
�“The Persistent Shape-

shifting Life of Things�”:  
Subject/Object Relations Manifest in A.S. Byatt�’s 

�“Possession: A Romance�” 

 

Kate Limond 

 

 

In A. S. Byatt’s Possession (1990), Randolph Henry Ash feels that the subject of his poetry is ‘the 

persistent, shape-shifting life of things’ (256).  He writes the sentence in a letter to his wife on a visit 

to the jet industry of Whitby in 1859.  For Possession, jet represents the liminal threshold of the 

natural and manmade worlds; its materials are those of nature, wrought into a man-made object, 

jewellery.  It suggests a dialogue between manmade and natural objects and comments upon the 

nature of their changing identity which gathers and sheds associations as they pass through 

different hands.  

The novel interrogates what Mortimer Cropper calls the nineteenth-century’s ‘mid-life 

crisis’ (250).  This ‘crisis’ is prompted by the destabilizing knowledge that came to light in that 

period, in particular Darwin’s On the Origin of the Species (1859), whose impact is discussed in the 

letters between Ash and Christabel La Motte.  These ideas are literally embodied within the text by 

fossils and jet, objects that materially describe the processes of the evolutionary ideas that Darwin 

popularized.  The jet was once a worm (having a body) but became fossilised and, finally, was 

transformed by the jet workers, into jewellery (objects worn on the body).  Jet is useful in suggesting 

new ways to consider dichotomies such as body/object, subject/object and manmade/natural.  It 

conceptually bridges the gap between the polarities and blurs the edges of each term, as the 

treatment of such dichotomies in the text is unstable and resists easy categorisation.   

In ‘Thing Theory’, Bill Brown notes that, ‘as they circulate through our lives, we look 

through objects to see what they disclose about history, society, nature, or culture  above all, what 

they disclose about us’ (2).  Accessories, such as the jet jewellery, perform this function as objects; 
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they are figured as possessions and possessed of meaning, representing manifest subject-object 

relations.  Accessories further symbolize relationships between people, functioning as memento 

mori, heirlooms, commodities and scientific discoveries.  They embody this sense of the 

transmutable nature of matter informing the transmutable identity of objects.  One of the objects 

with which Possession is preoccupied, is the glove.  Gloves, as accessories and as cultural, socialised 

objects, stand in for a variety of ideas in Possession, some of which are teased out by Maud Bailey and 

Roland Michell in their discussion on gloves in the poetry of La Motte and Ash.  Gloves in La Motte 

are always to do with secrecy and deception; tools for concealment and revelation.  As something 

worn, gloves are designed to emulate the body and to become an extension of its identity.  Gloves 

concealed the Victorian body and, through stratifications of style and economy, were representative 

of the socio-cultural identity of the women that wore them.  Accordingly, the description of La 

Motte’s gloves comments profoundly upon her location in the social hierarchy:  

 

Everything about her was both neat and tastefully chosen, breathing no hint of 

extravagance, but betraying no signs of poverty or skimping to the curious eye. Her white 

kid gloves were supple and showed no signs of wear. (274)   

 

This description of La Motte focuses on her deportment, indicating ‘proper modesty’ (274).  Her 

gloves add to the desirably impenetrable appearance that a lady should project.  Her gloves have a 

prominent place in this scene, representing the social barrier between her body and the world 

around her.  When Ash ‘possess[es] himself of one of the little gloved hands’ (275), the glove acts as 

an extension of the closed-in body, and by noting this, the narrator draws attention to the physical 

barrier between them.  Ash ends the scene by ‘turning the glove reflectively in his hands, pushing its 

soft leather pockets back into shape smoothing their fine creases’ (276).  The glove here stands in 

for the hand itself and this fondling of it is a metaphor for Ash and La Motte’s relationship, as 

neither can fully possess the other. Their marginality to society and to the institution of marriage is 

suggested by the wedding vows that Ash thinks but does not speak.  The empty glove represents this 

marginality and links to Maud’s theoretical work:  
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I keep my defences up because I must go on doing my work. I know how she felt about her 

unbroken egg.  Her self-possession, her autonomy […]  I write about liminality.  

Thresholds.  Bastions.  Fortresses. (506) 

 

In this context, gloves function with the Victorian symbolism of keeping the female body encased 

and impenetrable, rather like Maud’s fortresses.  Gloves then accumulate further meanings in the 

text, demonstrating their fluid identity, which gathers meaning and metamorphose as their context 

changes. 

