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Women characters in American literature of the nineteenth 

century form an overwhelmingly lovely group, but a search through 

some of the overlooked works reveals a thin but discernible thread 

of plain, even homely, heroines. Most of these fall into the 

stereotypical "old maid" category, and, like their real-life 

counterparts, these "undesirable" women are considered failures, 

even if they have money or satisfying careers, because they do not 

have boyfriends, husbands, or children. 

During the twentieth century, the old maid figure develops into 

someone not just homely, but downright ugly; in addition, the number 

of these characters increases, especially in the latter half of the 

century. In many works written since the 1960s, the woman's 

ugliness is such an intrinsic part of the story that it could not take 

place if she were beautiful. In subtle ways, these "ugly woman" 

stories begin to question the overwhelming value placed on beauty, 

to question the narrow definition of beauty in American society as a 

whole, and to suggest that the price for such a "blessing" might 

indeed be too high. Rather than settling for being a mere "heroine"— 

which still carries feminine connotations of passive behavior and 

second-class status—the ugly woman's increase in power over her 



own life and the lives of others, allows her to achieve a status more 

in keeping with the more "masculine" and active role of hero. 

Nineteenth-century authors whose works receive some 

discussion are Louisa May Alcott, Rose Terry Cooke, Kate Chopin, 

Rebecca Harding Davis, and William Dean Howells. Twentieth-

century authors include Sherwood Anderson, Russell Banks, Djuna 

Barnes, Peter S. Beagle, Doris Betts, Sarah Bird, Ray Bradbury, 

Katherine Dunn, Louise Erdrich, William Faulkner, Tess Gallagher, 

Barry Hannah, Ernest Hemingway, Zora Neale Hurston, Alison Lurie, 

Lorrie Moore, Joyce Carol Oates, Flannery O'Connor, Katherine Anne 

Porter, Barbara Rex, Leon Rooke, Anne Tyler, Alice Walker, Frank 

Waters, Eudora Welty, and Edith Wharton, among others. 
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PREFACE 

Why write about the ugly woman? This question, explicitly 

expressed or implicitly asked, has followed me since I began this 

study upon reading Doris Betts's "The Ugliest Pilgrim" in 1990. I 

have witnessed strange looks on the faces of friends, rolling 

eyeballs in the faces of family members, knitted brows on the faces 

of faculty members. Some have argued immediately against my 

pursuing "such a strictly feminist topic" which they deemed to be of 

interest only to women. Others have argued that the topic is 

inherently sexist, because it deals with a subject that they see as 

denigrating to women. A few have shown as much enthusiasm and 

interest in the topic as I have felt myself as I continued my 

research. The myriad reactions have simply underscored, for me, the 

necessity for a study like this. The ugly woman holds a tenuous 

place, at best, in American fiction—but it is nothing compared to the 

place of the "real world ugly women" whose experiences a few 

twentieth-century authors are attempting to portray with realistic 

and artistic accuracy. 

I do not pretend that I have found all the ugly woman 

characters in American literature. At first, my dissertation 

chairman was concerned that I would not be able to find enough to 

make a statement of any significance. The opposite has been true; 
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once I settled upon a definition of "the ugly woman," I found 

evidence of her everywhere. What this says to me is that some of the 

early feminist criticism of American literature—that it contains 

only beautiful heroines—is not altogether true. The plain or ugly 

woman has made up a small percentage of the population of women 

characters all along, but her presence has been all but ignored by 

critics—feminist or otherwise. 

Still, there is some validity to the claim, since it is true that 

there are few ugly women in the canonical literature. So the 

perception remains, even among the literati, that there are no ugly 

women in American fiction. Judging by the number of published 

examples I have found, readers have long responded to the less-than-

lovely heroine; it is the critics, the literature professors, and the 

anthologists who have seen to it that she remains hidden. 

I must respond to one more issue. Many of my male friends, 

after listening to me expound upon the subject of ugly women, asked 

the obvious question: "Are there any ugly men in American fiction?" 

At first my response was in the affirmative, but when pressed for 

examples, I could think of none at the time (although a few have been 

suggested to me since then, and some even surfaced in the ugly 

woman stories, so are discussed in later chapters.) My general sense 

is that physical attractiveness is not as much of an issue for male 

characters; they could have half-inch wide scars running the length 

of their bodies and still be seen as heroic, successful, and even sexy. 

