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A room of her own: Melusina's Bath as a Space of Power in A. S. Byatt's
Possession
The myth of Melusina is a variation of an ancient mythical motif, namely that of the love
between a human and an immortal being which eventually causes the doom of one of the
lovers. According to the earliest written version of the Melusina myth1, the 14th-century
Histoire de Lusignan by Jean D'Arras, Melusina is a water nymph who is cursed to take the
form of a serpent from the waist down each Saturday. The curse can only be lifted if
Melusina marries a mortal who has to swear never to visit her on Saturdays. Melusina
marries the knight Raimondin for whom she abundantly exerts her supernatural powers of
fertility and creativity. Driven by curiosity, Raimondin eventually does not keep his word and
spies on her in her bathroom, thus witnessing her transformation. Melusina forgives
Raimondin for violating his oath; when he, however, betrays her secret, Melusina's curse is
fulfilled. Turning into a dragon, she has to abandon her husband and her children.
The bathroom in which Melusina's weekly transformation takes place plays a key role
in this myth. It is only in the safety of this bathroom that Melusina can reconcile the two parts
of her being by taking the form of a serpent-woman. The bathroom therefore offers a space
in which Melusina is free to live out her true self, her true identity so to speak, without any
restraints. Melusina has to hide her true form and with it her power from her surroundings
which is why her bathroom is also a space of solitude. Since the bathroom is the place in
which Melusina can give form to her supernatural abilities as symbolised by the snake-part of
her body, it can be seen as a space of female power. When Raimondin peeps through the
bathroom's keyhole, his actual crime does not simply lie in breaking his oath, but rather in
violating his wife's space of freedom and autonomy. Prying into Melusina's secret and
exposing it to the world, Raimondin symbolises patriarchal society taking control over female
power, thus demonising and finally disempowering it. Having robbed Melusina of her space
of power, society also robs her of her only possibility to live out her true identity.
Having a look at the general process of identity formation on a theoretical level2, one
can say that it is closely linked to memory. As the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas
points out, one part of the process of individual identity formation lies in "the medium of
coming to a life-historical and intrasubjective understanding with oneself" (153). This kind of
understanding takes place through memory, for this is the force that shapes an individual's
self-image (Mead 196). Since individuals are "socially constituted through and through"
(Habermas 183), individual memory can only exist within the collective framework of society
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as the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs explains (VI). Although the individual is the
carrier of memory and therefore ‘owns’ it, individual memory itself is paradoxically a collective
phenomenon.
Collective memory contains several dimensions of which the so-called cultural memory
is one (Assmann 1997:20-21). This particular memory manifests itself in cultural
objectifications of all kinds and reaches back into a society's distant past. It functions as a
society's emotional link to this past, expressing a collective capacity of remembering and
recalling past events which have been relevant for the society's self-image (Assmann
1998:12). As Jan Assmann shows, myth is one of the objectifications cultural memory
manifests itself in (1997:52). As such, myth gains normative as well as formative power on
collective identity (Assmann 1997:52) which then conditions, as has been shown above, the
process of individual identity formation. The question that suggests itself at this point is how
myth exerts its cultural and therefore mnemonic power.
A. S. Byatt's Booker-prized novel Possession (1990) offers an answer to this question.
In this novel, Byatt again and again refers to the myth of Melusina. One of the novel's
protagonists, the feminist literary theorist Dr Maud Bailey is an expert on the (fictitious)
Victorian poetess Christabel LaMotte, the other female protagonist of Possession. Together
with her male counterpart, the academic Roland Mitchell who works on the (equally fictitious)
Victorian poet Randolph Henry Ash, Maud starts to investigate Christabel's life. The reader,
however, soon realises that the main object of this investigation is not only Christabel's life,
but also the myth of Melusina. Step by step, Christabel turns out to be the snake-woman's
embodiment (Maack 72). The allusions to the Melusina myth are most obvious in Christabel's
poetic work for she writes "this long and very convoluted poem about Melusina's story"
(Poss. 33). However, the connection between the two women is much more intricate than a
poetess's mere literary interest in a myth. When comparing the story of Melusina with
Christabel's life, one comes to the conclusion that Christabel relives Melusina's fate. Like
Melusina, Christabel has to reconcile two beings within herself. On the one hand, she is a
woman living in the strictly patriarchal and heavily moralised society of Victorian England. On
the other hand, she is a poetess trying to find a way to live her art. In a time when all that is
expected of and granted to women is the care for husband, children, and household,
Christabel renounces these traditionally ‘female virtues’ and chooses to dedicate her life to
poetry. It can therefore be said that Christabel resembles Melusina as she, too, is a strong,
creative woman who deviates from accepted social norms. Like Melusina, she is only free to
live her ‘otherness’ in seclusion from society. Christabel's space of freedom and autonomy,
her Melusinian bathroom so to speak, is the cottage she shares with her lover Blanche
Glover. The two of them, says Christabel,
formed a Project . . . to make ourselves a Bethany [cottage] . . . to live the Life of
the Mind . . . But we were to renounce the outside World – and the usual female
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Hopes (and with them the usual Female Fears) . . . in exchange for – I dare say
Art . . . (Poss. 187).