In a similar way to the glove, hair acts as an extension of identity via the body and also 

functions as an object.  Hair is a tradable commodity within the novel, specifically in the form of 

accessories such as the mourning jewellery found in the jet shop.  It represents manifest 

subject/object relations as it is kept in remembrance of the person from whose body it grew.  On 

meeting his illegitimate daughter, Ash asks for ‘a lock of hair – a very fine one – to remember you by’ 

(509).  He then offers a May Crown woven from, ‘green fronds and trails of all colours’ (510), 

thereby commodifying natural objects wrought into the recognisable shapes of woven crown and 

plaited hair.  This commodification of the hair is explicitly located within Victorian discourse 

concerning hair; Elizabeth Gitter notes that golden hair is linked to wealth (936).  Whilst trading 

hair in Victorian literature represents greed (which Gitter observes with reference to works such as 

Hardy’s The Woodlanders, Tennyson’s ‘The Ringlet’ and Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market), the 

exchange here is far from ignoble.  The essence of the exchange in Possession expresses a greater 

purity because it is between father and daughter and the hair is kept for true remembrance.  The 

novel contrasts this with Whitby’s twentieth-century trade in mourning jewellery, where what was 

once valued for remembrance and identity is now sold purely for profit.  Ash also protects the 

choice Christabel made by keeping his and Maia’s true identities secret, contenting himself with a 

memento that stands as much for the bond between them as it does for the secret itself.         

When Ellen, his wife, finds this lock of hair, which he kept in his watch, the narrative does 

not define who she thinks it belonged to, although the assumption is Christabel.  This 

misidentification has connotations for the text, as the hair changes in meaning, value and identity, 

depending on who is contemplating it.  At the very heart of Possession, the lock of hair represents 

projected subject/object relations, as the characters themselves never discover its true identity, 

extrapolating its likely identity from their accumulated knowledge of the poet’s story.  In this way, 

32



hair becomes an object that functions similarly within both narratives, despite the gulf in time 

between them.  Gitter also shows that hair is a sexualized object for the Victorians and functions 

ambivalently, ‘when the powerful women of the Victorian imagination was an angel, her shining 

hair was her aureole or bower; when she was demonic, it became a glittering snare, web or noose’ 

(936).  Maud suffers similarly because of her hair, and others make assumptions about her identity 

because of it: ‘I once got hissed at a conference, for dyeing it to please men’ (Byatt 271).  Her 

outward appearance makes her appear to be a poor feminist for colluding with patriarchal 

prescriptions and, because of this, she used to shave her head.  It also represents sexuality in terms of 

the relation it has to her affair with Fergus Wolff, Roland’s predatory colleague.  Maud says that the 

reason she covers her hair is because of her relationship with Fergus; ‘he had dared her to grow it’ 

(57), saying that the skull mask was a cop out and that ‘now, for pride, she would not crop it, she 

would not so much mark the occasion’ (58).  Her hair, therefore, becomes a multivalent 

representation of her relationship with her own sexuality. 

 That Maud’s hair is symbolic, in part, of a romantic relationship is another way that the 

novel’s two time-periods are linked; Ellen braids her own hair with Ash’s when he is on his 

deathbed, a contemporary custom and a formal last-rite.  It represents an acknowledgement of Ash’s 

impending death and constitutes an act of remembrance designed to keep the two entwined beyond 

death.  The two locks, plaited together, become a bracelet, a physical symbol of the marriage to 

outlast the decomposition of their bodies.  Hair is, therefore, viewed as an extension of the identity 

of the person it belonged to.  Like the jet, it was a living substance that became fossilised and 

preserved to be embedded in brooches and watches.  Hair, like the accessories, is shown to occupy 

an unstable position at the threshold between the body and the object and its meaning should be 

understood through symbolized subject/object relations, undergoing revision for the reader as the 

context changes.  Because of this, hair represents a challenge to the sense of authentic knowledge 

that the principal characters derive from texts; it undermines their assertions and shows them as 

being prone to misrecognition and misreadings.  As John Su demonstrates, ‘the sense of closure that 

the scholars feel regarding the Victorian poets' romance is demonstrated to be provisional, lasting 

only so long as no further material traces are discovered’ (709). 