Even if ugly male characters are as few or even fewer in number 



than ugly female characters, that would not invalidate this study. 

Male characters are less often described in terms of their looks 

because what makes a male succeed or fail is what he does. It is his 

actions which are judged more than his looks. I believe the opposite 

is true in dealing with the female character. Her success ordinarily 

depends on a combination of good looks, adaptability, and passivity. 

In fact, it often seems that the more active she is in terms of 

defining her own life and goals, the more likely she is to be seen as 

an ugly woman, regardless of her looks. In the words of Barbara G. 

Walker, author of Ihe Crone: Woman of Aae. Wisdom, and Power. 

throughout history "women who dared to be defiant were often 

called ugly—that is, sexually unattractive—even when their 

appearance was wholly irrelevant to the issue" (139). Naomi Wolf, 

whose book The Beauty Mvth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against 

Women has stirred up controversy since its publication in 1991, 

brings Walker's idea into the present. She finds that contemporary 

western culture has resurrected "the caricature of the Ugly 

Feminist," which was "coined to ridicule the feminists of the 

nineteenth century" (18). 

VI 
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PART ONE 

THE NATURE OF UGLINESS 

"May the ugly ones forgive me, 

but beauty in a woman is indispensable." 

—Vinicius de Morais, as quoted 

in Amelia Simpson 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty, —that is all 

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know." 

—Keats 

If beauty is truth, is ugliness falsehood and deception? If all 

art need concern itself with is beauty, what need have we to explore 

in our literature the nature and consequences of ugliness? A quick 

survey of female characters in American literature—be they good 

women, bad women, wives, mothers, daughters, or sweethearts-

yields such a bevy of beauties that it is hard to believe there is a 

single nonbeautiful heroine to be found. And while it is true that the 

majority of women characters in the canonical literature of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries form an overwhelmingly lovely 

group, a search through some of the overlooked works by major and 

minor American authors reveals a thin but discernible thread of 

plain, at times even homely, heroines. Additionally, there has been 

an increase in the number of unlovely heroines in the latter part of 

the twentieth century, in both literary and popular fiction. American 

authors no longer seem hesitant to describe a female character as 



plain, homely, or downright ugly. In several works, the woman's 

ugliness is such an intrinsic part of the story that it could not take 

place if she were beautiful. 

For the most part, critics and scholars have yet to catch up 

with authors in their concern with the nonbeautiful heroine. A 

thorough search of the MLA database, for instance, reveals hundreds 

of subject and keyword entries for the words "beauty" and 

"beautiful," but only a handful with the remotest connection to 

"ugliness." The only recent articles that treat it specifically 

concern German literature,1 Victorian (British) literature,2 and 

Medieval literature.3 No one seems to have been interested in the 

presence or absence of ugly women in American literature; it is 

almost as if ugliness were a taboo subject, even within the growing 

field of feminist criticism. This study is designed to remedy that 

situation. 

Female heroines in canonical nineteenth-century American 

literature are almost without exception a beautiful lot—from 

Washington Irving's Katrina Van Tassel ("ripe and melting and rosy-

cheeked as one of her father's peaches" [827]), through Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's Hester Prynne (who "besides being beautiful from 

regularity of feature and richness of complexion," is "lady-like, 

too" [1190]), to Edith Wharton's Lily Bart (with the "touch of poetry 

in her beauty" [142]) or Henry James's Daisy Miller (whose 

"prettiness" is even "visible in the darkness" [109]). Some of the 

popular fiction of the day—and towards the end of the century, some 



of the literary fiction that is now a part of the canon—contains 

scattered examples of "plain" or even "homely" female heroines. In 

Caroline Lee Hentz's 1846 novel, Aunt Patty's Scrap Baa, for 

instance, the heroine "has an exceedingly homely face. . . . warts and 

moles, a big nose, and takes snuff." She also has a withered right 

hand (Habegger, 162). Rebecca Harding Davis's Deborah, in the 1861 

story "Life in the Iron Mills," is "ghastly" looking, with blue lips, 

watery eyes and "almost a hunchback" (16-17). The main character 

of Rose Terry Cooke's "The Ring Fetter, A New England Tragedy" 

(1859) is Mehitable (Hitty) Hyde. She starts out pretty enough, but 

ages quickly and pitifully: 