As can be seen from this, the cottage is "the space . . . where LaMotte can be what she truly
is and wants to be: a poet to the core" (Franken 171). Christabel cherishes her solitude of
which he says: "[M]y Solitude is my Treasure, the best thing I have" (Poss. 137). She
carefully guards her freedom and her autonomy against the outside world, for she knows that
in her situation she "must be more than usually careful to remain sufficiently respectable in
the eyes of the world…" (Poss. 184). Most aptly, Christabel compares her own situation with
an egg offering a place of safety within its fragile shell (Poss. 137). This egg is finally
shattered when Christabel falls in love with the poet Randolph Henry Ash. Their brief but
passionate love affair eventually ends Christabel's life as a woman artist. Social
circumstances force Christabel to abandon both her daughter (the living proof of her affair
with Ash) and her life of art. Faced with her socially unacceptable situation as an unmarried
woman being pregnant with the illegitimate child of a married man, she has no other choice
than to renounce her former way of life and to give her daughter into her sister's care.
Instead of becoming a great poetess, she has to live the rest of her life as "a hanger-on as
[she] had never meant to be, of [her] sister's good fortune (in the pecuniary sense)" (Poss.
500). In other words, Christabel relives Melusina's fate which she herself admits in her last
letter to Ash three decades after their affair: "I have been Melusina these thirty years" (Poss.
501). Although Ash always respected Christabel's freedom and autonomy (Poss. 185) and
never wilfully meant to ruin her life by persuading her to agree to their affair, he is eventually
the reason why Christabel loses her freedom and autonomy and, consequently, her chosen
way of life (Poss. 502) for which she fought "against Family and Society" (Poss. 189).
Speaking in the terms of the Melusina myth, one can say that Ash takes the role of
Raimondin violating Christabel's space of power, thus exposing her to a life that society
forces upon her. Like Melusina, Christabel is a victim of patriarchal society that does not
accept her ‘otherness’ thus disempowering her space of freedom and autonomy.
It is this striking parallel between Christabel and Melusina that Maud Bailey discovers
when investigating Christabel's life. However, it is not all she discovers. Maud furthermore
finds out that she herself is a direct descendant of Christabel. In fact, Maud is not only
related to Christabel; her life, like her ancestor's, also seems to be entangled with the
Melusina myth. As the observant reader might notice, several hints are given throughout the
novel suggesting a connection between Maud and Melusina. In one scene, Maud wears a
bathrobe "embroidered with a Chinese dragon" (Poss. 145). This scene can be read as an
allusion to the woman with the snake-tail as the Chinese dragon is "a cousin of [the]
mysterious Melusina in her marble tub" (Poss. 196). Furthermore, Maud possesses a brooch
in the shape of a mermaid which reminds herself of the "Fairy Melusina" (Poss. 260). Having
a closer look at Maud, one moreover realises that the parallels between Melusina and herself
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are not restricted to subtle allusions. Like Melusina and like Christabel LaMotte, Maud does
not comply with social norms and demands. On the one hand, she does not fulfil the female
ideal of a loving and caring woman. Towards men, she is cool and reserved, a behaviour
which results from the fact that most men want to own her rather than accept her as a person
(Poss. 506). Men feel intimidated by her as "[s]he thicks men's blood with cold" (Poss. 34).
On the other hand, Maud also has to struggle for acceptance among women. At a
conference, her sister feminists once cat-called and hissed at her, for they thought she dyed
her hair blonde just in order to please men (Poss. 57, 271). As a result of this experience,
Maud always covers her hair when in company. Her hair symbolises that part of her being
which she has to hide in order to be accepted within her professional and social group. In
other words, her hair symbolises her autonomy which she wants to defend by all means.
Therefore, her hair can be seen as another form of a Melusinian snake-tail.