The location of the misidentified lock of hair with the exhumation narrative at the end of the 

text suggests a conclusive finality to the story through bodies, whilst the novel is begun with a quest-

narrative centred on texts.  Towards the close of the novel, the narrator discloses that Ellen is a 
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virgin and Maud discovers she herself is the descendant (the product) of Ash and La Motte’s 

illegitimate child.  Maud and Roland’s relationship becomes bodily and Ash meets Maia.  The last of 

these revelations is distinguished by the fact that it is not discovered by the other characters, 

involving, as it does, the product of Ash and La Motte’s relationship which, in turn, produces the 

misidentified lock of hair and is something the characters could not have learnt through any of the 

texts in their possession.  This suggests that bodies have an authenticity that the texts do not, that 

texts only reveal a partial truth.  Ellen’s journal as an object, a thing and a text, has gaps that Beatrice 

identifies, suggesting that it is specifically constructed, ‘she could have said something interesting – 

how shall I put it – intriguing – once in a while – but she absolutely wasn’t going to’ (220).  Ellen 

herself says it is ‘carefully strained’ (461) which has implications for all texts as not presenting ‘a 

whole picture’ (232).  For Possession, this has particular resonance, underwritten by the postscript, 

which subverts the authenticity of any gained knowledge of the world.  

 The novel ultimately suggests that all conclusions are provisional and this extends to the 

question of the subject, the object and the body in relation to that other Victorian grand narrative 

with which Byatt engages, spiritualism.  The play between subject, object and body is juxtaposed in 

the manifestations of spirits and their offerings of objects, ‘our spirit friends [have] the marvellous 

freedom to bring us gifts of a solid kind, or to make themselves airy forms, for a time, from the 

substance of the medium and of the gases and solids present in the room’ (394).  The spirit’s ‘airy 

forms’ (394) question the understood nature of the body, acting as liminal mediators between 

corporeality and immateriality.  The spiritualism narrative demonstrates that materiality itself, even 

of the human body, is not static for the text; rather it is transmutable both in its matter and identity.  

This conceptualisation of liminality extends to the language use to represent subject/object 

relations in the text.  Instances of the word ‘thing(s)’ take on new meanings out of the specific, 

temporal context of the text.  This follows Su’s interpretation of ‘Thing Theory’: ‘as Bill Brown 

notes, “objects have a peculiar ‘specific unspecificity’ that make them appear familiar in a wide 

variety of circumstances”’ (694).  The word ‘thing’ for Possession has this quality both in context; the 

specific, and as a concept outside of the particular context, the unspecific. 

 The fluidity of the word ‘thing(s)’ means that it could ultimately come to stand for anything 

and Brown clarifies that, ‘the thing names less an object than a particular subject/object relation’ 

(Brown 4).  Things problematize subject/object relations precisely because the concept is elastic; 

whilst there is no mistaking the fact that Ash’s dead body is being referred to when the narrator 
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articulates ‘the thing on the bed’ (447).  The use of the word ‘thing’ objectifies the body.  It suggests 

that the body, as an inhabited object, has now been evacuated of its subjectivity.  This is consistent 

with much Victorian theological thinking, where the essence of the person, the soul, moves on after 

death.  Ash’s body becomes a thing because the essence of him has disappeared, leaving only the 

physical object behind.  Linguistically, this instance of ‘thing’ to mean a body exposes the 

ambiguous relationship between bodies, objects and subjects within the text.  The use of ‘things’ 

resonates throughout the text.  Their ambiguity is used as a referent when drawing out the central 

ambivalence of the concept to which they might refer.  Grappling with theory, Roland notes 

everything seems to boil down to human sexuality, ‘everything relates to us and so we’re imprisoned 

in ourselves – we can’t see things’ (254).  Su suggests that this indicates ‘that material traces can 

provide correctives to their theories’ (693).  This is consistent with the influence of Thing Theory, 

and that whilst Roland may merely be using ‘things’ as an umbrella term for seeing beyond the 

sexual knowingness of their age, the very ambiguity allows for it to mean objects, perhaps suggesting 

that objects are a way to see beyond the limiting model of human sexuality.  

 The metamorphosis of material things for Possession, in terms of the changes wrought 

physically at the molecular level and intellectually with identity, is also linked with changing ideas 

for the novel.  Maud feels that the Victorians ‘valued themselves’ (254) in a different way to the 

opinions that they themselves hold, as they ‘live in the truth of what Freud discovered’ (254).  The 

end of the novel, finding ‘a modern way’ (507) for Roland and Maud to be together suggests a 

blurring of the dichotomy between Christabel’s total self-possession and her fear (inherited by 

Maud) of complete surrender and produces the possibility of a positive liminality.  Objects confirm 

this for the text; the constant metamorphosis of identity ultimately provides Maud and Roland with 

a healthily unstable conceptualisation which confirms the last word of the novel before the 

postscript, that things are now ‘hopeful’ (507). 
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