So the years wore away, and Miss Hyde's beauty went with 

them. . . . [At twenty-six] her blue eyes were full of sorrow and 

. . . the little mouth had become pale and the corners drooped, 

. . . even the grace was gone. . . . [At thirty-six] her hair had 

thinned, and was full of silver threads; a wrinkle invaded 

either cheek, and she was angular and bony. (37-38) 

In 1892, Jeanne Howell's book A Common Mistake was published, 

with a heroine described as "bright and intelligent," "piquante, 

original, [and] fascinating," but definitely "not beautiful" (quoted in 

Banta, 304). Louisa May Alcott's Jo in Li t t le Women is tomboyish and 

not as pretty as her sisters, but an even better example lies in a 

story Alcott published in 1866 under the name of A. M. Barnard, 

"Behind a Mask, or, a Woman's Power." Jean Muir is introduced as 

"small, thin, and colorless . . . with yellow hair, gray eyes, and 



sharply cut, irregular . . . features." Furthermore, she is "not an 

attractive woman," with "a bitter look on her thin face" (Barnard, 

6). What is even more fascinating about this story, (discussed in the 

latter part of this chapter), is that Jean is even older and uglier 

underneath this mask. Kate Chopin's "The Impossible Miss Meadows" 

contains a minor character who is "tall, thin and stoop-shouldered 

with a flat chest" (686), and because of typhoid has "thin short 

blond hair" and is "dull and commonplace" (687). William Dean 

Howells in Ihe Rise of Silas Lapham pairs a plain but smart Lapham 

sister, Penelope, with her pretty but less intelligent sister Irene. 

Such a smattering of nonbeauties in American literature hardly 

indicates a strong "ugly woman tradition" like that in German 

literature, where a "selective use of [ugly woman] traditions dat[es] 

back to the Middle Ages" (Worley, 369). Nor does it indicate that 

American literature partakes of what James Applewhite states is 

the defining attribute of modernism in the art world as a whole: 

The expectation that art should be, or should deal with, "the 

beautiful" has long been abandoned. We now accept an opposite 

aesthetic cliche in the presumption that art should be, or 

should deal with, the ugly. (418) 

Still, it does support my contention that the ugly woman character 

in contemporary American fiction bears some relation, in both 

appearance and function within the story, to her plain, nineteenth-

century sisters. 



To understand the significance of the nonbeautiful woman in 

American fiction, it is important to understand the reasons for the 

cult of the beautiful woman in America's literary development. One 

major factor is its early ties to Romantic literature. As Lois W. 

Banner notes in her recent social history American Beautv. "the 

nineteenth-century fixation with beautiful women reverberated 

among Romantic poets and philosophers, who saw beauty as their 

central quest" (11). Another reason may actually lie in the well-

documented, nearly fanatical search for a typically "American" 

literature which occupied so many literary minds in this country 

during the mid- to late-1800s. This search, based as it was on 

nationalist idealism, could hardly have incorporated the image of an 

ugly woman. Martha Banta alludes to this tendency in her book 

Imaging American Woman: 

Developing cultures possess the capacity to inspire ideals—the 

designation of "the best." National ideals are conveyed to the 

public by artists and writers who create types for 

contemplation. . . . (5) 

Banta further concluded that, ironically for a country which prides 

itself in being a "melting pot" society, it was ordinarily "the 

immigrant physiognomy [that] was held up . . . as a thing that is 

physically ugly and morally repellent" (559).4 

Yet another reason for the scarcity of ugly women in 

nineteenth-century American fiction may lie in the popularity during 

that time of the pseudo-sciences of phrenology and physiognomy, 
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which, according to Jeanne Fahnestock, "created far more of a 

sensation [in the U.S.] than [they] ever did in England" (335). 

Fahnestock argues that "the general idea of physiognomy, of reading 

character in the face, had become thoroughly familiar and even 

respectable by mid-century" (337). In her study of "heroines of 

irregular features" in Victorian novels, she came to the conclusion 

that not only have novelists "always been physiognomists in the 

broadest sense, maintaining a certain fitness between a character's 

outward and inward being," but that they became "physiognomists in 

a precise sense" by placing more and more emphasis on particular 

details of their heroines' physical characteristics (325-26). They 

expected that their readers would be able to make a one-to-one 

correspondence between the heroine's personality and her looks. 

