscussed type of intersectionality to light 

within the universe of the novel by suggesting through her diction that the washerwoman’s age is 

at least as distasteful as her religion. She emphasizes the woman’s age by mentioning her 

children and by juxtaposing the phrase “Christian woman” with the phrase “Jewish girls.” Such 

juxtaposition implies that it is their youth as well as their religion that makes Jewish girls more 

marriageable than Christian women in the eyes of the Venetian Jewish community. Such an 

ageist differentiation suggests the existence of a certain kind of internalized misogyny 

connecting a more valuable type of femininity to youth, especially notable given the ages of the 

women having the discussion relative to that of the woman being discussed. Again, Pressler 

demonstrates the degree to which a generally marginalized group can experience contextual 

privilege. 

6.9 Intersectionality and Intellectual Maturity, or, What YA Can Do for Girls 

In an article entitled “YA Lit and the Gender Gap in Education,” English professor and 

author of the YA Tesla Effect trilogy Julie Drew argues “that a multi-pronged approach” that 

includes “popular culture […] along with education and industry” is the only way to close the 

gendered achievement gap in STEM fields (Drew). Current data from the US Department of 

Education shows that “[w]hile there is no discernible difference in the math and science 

proficiency scores of boys and girls at the age of nine, a significant gender gap begins to appear 

at age thirteen” (Drew). While Drew recognizes that “YA […] is often criticized as mindless, 
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mass-market entertainment,” and thus many people may be skeptical of her argument that YA 

literature can help close the STEM gender gap, she ultimately believes that “[YA], perhaps more 

than any commercial genre, contributes to shaping the worldviews of its formative readers” 

(Drew). I agree with both her assertion that YA is socially undervalued as a genre and with her 

opinion of its propensity for positive influence vis-à-vis worldview. Because it presents for its 

readers a worldview that is developing, multi-layered, and culturally sensitive, Shylock’s 

Daughter is a worthy addition to the canon of YA Shakespeares. 

Pressler ends the novel with the following paragraph, written from Dalilah’s point of 

view, in which she hypothesizes what she will tell her own eventual children about the childhood 

she and Jessica shared: 

Once upon a time, I shall say, there were two girls who lived in [a house in the 

Ghetto Nuovo]. One of the girls had fine brown hair and light-gray eyes, and the 

other had black hair, dark eyes, and a squint. One of them was rich and beautiful, 

the other one was poor and ugly. But they had one thing in common—they were 

both motherless. And they loved each other. When they were children, they 

played dice in secret and went roaming around the city. And when they grew up, 

they both left the Ghetto. You ask me why? Children, children, that is a long 

story, a very long and very Jewish story. (249) 

At first it seems as if Dalilah views herself and Jessica as simple, dichotomized foils: light and 

dark, rich and poor, beautiful and ugly. Not only is it important that girls who possess such 

different levels of social capital would “love each other” as children, it is significant that though 

her hypothetical retelling starts with easy oppositions, it ends with the two young women loving 

each other into young adulthood. This, though, is a more complex love than one that manifests 
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itself through covert dice games and shared hometown escapades. Now older, Dalilah and 

Jessica are united spiritually even though they are separated geographically—in fact, Dalilah 

seems to imply that those two states are close to being one in the same. When she says that her 

and Jessica’s story is “a very long and very Jewish story,” she is connecting individual desire 

with Jewish tradition and community. The two are not mutually exclusive, for this is a people 

who have wandered, but who have done so under the protection of “the Everlasting One, blessed 

be He” (Pressler 243). By ending with such a paragraph that frames the past with an eye to the 

future, the novel ultimately argues that growing up and maturing is not about either staying in 

the past with your community or creating a separate individual identity, but rather, the possibility 

exists that this can and should be a both/and proposition. Such a conclusion could be an excellent 

way to introduce the everyday philosophical negotiations of adulthood to an adolescent audience. 

Recognizing one’s own intersectional identity does not have to mean ultimately choosing one 

primary identification over another. It can mean embracing personal complexity, even internal 

contradiction. Further, both such choices can be valid in their own ways. 