Another parallel to Melusina and Christabel is Maud's need for a space of solitude. She
can "do nothing with ease and grace except work alone" (Poss. 136) in the solitude of her
apartment. This "bright safe box" (Poss. 137) is her Melusinian bathroom. Having met
Roland, Maud seems to be on the verge of reliving Christabel's and, therefore, Melusina's
fate. Due to their slowly deepening friendship Maud feels threatened by Roland, for she fears
for her autonomy. Her situation is mirrored by Christabel's letters to Ash in which she
describes him as an invader threatening her autonomous solitude (Poss. 195). For Maud,
Roland is the same threat to her work and life as Ash is to Christabel's:
I feel as [Christabel] did. I keep my defences up because I must go on doing my
work. I know what she felt about her . . . self-possession, her autonomy. I don’t
want to think of that going. (506)
Obviously, Roland plays the same role as Ash and, therefore, as the knight Raimondin. This
is made more than clear in a scene which seems to be taken directly from the Melusina
myth: Waiting in front of a bathroom which is occupied by Maud, Roland "went down on one
knee . . . and put his eye to the huge keyhole" (Poss. 147). This scene seems to foreshadow
that Maud, too, will relive Melusina's fate just as her ancestor Christabel did. Maud herself
feels uneasy about the parallels between herself and her ancestors. "I don't quite like it,"
says she. "There's something unnaturally determined about it all. Daemonic. I fell they have
taken me over" (Poss. 505). If the reader however expects Melusina's curse to be repeated
once again, s/he will be disappointed. Contrary to Melusina and Christabel, Maud does not
lose her autonomy and freedom after allowing a man into her life. Although Maud lets Roland
look at that part of her being which she keeps in hiding, this does not trigger the same
catastrophic events as it did in the cases of Melusina and Christabel. Several scenes, in
which Maud first takes off the scarf she wears around her hair (259-60) and then shakes her
hair out in front of Roland (270-71), symbolise Maud revealing her secret nature to Roland.
Without her scarf, Maud seems to be fragile and vulnerable (259); Roland, however, does
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not take advantage of her in this situation. On the contrary, he persuades Maud to free her
hair which he sees as a "kind of captive creature" (Poss. 272). In Melusinian terms, this
alludes to the snake-woman who can only transform into her true shape in the closed space
of her bathroom, thus becoming a prisoner of the only space in which she, paradoxically, is
free to live her true self. Different from his mythical model Raimondin, Roland does not
betray Maud by exposing her to a hostile world. With him, Maud does not have to deny any
part of her self. The most obvious reason for this lies in Roland himself because he, not
unlike Maud, does not comply with the established gender roles either. Contrary to the
masculine ideal of the strong, self-confident winner type, Roland is a "small man, with very
soft . . . and small regular features" (Poss. 11) who sees "himself as a failure" (Poss. 11) both
in his private and his professional life. Being "meek" (Poss. 141), "dull, but honourable"
(Poss. 138), and "odd" (Poss. 272), he is rather an anti-hero. And still it is this ‘unmanly’ man
who saves Maud from experiencing a Melusinian failure, for he respects and accepts her as
an individual in her own right. In this Roland is different from Maud's former lover Fergus,
whom Roland describes as "a devourer" (Poss. 507) as Fergus could not accept Maud's
individual autonomy (Poss. 56-57). Roland knows about the importance of having a space of
one's own as he has his "own solitude" (Poss. 506). Therefore, he respects the freedom of
the woman who, most appropriately, writes about "liminality. Thresholds. Bastions.
Fortresses. Invasion. Irruption" (Poss. 506). "I haven't got much to offer," says he. "But I
could let you be . . . I wouldn't threaten your autonomy" (506-507). Having Roland at her
side, Maud is able to accept her love for him without feeling restricted in her individual,
female freedom. Thus, emotional happiness does no longer automatically entail professional
failure as it often was the case in her former relationships. Different from her ancestor
Christabel, Maud can therefore escape from Melusina's fate. Revealing her hidden self by
breaking the "repeating patterns" (Poss. 272) of her hairdo, Maud can also break the
repetitive power of the myth of Melusina.
Although Maud's life does not take the same Melusinian turn as her ancestor's
Christabel, it cannot be denied that the myth of Melusina exerts a certain power on Maud's
life. This power manifests itself in the parallels and resemblances between the 20th-century
Maud and the mythical Melusina. Maud's search that started as an attempt to discover the
‘historical’ truth about Christabel's life subsequently turns out to be an investigation in a
mythical story. Investigating the past not only in its historical but also in its mythical form,
Maud eventually gets to know her own origins which then turn out to shape her future; being
Christabel's direct descendant, she will be responsible for editing Christabel's and Ash's love
letters (Poss. 505). One of the novel's protagonists aptly expresses the cultural, and,
therefore, mnemonic power that myth exerts on individuals when he says: "How strange for
you, Maud, . . . – how strangely appropriate to have been exploring all along the myth – no
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the truth [my italics] – of your own origins" (Poss. 503). In other words, Maud's investigation
in both history and myth is also an investigation in her own self and consequently, her own
process of identity formation.