Even with the push toward realism, the use of "ideal types" (in 

this case, the beautiful woman character) continued to dominate 

American literary works. Banta notes, 

Countless statements coming out of the 1890s argued the need 

for art to represent individual human experiences, but these 

admonitions were often held in check by the proviso that 

artistic expression be "ennobled" and free of ugliness. (197) 

Most American authors of early realism and naturalism gave 

their heroines beautiful physical characteristics. Stephen Crane's 

Maggie, Henry James's Claire de Cintre and Daisy Miller, Kate 

Chopin's Edna Pontellier, Edith Wharton's Lily Bart, all typify the 

beautiful American heroine of the time. It seems ironic that such 
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literary movements, which supposedly strove for less romantic 

depictions of life and less idealistic notions of optimism, would 

continue to incorporate only beautiful women as characters. Martha 

Banta believes that part of the reason for this inability to conceive 

of the American woman as anything but beautiful lies in the fact 

that 

the female form conveyed (however vaguely) the sense of 

permanence, unity, and perfection. The female was elected the 

mainstay of the American home, the protecting angel of the 

nation, and the muse of the world's civilization. . . . The 

American Girl expressed many of the qualities Americans liked 

best (417) 

How, then, could an author be expected to make a woman 

character ugly, when to the American mind she represented so much 

that was so close to sacred? Within the schools of naturalism and 

realism, then, what we generally find are increasingly realistic 

situations for women—Maggie's limited options, Lily Bart's dilemma, 

Edna Pontellier's sexual adventures—but a continued reliance on 

unrealistic physical descriptions. As Banta points out, 

"representations of actual women seldom entered the visual record 

. . . . In contrast, the female image was constantly before the 

public's eye in the form of legendary or semi-allegorical figures" 

(546, emphasis added). As a result, readers of fiction of this time 

period get the idea "that stories happen to 'beautiful' women, 



whether they are interesting or not," and that "interesting or not, 

stories do not happen to women who are not 'beautiful'" (Wolf 61). 

One exception is naturalist writer Rebecca Harding Davis's 

Life in the Iron Mills. As previously mentioned, the heroine of this 

story is Deborah, a hunchback. She is in love with Wolfe, the hero, 

but although he is one of the few people who ever has a kind word 

for her, he does not think of her in terms of the ordinary 

male/female relationships. He merely pities her. On one level, 

Deborah can be seen to function as representative of evil, for she 

(however inadvertently) brings about the destruction of the hero. It 

is she who finds the bag of money and convinces Wolfe to keep it—an 

act which later leads to his arrest and thus to his suicide in jail. 

Yet Davis obviously means for readers to pity Deborah as much 

as they pity Wolfe, for Deborah too is a victim of the blighted 

system of capitalistic greed that overpowers mill workers of both 

sexes. After she goes into the mine to take Wolfe his meal, Deborah 

lies down on an ash heap and falls asleep. Davis describes it thus: 

Miserable enough she looked, lying there on the ashes like a 

limp, dirty rag,—yet not an unfitting figure to crown the scene 

of hopeless discomfort and veiled crime: more fitting, if one 

looked deeper in the heart of things,—at her thwarted woman's 

form, her colorless life, her waking stupor that smothered pain 

and hunger,—even more fit to be a type of her class. (21) 

Rose Terry Cooke's Mehitable "Hitty" Hyde in the story "The 

Ring Fetter" can also be seen as a "type of her class." In this case, 
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like Hawthorne's Hepzibah Pyncheon in The House of the Seven 

Gables. Hitty is a homely spinster, an old maid whose family was 

once upper class but is now dying off for want of an heir. Women like 

Hepzibah and Mehitable are nearly always depicted as vulnerable and 

powerless within their communities. They are objects of scorn and 

pity to those around them. They represent failure in a society that 

judges women's success by their beauty, and, by extension, their 

ability to "catch" and marry a man with wealth and power. 

At around the age of forty, Hitty attempts to overcome her 

stigma by marrying Abner Dimock, the prodigal son of a tavern-

keeper. Cooke is clearly aware that she must show her readers some 

sort of motivation on Abner's part, to explain why a man would ask 

such an old and undesirable woman to marry him. When he first sees 

Hitty, it is from a distance, and she is looking her best. She is 

standing in her garden, "her white morning-dress sh[ining] among the 

roses, and the morning air had flushed her pale cheek." But it is her 

vulnerability that draws him. "[H]er helpless ignorance of the 

world's ways and usages attracted the world-hardened man more 

than her face" (emphasis added). In Cooke's words, he is attracted to 

Hitty's "weakest points," and he contrives "to make the solitary 

woman depend on his help" (39). When the village women try to warn 

Hitty that she is making a mistake by marrying him, she thinks they 

are just trying to reinforce her exclusion from their world of 

married bliss. She answers, "Please don't be vexed with me . . . I love 

him . . . and I haven't got anybody else to love . . . and I never shall 
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have. He's very good to love me, — and I am so old and homely" (41). 