Though Dalilah gets the novel’s literal last word, Jessica also espouses such a view 

through the last Bible verse she references, Proverbs 16:9: “ A man’s heart deviseth his way, but 

the Lord directeth his steps” (KJV, qtd. in Pressler 235). This reference occurs during her 

realization that her marriage and subsequent conversion, while they had, in her mind, almost 

innumerable negative effects, do not necessarily mean that she has completely lost the person she 

was when she had family and community. Thus Pressler ensures that both of Shylock’s 

daughters are equal to one another in the realization that maturity is not an abrupt change so 

much as it is a gradual evolution that may leave behind evidence of previous identities even as a 

new one appears to be born. In so doing, she teaches her young readers that it is not just possible, 
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but necessary to represent multiple perspectives in order to “answer all things faithfully,” and 

that is a valuable lesson (5.1.298). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

TO DELIGHT AND TEACH IN A POST-THIRD-WAVE WORLD 

In his “Defence of Poesie,” Sir Philip Sidney argues that literature ought to be “[a] 

speaking picture, with this end to teach and delight.” I would argue that such a three-fold 

purpose—a text that claims to be true to life that provides both instruction and pleasure to the 

reader—is the bedrock on which the YA Shakespeares discussed within this dissertation are 

built. Were these purposes standing alone without the addition of a noticeable feminist critical 

lens, it would be easy to level claims of unnecessary universalizing against the novel’s authors; 

however, the fact that sixteenth-century literary prescriptions coexist with a particular brand of 

twenty-first-century feminism belies such claims. Further, it is important to note that it is the 

conjunction in Sidney’s prescription for good poetry that ties the five YA Shakespeares of this 

dissertation both to one another, and back to the Victorian Shakespeares for girls mentioned in 

my introduction. For Sidney as well as for both of the aforementioned subgenres, it is paramount 

that lessons and pleasure occur simultaneously, and if that “and” is taken to its ultimate logical 

end, equally as well. This conclusion aims to discuss pertinent commonalities within the five 

novels that connect them directly to third-wave politics, explore some of the ways in which these 

novels deliver their individual didactic messages while also emphasizing readerly pleasure 

through self-identification, and contextualize them within current broader conversations about 

the cultural value of YA as a genre—can it delight and teach adults as well as adolescents? 

Should it? 

As I have already mentioned, historians of the so-called third wave of feminism have 

framed its participants as “the ‘daughters,’ both real and metaphorical, of the Second Wave, the 
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women who read Ms. Magazine, Our Bodies, Ourselves, and lobbied for Roe v. Wade and the 

ERA” (Baumgardner and Richards 402). Thus, it seems more than appropriate that the first 

recorded use of the term “third wave” to define such a group comes from one of those literal 

daughters: it appeared originally in Ms. Magazine, and begins with an anecdote that seeks to 

ponder the place of women’s embodied power within a particular cultural event. In her article 

“Becoming the Third Wave,” Rebecca Walker—daughter of Womanist author/activist and 

second wave icon Alice Walker—begins her exploration of what it means to be a third wave 

feminist by claiming that the 1991 reopening of Clarence Thomas’ Supreme Court confirmation 

hearings upon public discovery of Anita Hill’s claims that Thomas sexually harassed her “[was] 

not about determining whether or not Clarence Thomas did in fact harass Anita Hill,” but instead 

was “about checking and redefining the extent of women’s credibility and power” (Walker). 

After concluding that “[w]hile some may laud the whole spectacle for the consciousness it raised 

around sexual harassment, its very real outcome is more informative. He was promoted. She was 

repudiated. Men were assured of the inviolabIlity of their penis/power. Women were admonished 

to keep their experiences to themselves.” Walker says she “push[es] [her]self to figure out what 

it means to be a part of the Third Wave of feminism.” For her, it means: 

My involvement must reach beyond my own voice in discussion, beyond voting, 

beyond reading feminist theory. My anger and awareness must translate into 

tangible action... To be a feminist is to integrate an ideology of equality and 

female empowerment into the very fiber of my life. it is to search for personal 

clarity in the midst of systemic destruction, to join in sisterhood with women 

when often we are divided, to understand power structures with the intention of 

challenging them. (40) 
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Walker’s description of specifically third-wave goals is one that resonates with the goals 

of the novels explored in this dissertation. She describes it as first both inclusive and practical, 

and notes “to be a feminist is to integrate an ideology of equality and female empowerment into 

the very fabric of my life.” Thus, the novels analyzed herein, which use a popular genre to 

explore the need for equality by depicting fictionalized versions of historical girls’ everyday 

lives and experiences, and which ground those experiences in differing social classes and 

geographical locations, don’t just share goals of empowering young women, but share 

specifically third-wave ideologies. 