It has by now become clear that the myth of Melusina is highly important for both
Christabel and Maud, for their lives seem to be determined by the tragic story of the snakewoman. However, the ways in which the myth determines these two women's lives are
obviously different. Against the background of the theories of myth and cultural memory
shortly delineated above, one has to search for the reasons of these differences. If myth, as
a part of cultural memory, exerts normative and formative power on individual identity
formation, how come that one and the same myth allows for alternative identity formations as
exemplified in the figures of Christabel and Maud? The answer to this question lies in the
nature of myth itself. On the one hand, a myth constantly repeats one and the same story,
thus perpetuating its fundamental message (Sellers 3). However, various theorists such as
Roland Barthes and Marina Warner have made clear that, on the other hand, myth is also a
space which lodges alternative endings within itself (Sellers 2, 7; Purkiss 441). This is to say
that alternative meanings are already inherent in myths. Rewriting myth therefore means
bringing to the fore one of its alternative meanings.
A. S. Byatt exemplifies this process of producing alternative meanings in Possession.
Generally speaking, Byatt depicts Christabel as a typically Victorian woman writer who uses
the genre of myth to voice her female frustrations and her yearning for autonomy in a
patriarchal society (Sellers 34). In her poem "The Fairy Melusina", Christabel reinterprets the
myth of Melusina. Contrary to the then common version which sees Melusina as a sinful, evil
spirit that is in league with the devil (Poss. 170-171), Christabel is interested "in other visions
of the fairy Melusin[a] – who has two aspects – an Unnatural Monster – and a most proud
and loving and handy woman" (Poss. 174). She sees her "as an unfortunate Creature – of
Power and Frailty" (Poss. 175) who tragically loses her power to a patriarchal society that
cannot accept her female power which symbolises her deviation from social norms. And
although Christabel's Melusina "is . . . terrible and tragic, . . . inhuman in the last resort"
(Poss. 121), her superhuman nature evokes admiration rather than terror: "She is beautiful, .
. . the snake . . . is beautiful" (Poss. 121). As can be seen by this, Christabel creates a
Melusina who is a woman, rather than a monster. Her ‘otherness’ which manifests itself in
her snake-tail is thus de-demonised. It is this alternative meaning that positively reinterprets
Melusina's ‘otherness’ which is mirrored in Maud's life. In a society that is, if one puts it
carefully, less patriarchal than Christabel's, Maud is able to avoid Melusina's fate even
though her ‘otherness’ is discovered. One can say that Maud retains her freedom and her
autonomy although Roland, acting for a less hostile and threatening version of men in
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general, has entered her space of power. Despite this male invasion, Maud's space of female
power remains inviolate.
Coming to a conclusion one can say that A. S. Byatt's Possession can be read as
literary example of how myth, as a part of cultural memory, exerts its formative and
normative power on the process of individual identity formation. Against the background of
the myth of Melusina, Byatt shows how two women, who both deviate from the social norms
of their times, try to defend their ways of life against men's destructive influence. Melusina's
bath plays an important role in this context as it symbolises a space in which women can
exert their power in both solitude and safety. Thus, the fairy's bath can be read as a space of
female freedom and autonomy. While Christabel loses her autonomy and freedom, thus
reliving Melusina's tragic fate, Maud is eventually able to retain her space of power as she
draws on a different, more positive version of Melusina. Changing the myth of Melusina by
reinterpreting it, Christabel changes the framework in which the myth exerts its cultural
power. The myth thus does not lose its formative and normative power as can be seen by the
fact that Maud still closely resembles Melusina. However, it offers Maud a different, less
tragic and more positive potential of identification. Against the template of this ‘new’ myth of
Melusina, Maud is able to openly live her ‘otherness’. One can therefore say that A. S. Byatt
exemplifies the mnemonic power of myth by having her protagonist Maud discover her origin
and with it her identity by exploring the myth of Melusina.
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For the various versions of the Melsuina myth refer to the following texts: Elisabeth Frenzel,
Stoffe der Weltliteratur, Stuttgart: Körner, 1963. 424-426. Bea Lundt, Melusine und Merlin im
Mittelalter, Diss. U of Bochum, 1990. München: Wilhelm Fink, 1991.
2
It goes without saying that I can only give a very rough overview of the theories I apply in
this paper. For more information on the theories please refer to the texts listed in the
bibliography.