The marriage quickly fails, of course, and Hitty is left even more 

stricken by life than she was before. 

Because she makes it clear that Hitty's unattractiveness 

increases with the aging process, Cooke, like many other American 

authors, seems to equate age with ugliness, at least for her female 

characters. This does not mean, however, that Cooke sees the 

equation as a desirable state of affairs. Indeed, since the reader is 

clearly meant to sympathize with Hitty's plight, Cooke is using the 

tragedy of her character's life to comment on the injustice of such a 

system. Further, through an authorial intrusion in the story, she 

makes it clear that unattractiveness, undesirability, and hence 

powerlessness, are not restricted to older women. She says, "Age is 

not counted by years, nor calculated from one's birth; it is a fact of 

wear and work, altogether unconnected with the calendar. I have 

seen a girl of sixteen older than you [the reader] are at forty" (38). 

An even more complex and intriguing old, unmarried character 

is Louisa May Alcott's Jean Muir in "Behind a Mask." Miss Muir, a 

newly-hired governess for the Sydney family, is from the beginning 

of the story paradoxical. It is clear that Alcott herself could not 

decide whether Jean was a villain or a victim. Her features are 

described as "sharp," "irregular," and "bitter," but at the same time 

"very expressive," and "something in the lines of the mouth betray 

. . . [her] strength," as well (6). To the handsome Coventry heir, she 

seems "more interesting than many a blithe and blooming girl," and 
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when he looks at her he experiences "a new sensation, indefineable, 

yet strong" (6). Coventry's cousin and fiancee Lucia, who is young 

and beautiful, becomes jealous when she sees the look he gives Miss 

Muir, because "in all the years she ha[s] passed with [him], no look or 

word of hers had possessed such power" (7). And power is, indeed, 

the central theme of this gothic tale. 

In the opening scene, the reader's sympathies lie with Miss 

Muir, portrayed as the unwitting object of both Coventry's 

attentions and Lucia's haughty jealousies. The next scene, however, 

is shocking and unexpected, as Muir strips down to bare essentials 

and is revealed as a deceitful woman with a lot to keep hidden from 

her new employers: 

Still sitting on the floor she unbound and removed the long 

abundant braids from her head, wiped the pink from her face, 

took out several pearly teeth, and slipping off her dress 

appeared herself indeed, a haggard, worn, and moody woman of 

thirty at least. . . . Now she was alone, and her mobile features 

settled into their natural expression, weary, hard, bitter. She 

had been lovely, once, happy, innocent, and tender; but nothing 

of all this remained to the gloomy woman who leaned there 

brooding over some wrong, or loss, or disappointment which 

had darkened all her life. (11-12) 

At this point, however, most readers remain sympathetic 

because of the hint of tragedy in Jean's past. Yet as the story 

progresses, Muir's behavior turns villainous. She manipulates the 
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younger Coventry brother into falling in love with her, then pretends 

that he has shamed and insulted her by his intentions. She does the 

same to the older brother, not because she wants to marry him (for 

she has her sight set on his rich uncle), but simply because she 

wants to see if she can steal him away from Lucia. It is eventually 

revealed that the mysterious tragedy of her recent past is that she 

did the same thing in her previous position as governess. Even before 

that, she had "married an actor, led a reckless life . . . quarreled 

with her husband, was divorced, and went to Paris" (102). 

