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“The Windings and Turnings of Fictitious Pathology”
Reading Jupiter Lights as a Proto-Lesbian Novel

Kristin M. Comment

Though the work of Constance Fenimore Woolson was generally well received during her lifetime, the
pubhcatxon of her novel Jupiter Lights provoked some scathing criticism. Perhaps the most vehement review
by Horace Scudder complained that Woolson had depicted “a conspiracy against a sane, wholesome experi-
ence of life” and that she had fallen “farther and farther away from the larger pictures of life into the windings
and turnings of fictitious pathology.” In fairness to Scudder and the other negative reviewers, they are no
doubt responding at least in part to the novel’s undeniable penchant for over-the-top melodrama. However,
their discomfort with the book clearly goes far deeper than simple annoyance at what another critic called
“third-rate” writing.? Scudder’s accusations of “wearisomeness,” “irrationality,” and especially “pathology”
seem directed more at the novel’s unconventionality than at its sensationalism, and this is not surprising given
that Jupiter Lights challenges so many of the norms by which nineteenth-century standards of a “wholesome
experience of life” were constituted.

In her essay “Romantic Love and Wife-Batterine in Constance Fenimore Woolson’s Jupiter L rohtc
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Caroline Gebhard discusses some of these challenges, demonstrating that the novel is a “strange” book in
part because of the ways it borrows from and then violates two popular literary traditions, the temperance
novel and the “female gothic.” But she also points to two other peculiar features to explain the novel’s aes-
thetic “problems™: its ultimately unsuccessful attempt to incorporate the theme of wife-battering into the
“romance genre” and the “disquieting. ..love-hate relationship between [Eve and Cicely].” Gebhard identi-
fies the “triangulation of desire” that exists between Eve and Cicely through various male figures in the text,
noting that this structure inverts Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s paradigm of male homosocial desire.* She ob-
serves that Eve “symbolically take[s] the place of her brother, caus[ing] the death of the male who has taken
possession of the woman” and that the gun represents her “usurpation of phallic power.” Drawing on theory
by Judith Butler, Gebhard explains this triangulation of desire as Eve’s need to achieve heterosexual love
through a narcissistic attraction to beautiful women,; in other words, Eve’s homoerotic attraction to Cicely is
as much a desire to be her asit is a desire for her. However, the text ultimately “repudiates” the lesbian desire
between women—both through Cicely’s own figurative battering of Eve and Eve’s heterosexual union with
Paul—in order to “shore up the normative heterosexual identity of the hero” and perhaps even “her cre-
ator.”*

I think Gebhard’s observations are very much on the mark — but I would like to add to them by suggest-
ing that these “windings and turnings” of desire may seem less peculiar in light of recent lesbian narrative
theory, and that the narrative’s repudiation of female homoerotic desire may result more from Woolson’s
need to conform to the heterosexual romance plot than from her own homophobic anxieties regarding the
homoeroticism between Eve and Cicely. Embedded in the “failed” heterosexual romance plot of Jupiter
Lights is a “proto-lesbian” narrative structure that accounts for many of the story’s inconsistencies and adds
yet another reason why Woolson’s mostly male critics rejected the novel so vehemently.

Lesbian narrative theorists have all in various ways looked at the relationship between lesbian novels
and the conventional heterosexual plot in their attempts to identify and define what constitutes a “lesbian
narrative.” While disagreement exists as to what types of narrative we can or should call “lesbian,” all seem to
agree that early lesbian writers found the heterosexual plot a difficult, if not impossible, one to get around
because of its strong ideological hold. As Rachel Duplessis has suggested, “narrative structure and subjects
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