Given that the YA Shakespeares examined in this dissertation share both a general third-

wave tendency to envision popular culture as a means by which to accomplish positive social 

change and the burden of responding not only to second wave visions of feminism but also to the 

weighty connotations of their Shakespearean source-texts, it stands to reason that these texts, like 

the article containing Walker’s coinage, also engage deeply with questions of women’s 

embodied power in the world at large. Indeed, every novel in this dissertation treats the 

possibility of sexual assault as a social commonplace; four of the five contain at least one 

attempted sexual assault; some contain multiple attempts and some contain instances not just of 

assault, but also of rape.  

In Rough Magic, after Caliban attempts to rape Miranda, Pisces teases him about his 

sexuality and attempts to coerce him into sex with her. In Lady Macbeth’s Daughter, both 

Grelach and Albia fall victim to powerful men in their lives; while the latter escapes Macbeth’s 

attempt to rape her, the former feels she must submit to marital rape—she does not know she is 

able to resist. In Ophelia, the titular character narrowly escapes Edmund’s untoward advances 

several times; later, at St. Emilion, she meets Marguerite, who is disowned after Fortinbras tries 
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to rape her. In Romeo’s Ex, Mercutio fantasizes about Rosaline’s unconscious body and Viola is 

briefly sold into prostitution against her will. While Shylock’s Daughter does not contain assault, 

it does create a world wherein men, both young and old, pose either physical or social danger to 

women. The former is evident early in the novel, when Jehuda must protect Jessica from the 

young “ragamuffins” in the street (Pressler 2); the fact that Amalia’s husband divorces her for 

her barrenness confirms the latter (Pressler 70). While my sample size is admittedly too small to 

make sweeping arguments even about YA Shakespeares as a subgenre, the fact that all five 

novels seem to concern themselves with the social prevalence of female sexual danger in some 

fashion seems worthy of deeper discussion. 

Why would a subgenre of literature marketed to girls as young as ten feature repeated 

instances of such content (Cart 95)? Just as Mary Cowden Clarke used the sexual norms of her 

time period to produce didactic material to inform girls about the state of their world, so do the 

authors of today’s YA Shakespeares, admittedly with somewhat different norms in mind. While 

Clarke’s series of quickly dispatched fallen women in “Ophelia, the Rose of Elsinore” seems to 

suggest that a woman’s worth is almost solely in her virginity, it is my feeling that the 

contemporary authors discussed in this dissertation are exploring the sexual dangers of a bygone 

era at least partly to comment on the rape culture of the twenty-first century. Emilie Buchwald 

defines “rape culture” as 

a complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and supports violence 

against women. It is a society where violence is seen as sexy and sexuality as violent. In a 

rape culture, women perceive a continuum of threatened violence that ranges from sexual 

remarks to sexual touching to rape itself. A rape culture condones physical and emotional 

terrorism against women as the norm. In a rape culture both men and women assume that 
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sexual violence is a fact of life, inevitable as death or taxes. This violence, however, is 

neither biologically nor divinely ordained. Much of what we accept as inevitable is in fact 

the expression of values and attitudes that can change. (Buchwald vii) 

The first two sentences of Buchwald’s definition certainly describe the sociosexual norms of 

Lady Macbeth’s Daughter, particularly as interactions between Grelach and Gillam and Albia 

and Fleance are concerned. I would argue that Buchwald’s focus on “physical and emotional 

terrorism against women as a norm” is applicable to the environment of both Rough Magic and 

Ophelia because both novels portray worlds in which women are manipulated in both physical 

and non-physical ways in order to emphasize that their ultimate social role is to prop up male-

male power relationships. While Miranda is the easiest reflection of this in Rough Magic because 

of the political benefits her marriage to Ferdinand affords her father, it seems to me that even 

Chiara does not escape such emotional terrorism: both the culture she is trying to escape and the 

one that she thinks will give her autonomous freedom are under the ultimate purview of men. 

Though Miranda is Ferdinand’s messenger regarding Chiara’s betrothal, it is Ferdinand and 

Prospero who are orchestrating the decision. Further, Chiara only makes it to the island through 

the magical efforts of Prospero and Caliban, who, though they both express concern for her well 

being, also see her as a way to correct mistakes they made with Miranda, and do not inform her 

of her journey to the island or her role in its salvation very far in advance—what she sees as a 

path to individualism is really about a smaller role in a male-directed journey, and such control is 

possible because that is how her entire universe—not just the court—functions. 