Alcott clearly means to equate Jean's ugliness with her sordid 

past (at least in Victorian terms) and her current cruel behavior, yet 

she seems unable to condemn her character completely. In the midst 

of discussing Jean's past, she inserts a sentence that shows her 

begrudging admiration of the woman: "[Hjaving beauty, wit and a bold 

spirit, [she] took her fate into her own hands, and became an 

actress" (102). And throughout the story, like Edith Wharton's Lily 

Bart in Ihe House of Mirth. Jean is at least a more honest person 

than those she manipulates, and her behavior is shown to consist of 

acts of desperation committed by a passionate woman caught in the 

tight web of Victorian conventions. Jean tells Coventry at one point: 

I restrain myself as long as I can, but when I can bear no more, 

my true self breaks loose, and I defy everything. I am tired of 

being a cold, calm machine; it is impossible with an ardent 

nature like mine, and I shall try no longer. . . . I've neither 

beauty, money, nor rank, yet every foolish boy mistakes my 
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frank interest for something warmer, and makes me miserable. 

(45) 

Alcott's Jean Muir is an ugly woman who is guilty of reckless, 

unfeminine behavior. The other characters in the story all believe 

she deserves to be punished for her deceitful actions. Yet somehow, 

without quite forgiving her, Alcott manages to make her triumphant 

in the end. Jean achieves her goal of marrying the rich uncle, Sir 

John, and as "Lady Coventry" she is shielded from the punishment 

the others would inflict upon her. As such, Jean Muir is the only 

nineteenth-century "ugly woman" prototype I have found who 

presages the type of "ugly woman" prevalent in late twentieth-

century American fiction—one with power over her own fate. 

Lee R. Edwards, in Pvsche as Hero: Female Heroism and 

Fictional Form, argues that "by the beginning of the twentieth 

century, novelists seem[ed] readier to . . . begin the task of inventing 

maneuvers whereby [the heroine could] break out of familial, sexual, 

and social bondage" (16). While he does not state that inventing 

"ugly" characters is one way authors went about doing this, I argue 

that such a process is key to freeing the heroine from the emotional 

and physical burdens of family, lovers, and society, because of. and 

not In spite of. the fact that it makes her less desirable to all three. 

With this chapter, I have initiated a discussion of the nature of 

women's ugliness, particularly in reference to nineteenth-century 

fictional models. Chapter II will round out the discussion by 

describing and comparing the varieties of ugliness utilized by 
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American authors. Part Two explores the consequences of being ugly, 

both in terms of the ugly woman's self-image and her relationships 

with other human beings, including family, friends, and peers. The 

discussion emphasizes literature published before the 1960s, so 

that a comparison can be made with that produced from the 1970s to 

the present, when (presumably) the women's movement would have 

had an impact on the type of fiction being written in this country. 

Part Three outlines the particular uses of the ugly woman in 

contemporary American fiction from the 1970s to the present by 

incorporating detailed summaries and analyses of specific novels 

and short stories. The large increase in the number of ugly woman 

stories during this time makes a significant statement about what 

the American reading public wants, as well as what its literary 

leaders are trying to express. Numbers do not tell the whole story, 

however, for many of these ugly women characters have changed 

very little from their nineteenth-century and early twentieth-

century counterparts. They are still failures and outcasts—still "old 

maids" regardless of their marital status—both in their own eyes 

and the eyes of the other characters in the stories. 

There are a few, increasing in number since the 1970s, who 

reveal defiant and heroic characteristics, who are able to rise above 

the stereotypical behavior expected of them. They manage to turn 

the "ugly woman" into a "successful woman," using their ugliness 

as a strength rather than a weakness. 
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1 See Linda Kraus Worley, "The Body, Beauty, and Woman: The 

Ugly Heroine in Stories by Therese Huber and Gabriele Reuter," The 

German Quarterly. 64 (Summer 1991): 368-79. 

2See Jeanne Fahnestock, "The Heroines of Irregular Features: 

Physiognomy and Conventions of Heroine Description," Victorian 

Studies 3 (Spring 1981): 325-50. 

3 See Henrik Specht, "The Beautiful, the Handsome, and the 

Ugly: Some Aspects of the Art of Character Portrayal in Medieval 

Literature," Studia Neophiloloaica 56 (1984): 129-46, and Jan 

Ziolkowski, "Avatars of Ugliness in Medieval Literature," The Modern 

Language Review 79 (January 1984): 1-20. Margaret Gaffney 

Wolitarsky complains in her dissertation, Portrait of a Ladv: A Study 

of the Uolv Woman Tradition i n Literature from Fairytales and Folk 

Tales to Seventeenth Century Drama (Lehigh University, 1988), that 

even though the "ugly mistress poem . . . flourished for eighty years 

from 1580-1660. . . . critics often overlook these poems and little is 

written about the genre" (88). 

