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Prof. Howe

Eliza Haywood (1693-1756): Fantomina; or, Love in a Maze (1724/5)

Fantomina is an example of “amatory fiction” in the French/Continental romance tradition. While not a “novel” per se, Haywood’s writing—along with Aphra Behn’s and Delariviere Manley’s—represents the apex of this tradition in British literature, and some argue that it presages the “rise of the novel” in the mid-eighteenth century. 
Amatory fiction, especially insofar as it rests on the conventions of French and Continental romance, can tentatively be characterized as generically formulaic (it typically features an innocent woman deceived by a self-serving man and ends in misery) narrative written by and for women. It is often concerned with the realms outside of marriage (a legitimate, expected institution for women, and one that hinges on the status of property). Because of its tendency to dwell in this pale outside of marriage, amatory fiction was often considered amoral; it allowed its characters to commit scandalous acts without fear of the conventional forms of Christian or legal reprisal (adapted from Wikipedia entry, “amatory fiction”).  The plots of amatory fiction are typically extravagant and improbable; its characters are often aristocratic. Yet, these fictions also tend to focus more on one individual, treating her story with a degree of psychological complexity redolent of later prose fictions. Many critics thus see romance as an important precursor to “the novel,” but this critical stance is dangerous. It tends to elide the significance of amatory fiction in its own right, subordinating it to the demands of a more masculine kind of creative effort. 
As Katherine Ingrassia has noted, Eliza Haywood was “One of the most popular and prolific authors--male or female--in early eighteenth-century England” (475).  Haywood “defined herself and her texts within a competitive literary marketplace catering to the desires of a nascent reading public. Her success within multiple genres and her ability to reinvent herself discursively marked her as unusual. She was daring in her fictional representations, interrogating legal, economic, and political manifestations of patriarchy; constructing alternative life strategies for women; and creating new modes of interpretation and representation” (Ingrassia, ODNB). 

Despite her popularity and her derring-do, we are most familiar with Haywood as she appears in Alexander Pope’s seminal mock-epic poem on bad art, The Dunciad. In Book II of Pope’s poem, the Queen of Dulness proposes a contest between two booksellers; the contest’s prize is none other than Eliza Haywood, described as a “Juno of majestic size, / With cow-like-udders, and with ox-like eyes” (II 155-6). Dulness proposes, quite simply, a pissing contest; the booksellers will urinate to see whose urinary stream is the highest. The two booksellers, Edmund Curl (with whom Pope had a turbulent publishing relationship) and Chetham compete; Chetham, however, cannot produce an arc of urine, and he splashes himself in the face. Curll, on the other hand, produces burning a stream extending over his own head (burning implies venereal disease). Chetham is awarded a kettle, but Curll gets Haywood’s works—and, the implication is, her coital company, as well.
Because Haywood was a popular, prolific, and female author, her persistence in the public sphere—the realm of economics, male creativity, politics, and so on—becomes especially threatening to aesthetes like Pope and, to a certain extent, the critics who have deliberately passed over her work as “paraliterary.” Her works, like her body, exist in the public sphere, ready to be consumed. And “ladies,” as we all know, don’t put out.  
Reading Questions

1. What elements of Fantomina’s initial behavior to Beauplasir lead to his confusion about her status?

2. Why is Beauplasir’s “constancy” so important to Fantomina? What motivates her elaborate plans to captivate him continually?

3. In the course of the story, Fantomina constructs three other identities to seduce or entice Beauplasir. Examine the roles of Celia, Mrs. Bloomer and Incognita. What are the important characteristics and traits that she changes? To what does Beauplasir respond in each case? How is class or status a factor? How is beauty a factor? How is perceived virtue a factor in his behavior to these women? What does this role playing suggest about Fantomina? What does it suggest about Beauplasir? What does it finally suggest about the nature of romantic or erotic love? 

4. At one point, the narrator raises the absurdity of Beauplasir's continual deception regarding the person (i.e. body) of his beloved. What does the narrator ask us to believe about Fantomina's character? 

5. Haywood uses the language of triumph and victory as well as slavery and liberty. In what sense is the relationship between Beauplasir and Fantomina a battle? In what sense is either enslaved?

6. What is the distinction between virtue and reputation? Why is the latter more important in this story? What does this have to do with the public sphere?

7. Why does Beauplasir believe Fantomina “in the end … would be in reality the thing she so artfully had counterfeited”? What determines the authentic self? Is it different for men then for women? 

8. Note the two letters that Beauplasir writes to Fantomina and Mrs. Bloomer. What do their differences suggest? What do their similarities suggest about the character of Beauplasir (for that matter, what does his name suggest)?

9. She continues on with this deception to gratify "the inclination she had for his agreeable person, in as full a manner as she could wish" (796). To what extent does this frankness qualify as erotic? Knowing the reputation that Haywood gained (as a popular writer of erotic tales and scandal), what does this story tell us about the culture for which Haywood wrote?.

10. What happens when Fantomina’s mother arrives in town?

11. What is the significance of Fantomina’s giving birth to a daughter? Why do Fantomina and her mother reject Beauplasir’s offer to take the child?

12. How does the story conclude? What are the implications of such an abbreviated ending?