 Romeo’s Ex and Shylock’s Daughter have fewer specific events that prove the existence 

of rape culture than do the three previous novels, which have far more assaults and/or rapes. 
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However, the events therein nevertheless speak to women’s broader lack of control over social 

norms and events in rape cultures. In Romeo’s Ex, the Montague/Capulet feud causes the citizens 

of Verona to assume that “violence is a fact of life, inevitable as death or taxes,” and while the 

violence that the citizens experience is of a more public form than the sexual violence that 

Buchwald discusses directly, I would argue that because it combines with a class-driven 

marriage imperative that functions for the upper classes (e.g. Juliet, and ultimately, Rosaline as 

well) in a similar way as the threat of the sexual underworld does for Viola and other members of 

the lower classes, a case for the existence of rape culture can be easily made in that society. In 

Shylock’s Daughter, a sort of atmospheric rape culture is evident in a similar inevitability--one 

that reflects Buchwald’s assertion that members of a rape culture assume that female suffering 

(physical, sexual, and otherwise) is “biologically [or] divinely ordained.” Though there is not a 

visible assault or rape in the novel, there is a pervading sense that social roles and positions, 

particularly female ones, are divinely ordained and should be transgressed only at one’s own 

peril. Jessica’s conversion and its consequences to her life and worldview seems the largest-

looming most extreme example of such an ideology, but it is not the only example present in the 

novel. Under Jewish law, Amalia’s husband is able to divorce her because she is barren. Such a 

religious provision implies that a holy vow is breakable in circumstances when a woman’s 

ultimate role within marriage is unable to be fulfilled. Additionally, Dalilah feels simultaneously 

suited and unsuited for a marriage to Jehuda: she is clearly attracted to him both physically and 

emotionally (Pressler 57), but is discouraged by what she perceives as her lack of beauty, though 

she knows that a match between them would be appropriate in terms of both their equivalent 

social classes and their similar religious views. 
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While the fact that the universes of many of the novels I discussed reflect rape culture 

may only comment directly on the authors’ fictionalized versions of various locations in Early 

Modern Europe, I believe that the degree to which the novels’ adherence to the conventions of 

the YA subgenre encourage their readers to identify with girl protagonists whose lives are like 

their own despite being separated by time and place can lend itself to deeper thought about the 

existence of rape culture not just a long time ago in faraway places, but here and now. Since the 

novels already motivate their readers to identify with their marginalized, searching female 

protagonists who are dealing with issues like overbearing parents, a struggle to form an 

individual social or spiritual identity, and avoiding or encouraging various romantic 

relationships, it stands to reason that these same readers, after noticing that commonalities of 

experience exist regardless of geography and chronology, will start to wonder what other things 

they share with the protagonists with which they have begun to identify. Some readers will likely 

take longer to discover the novels’ potential for criticism of their own culture; perhaps such 

realizations will occur long after they have finished reading the novel(s) in question. This likely 

depends upon the individual reader’s propensity for abstract thought and the degree to which she 

engages with cultural criticism in other areas of her life and study. Nonetheless, the novels 

examined here do provide adolescent readers with a number of critical tools for such 

engagement. 

The second commonality present in several of the novels examined here is even more 

directly tied to particularly Early Modern gender norms, at least on the surface. Two of the five 

novels contain a subplot that centers around a girl crossdressing as a boy in order to gain greater 

social freedom in some way, and a third contains a subplot that is strongly connected to the Early 

Modern tradition of women dressing as men. Ophelia escapes the dangers of Elsinore unnoticed 
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and is able to journey to St. Emilion without drawing unnecessary attention to herself only 

because she is dressed as Philippe L’oeil. Her performance of masculinity enables her eventual 

entrance to the kind of strong, educated female community that she felt was missing from her 

previous experiences. In Shylock’s Daughter, Dalilah accompanies Jessica and Jehuda out of the 

ghetto to observe Christians burning Jewish books and get a sense of their current political 

climate. The three teens do this at the behest of the aging Amalia, who is too sick and frail to 

leave Shylock’s house and urges them that they must “go to the Piazza San Marco, and see with 

[their] own eyes what [the Christians] are doing to our people, so that [they] can tell [their] own 

children later on” (Pressler 90). Like Ophelia, Dalilah cross-dresses in order to enter a public 

space in which she would otherwise appear conspicuous with a goal of gaining a greater 

understanding of the wider world and her place within it. Also like Ophelia, Daliliah’s 

conspicuity owes itself to the social capital afforded her by the combination of her gender and 

her class, though the latter is covering a lack of social capital while the former is covering a 

surfeit due to her court position, relatively low though it may be.57 Such a comparison exhibits 

how, even when intersectionality and complexity are acknowledged, female identity is still 

sometimes considered identity ill-suited for public places and free engagement in social spaces. 