^Worley notes this same tendency (at least for one particular race) 

in German literature, saying that "merely possessing the racial 

characteristics of a Black woman insures her ugliness from the 

perspective of the narrator, the voice of late-nineteenth-century 

European society, which placed Black women at the bottom of the 

scale of beauty" (374). Surprisingly, I found little evidence of this 

in the stories and novels I read. 



CHAPTER II 

PHYSICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF UGLINESS 

"A witch, a bitch, and a goddess may 

actually be the same person; the difference in the 

image is in the eye of the beholder." 

—Mary Anne Ferguson 

It is not necessary for authors to use the word "ugly" in a 

character's description in order that she be perceived as such by the 

reader. In fact, as far as I can tell, the use of the word "ugly" to 

describe a female character is quite a recent phenomenon.1 How, 

then, has the idea of a character's ugliness ordinarily been conveyed 

to the reader? Authors in the past have relied on certain 

"buzzwords" and abstract concepts that conjure up stereotypically 

unattractive images in the reader's mind—calling her an "old maid" 

or a "crone," for instance, or even just mentioning her age. While 

many modern authors still use that technique, it is much more 

common for them to include a concrete description of physical traits 

that they can assume will translate as "ugliness" to the reader, 

such as "thin, dull hair," "a flabby stomach," or "a broad, flat nose." 

As there is obviously no higher law stating that thick hair is more 

beautiful than thin, or that a long slender nose is more beautiful 

17 



18 

than a broad flat one, a reader's interpretation of such traits as ugly 

depends on his/her expectations of what is beautiful. As Jeanne 

Fahnestock states in her study of Victorian heroines, "irregular 

features must deviate from some standard of feminine beauty" 

(330). 

In my search for the ugly woman character, I had to create a 

"standard of ugliness" by which female characters could be 

measured in order to include them in this study. I could not limit 

myself to those of whom the authors used the word "ugly," for that 

would have eliminated many characters who are physically 

undesirable within the context of their stories. I have included all 

the degrees of nonbeauty I could find, from the "nearly pretty," the 

"plain" and the "homely," to the "ugly," the "hideous," the 

"repulsive," and even the "deformed." My reason for holding to such 

a broad definition of ugliness is that even the smallest effort by an 

author to exclude his/her character from the category of "the 

beautiful" is important to my analysis. Female characters falling 

into any of the listed subcategories are still generally accepted by 

the reader as unattractive, and more particularly, as undesirable. 

Also, within the context of the story, they are usually considered 

ugly by the other characters and, frequently, they think of 

themselves as such. Once they are perceived as nonbeautiful, how far 

along the ugliness scale they go seems to make little difference. 

Any part of a woman that can be described as beautiful can 

also be used to make her ugly. From her hair to her toes, any part 
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that is less than perfect can cancel out a multitude of traits 

considered pretty. Violet Hayes in Anne Tyler's A Slipping Down Life. 

for example, has "a beautiful face" but is "enormously fat" (8), so 

that "when classmates met up with her they passed in a hurry, 

barely noticing her" (6). Alice, one of five whores sitting in a train 

station in Ernest Hemingway's "The Light of the World," has a 

similar problem. Says the narrator of the story, "She had a pretty 

face and a nice smooth skin and a lovely voice and she was nice all 

right and really friendly. But my God she was big" (39). Tess 

Gallagher's character Pebble in "Recourse" has "nice features" but, 

because of a bone disease she has had since childhood, "her arms and 

legs [are] contorted" causing her to "drag and hop her way" about 

(36). Interestingly, those things ordinarily used to adorn the body-

such as makeup or clothing—are also used to emphasize the 

nonbeautiful characteristics of an ugly woman, so in some 

instances, the only way to distinguish between an ugly woman and a 

pretty one is the amount or kind of makeup each applies to her face, 

or the type of clothing each wears. 

My intent in this chapter is to detail the varieties of ugliness 

existing in female characters, in order to speculate, in future 

chapters, on the overall patterns of ugliness in terms of authorial 

purpose, reader expectations, and thematic importance to 

contemporary American literature. 

Zoe Hendricks, in Lorrie Moore's story "You're Ugly, Too" is a 

perfect example of the woman who just misses being beautiful. She 
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is described by the chairman of the History Department where she 

teaches as "almost pretty," and he expounds upon his reaction to her 

looks by saying that her face shows "the strain and ambition of 

always having been close but not quite. There was too much effort 

with the eyeliner, and her earrings, worn no doubt for the drama her 

features lacked, were a little frightening" (68). 

