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Angela Carter (1940–1992) was born in Eastbourne and brought up in south Yorkshire. One of Britain’s most original and disturbing writers, she read English at Bristol University and wrote her first novel, Shadow Dance, in 1965. The Magic Toyshop won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize in 1969 and Several Perceptions won the Somerset Maugham Prize in 1968. More novels followed as well as her 1974 translation of the fairy tales of Charles Perrault, and in the early nineties she edited The Virago Book of Fairytales (2 vols). Her journalism appeared in almost every major publication; a collection of the best of these pieces was published by Virago in Nothing Sacred (1982). She also wrote poetry and a film script together with Neil Jordan of her story ‘The Company of Wolves’. Her last novel, Wise Children, was published to widespread acclaim in 1991. Angela Carter’s death at age fifty-one in February 1992 ‘robbed the English literary scene of one of its most vivacious and compelling voices’ (Independent).
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One

The last night I spent in London, I took some girl or other to the movies and, through her mediation, I paid you a little tribute of spermatozoa, Tristessa.

A late show, a crowded cinema. The drunks all stubbornly remained unmoved and jeered, laughed and catcalled throughout your film though sibilantly hushed by pairs of sentimental queers who, hand in hand, had come to pay homage to the one woman in the world who most perfectly expressed a particular pain they felt as deeply as, more deeply than, any woman, a pain whose nature I could not then define although it was the very essence of your magic. The film stock was old and scratched, as if the desolating passage of time were made visible in the rain upon the screen, audible in the worn stuttering of the sound track, yet these erosions of temporality only enhanced your luminous presence since they made it all the more forlorn, the more precarious your specious triumph over time. For you were just as beautiful as you had been twenty years before, would always be so beautiful as long as celluloid remained in complicity with the phenomenon of persistence of vision; but that triumph would die of duration in the end, and the surfaces that preserved your appearance were already wearing away.

But oh, how beautiful she had been and was, Tristessa de St Ange, billed (do you remember?) as ‘The most beautiful woman in the world’, who executed her symbolic autobiography in arabesques of kitsch and hyperbole yet transcended the rhetoric of vulgarity by exemplifying it with a heroic lack of compromise.

I think it was Rilke who so lamented the inadequacy of our symbolism – regretted so bitterly we cannot, unlike the (was it?) Ancient Greeks, find adequate external symbols for the life within us – yes, that’s the quotation. But, no. He was wrong. Our external symbols must always express the life within us with absolute precision; how could they do otherwise, since that life has generated them? Therefore we must not blame our poor symbols if they take forms that seem trivial to us, or absurd, for the symbols themselves have no control over their own fleshly manifestations, however paltry they may be; the nature of our life alone has determined their forms.

A critique of these symbols is a critique of our lives.

Tristessa. Enigma. Illusion. Woman? Ah!

And all you signified was false! Your existence was only notional; you were a piece of pure mystification, Tristessa. Nevertheless, as beautiful as only things that don’t exist can be, most haunting of paradoxes, that recipe for perennial dissatisfaction.

Both memory and prescience were at work in me when I and a girl whose name I don’t remember went to see Tristessa in Wuthering Heights the last night I was ever in London.

Tristessa had long since joined Billie Holliday and Judy Garland in the queenly pantheon of women who expose their scars with pride, pointing to their emblematic despair just as a medieval saint points to the wounds of his martyrdom, and no drag-artiste felt his repertoire complete without a personation of her magic and passionate sorrow. Her stills became posters; she inspired a style for one season, they named a discotheque after her, and a chain of boutiques. But I myself had loved Tristessa out of pure innocence when I was a little boy and the sculptural flare of her nostrils haunted my pubescent dreams. The wall of my cubicle at school had been plated with her photographs. I even wrote to MGM and received, in return for my ink-stained, illspelt love-letter, a still from The Fall of the House of Usher, she, ethereal in her shroud, just risen from her coffin to the manner born.

But also, unexpectedly, quite unsolicited by me, they sent me a shot of her in trousers and sweater, swinging, of all things, a golf club. A long, lean, flat-chested woman in an attitude of posed spontaneity who showed her teeth in a grin that did not come naturally to her, for when she was in sole charge of issuing her rare smiles, they came in a code that signified nothing to do with joy. I was shocked and bewildered by this photograph. This photograph marked the beginning of my disillusion with Tristessa.