While there is no literal cross-dressing in Romeo’s Ex, I would argue that Viola’s Messenger role 

could be considered at the very least a nod to the Early Modern stage practice because of that 

role’s rough analog to the cupbearer—the position occupied by Ganymede in the court of Jove, 

which in turn connects the Viola of the novel to the presumed future Viola of Twelfth Night, who 

calls herself Ganymede when she cross-dresses in order to gain Duke Orsino’s favor. All three of 

these instances show young women questioning the boundaries of gender and realizing the 

                                                
57

 While there is a more practical reason for Ophelia to disguise herself (she is supposed to be dead), her specific 

choice of disguise seems to be responding less to that than to her overall social position as a female member of 

court. 
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benefits of male privilege in some way. Female readers of these novels are likely at a time in 

their lives when they are first discovering the ways in which their sexes and/or genders (and 

others associated prejudices thereto) limit their equal participation in various areas of life. 

Reading novels in which young women are able to escape gender norms by temporarily 

jettisoning socially weighted markers of femaleness may cause them to question the practice, as 

well as wonder if twenty-first-century women do anything similar to make their lives easier. 

Such thinking would discourage presentism and give girls broader perspectives on their own 

experiences. 

The two previously discussed thematic links between the novels have dealt with the first 

half of Sidney’s prescription for the purpose of good poesie: to teach. The second—that reading 

should bring delight or pleasure—is central to current conversations about YA literature and its 

role in the twenty-first-century world. On June 5 2014, The Slate Book Review published an 

article by Ruth Graham entitled “Against YA,” the online subhead of which boldly proclaims, 

“Read whatever you want. But you should feel embarrassed if what you’re reading was written 

for children.” In the article proper, Graham argues against the current trend of adults reading YA 

novels like Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy and John Green’s wildly popular The Fault 

in Our Stars (the article’s release coincided with the release of the film appropriation of the 

latter) because adults should be “different reader[s]” than their teen counterparts, should progress 

beyond YA plots (Graham 1). Later in the article, Graham responds to a blogger who argues that 

“at its heart, YA is pleasurable” by saying that “the very ways YA is pleasurable are at odds with 

the way that adult fiction is pleasurable” because “these books consistently indulge in endings 

that teenagers want to see, but which adult readers ought to reject as far too simple.” Graham 

then labels these endings as “uniformly satisfying” while noting that such satisfaction can be 
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either happy or sad in tone (Graham 2). Such a label seems to me to be not only ageist, as it 

views teens as simple-minded, but inaccurate. First, satisfaction is incredibly subjective. In 

applying such a label so broadly, isn’t Graham recognizing the presence of such satisfaction, and 

thus at least partially endorsing it? Second, if the satisfaction can possess multiple emotional 

tenors, doesn’t that belie her argument that it is too simplistic? I found two of the five novels 

discussed in this dissertation to have the kind of ending I believe Graham to be speaking against 

(Rough Magic and Romeo’s Ex)—the endings seemed disappointing and easy in the face of the 

novels’ overall political ambitions, but to argue that adults should never read books with such 

endings is to argue for a different kind of simplicity in readerly conformity. Further, to bar adults 

from reading such books is to ghettoize the subgenre, and given that all the books mentioned by 

name in Graham’s piece have female protagonists and are overwhelmingly popular with female 

readers, this paints female values and modes of expression as not literary or smart enough. This 

ideology seems to be closer to that of the Lambs and the Bowdlers’ reasons for gendered 

subgenres, but in reverse. Where once we had to protect girls from the literature of the world, 

now we must protect the world’s culturally valuable literature from girls and their overly simple, 

immature interests. This argument seems particularly galling when considering that Graham is 

suggesting that adult women need protection from fiction meant for girls. If such patronizing 

ghettoization is intelligence and progress, I would prefer stagnation—I would even confess to 

delight in it. 
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