And, just at that time, she herself began to go out of fashion for, however hard they tried to force her into the mold, she had nothing whatever in common with the girl next door. There had been a baleful vogue for romanticism in the late forties; when it flickered out, health and efficiency became the motto. Strongwomen with bulging pectorals were the new stars; bread, rather than dreams. Body, all body, to hell with the soul. MGM’s publicity department sent me this photograph to show Tristessa was only human, a girl like any other girl, since they had lost confidence in the mythology they had created for her. The ‘princess lointaine’ now, must learn to ride a bicycle and so forth. But Tristessa could make only the most perfunctory gestures towards real life, even if her life depended on it. And, besides, nobody had ever loved her for anything as commonplace as humanity; her allure had lain in the tragic and absurd heroism with which she had denied real life.

Tristessa, the very type of romantic dissolution, necrophilia incarnate, pretending to be a sportswoman? Although both photographs were signed, ‘loving you always, Tristessa de St A,’ in a strange, spiky hand, I did not bother to pin either of them up on my wall, for the one outfaced the other … how could I ever envisage Madeline Usher playing golf? I’d dreamed of meeting Tristessa, she stark naked, tied, perhaps to a tree in a midnight forest under the wheeling stars. To have encountered her on a suburban golf-course? Or Dido in the laundromat. Or Desdemona at the ante-natal clinic. Never!

She had been the dream itself made flesh though the flesh I knew her in was not flesh itself but only a moving picture of flesh, real but not substantial.

I only loved her because she was not of this world and now I was disillusioned with her when I discovered she could stoop to a pretence of humanity. I therefore abandoned her. I took up rugby football and fornication. Puberty stormed me. I grew up.

Still, now she was having a little camp renaissance at midnight movie festivals and she had inspired a style that spring so I took a girl whose name I forget to see Tristessa subjugate her agonised line to that of Catherine Earnshaw. For old times’ sake at the cinema, I bought myself an ice-cream, since my nanny, another true fan, had taken me to watch Tristessa when I was a child and we’d always had a choc-ice apiece so that the crackle of the coat of bitter chocolate under the teeth and the sharp, sweet sting of the ice against my gums were intimately associated with my flaming, pre-adolescent heart and the twitch in my budding groin the spectacle of Tristessa’s suffering always aroused in me.

For Tristessa’s speciality had been suffering. Suffering was her vocation. She suffered exquisitely until suffering became demoded; then she retired to, I read somewhere, a hermit-like seclusion in Southern California, she put herself away tidily in a store-house for worn-out dreams. But by the time I read that in an abandoned magazine I picked up and flipped through on a train, I had only a retrospective, academic interest in Tristessa – I’d thought, so she’s still alive, is she; she must be old as the hills.

I had a choc-ice and my companion a strawberry sundae. We sat and ate our ice-creams under the flickering blessings of the divine Tristessa. I abandoned myself to nostalgia, to the ironic appreciation of the revisited excesses of her beauty. I thought I was bidding a last goodbye to the iconography of adolescence; tomorrow, I would fly to a new place, another country, and never imagined I might find her there, waiting for revivification, for the kiss of a lover who would rouse her from her perpetual reverie, she, fleshy synthesis of the dream, both dreamed and dreamer. I never imagined, never.

When she perceived how Tristessa’s crucifiction by brain fever moved me, the girl who was with me got to her knees in the dark on the dirty floor of the cinema, among the cigarette ends and empty potato crisp bags and trodden orangeade containers, and sucked me off. My gasps were drowned by the cheers and applause of the unruly section of the audience as Tyrone Power, in too much hair-cream for a convincing Heathcliff, roared his grief over the cardboard moor in a torrent of studio rain.

But then I heard this otherwise forgotten girl murmur my name, ‘Evelyn’ and to my surprise, to my furious embarrassment, I discovered she was crying for I felt her tears leak on to my knees. Crying, perhaps, to lose me, was she? How cruel I felt, when I thought that! She kept a hieroglyph of plastic in the neck of her womb, to prevent conception; the black lady never advised me on those techniques when she fitted me up with a uterus of my own, that was not part of her intention.

As far as I can remember, this girl had grey eyes and a certain air of childlike hesitancy. I always liked that particular quality in a woman for my nanny, although sentimental, had had a marked sadistic streak and I suppose I must have acquired an ambivalent attitude towards women from her. Sometimes I’d amuse myself by tying a girl to the bed before I copulated with her. Apart from that, I was perfectly normal.

A schoolteacher from New Jersey sat next to me on the plane. In her handbag she kept a card with, printed on one side, a prayer for taking off and, on the other, a prayer for landing. Her lips moved silently. She took us into the air without incident at Heathrow and prayed us down safely at Kennedy.

Then I, tender little milk-fed English lamb that I was, landed, plop! heels first in the midst of the slaughter.
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