More common than the nearly-pretty woman is the outright 

"plain," "bland," or "nondescript" one. Authors seem not as hesitant 

to use these words as they are to use the word "ugly." An example of 

this variety of ugliness is Alison Lurie's Virginia (Vinnie) Miner in 

the book Foreign Affairs. She is "fifty-four years old, small, plain, 

and unmarried—the sort of person that no one ever notices" (3). Lurie 

states that "for nearly forty years Vinnie has suffered from the 

peculiar disadvantages of the woman born without physical charms. 

Even as a child she had a nondescript sort of face" (10). In Djuna 

Barnes's story "The Coward," we meet Varra Kolveed, who has 

"never been called pretty," and has "even been termed rather plain" 

(131). Similarly, Mary Adare in Louise Erdrich's The Beet Queen, 

admits, "My face was broad and pale, not homely, but simply 

unremarkable" (66). The most extreme example of the plain woman I 

have found is Evie Decker in Anne Tyler's A Slipping Down Life. 

Though she is cast at first as merely a "plump, drab girl," more 

concrete descriptions occurring throughout the book tend to make 

her seem less "drab" than downright "homely." For instance, she is 

"short and wide [and] heavyfooted" (1), and "her face, which was 
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pudgy and formless, poke[s] itself too far foward" (5). In addition, 

she performs an act of self-mutilation in the story, which renders 

her even more unattractive than she was to begin with: she carves a 

boy's name into the skin of her forehead. 

Sometimes a female character whom the author intends to be 

seen as ugly will be described in terms ordinarily identified with 

males—such as those dealing with size or strength—or she will even 

be called "manlike," in order to express her deviance from the norm 

of feminine beauty. Thus Ernest Hemingway's Pilar in For Whom the 

Bell Tolls is introduced as "a woman of about fifty almost as big as 

Pablo [her husband], almost as wide as she was tall" (30). Alice 

Hindman, in Sherwood Anderson's "Adventure" (from Winesburq. 

Ohio), is tall, with a "large" head which "overshadow[s] her body" 

(112). William Faulkner's Joanna Burden in Light in August is 

compared to a man over and over again. She is introduced as a "calm, 

coldfaced, almost manlike, almost middleaged woman" (283) who 

has "nothing soft, feminine, mournful and retrospective in her 

voice" (273-74). She has "mantrained muscles" (258), and a face 

that is "prominently boned, long, a little thin, almost manlike" 

(291). Even her clothing is severe; one garment is described as 

looking "as if it had been made for and worn by a careless man" 

(302). Although today this technique is a less common way of 

communicating a woman's ugliness than it was prior to the 1960s, it 

can still be found occasionally. In Ann Beat-tie's story "Hale Hardy 

and the Amazing Animal Woman," Gloria has a "large body," "wide" 
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shoulders which "on a man . . . would have been comforting," and a 

very large head (98). Robert Granat's witch-like character Mrs. 

Sprouse, in the story "My Apples," acts, rather than looks, manlike. 

Granat emphasizes how she dominates her husband, and "works 

harder than any of the men" (136). 

It goes without saying that most of the same "manly" words 

used to render a woman ugly and undesirable can be used on a male 

character without tainting him at all. In fact, being tall, or having 

wide shoulders, or working harder than anyone else tends to add to, 

rather than subtract from, a male character's attractiveness. As 

Barbara Walker explains, "If a man is old, ugly, and wise, he is a 

sage. If a woman is old, ugly, and wise, she is a . . . witch" (122). The 

story I found in which this process is most evident is the previously 

mentioned "My Apples." The narrator's first sight of Mr. Sprouse is 

described this way: 

He was an unusually large man. In the rear he was perfectly 

flat and vertical; his pants sagged limply over what should 

have been his backside. But in the front he consisted of one 

gentle mound that swelled from his collarbone to his knees. . . . 

Yet this great bulge spoke not of flabbiness but of power, like 

a unilaterally swollen biceps. As for his face, it was no more 

than a mounting for his nose, a large irregular formation in 

purple and red, filled with hollows and shining tubercles, a 

great hunk of burnt lava. He suffered from rhinophyna. . . . 

Inlaid at the top of this multicolored nose was a pair of bright 
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beady eyes, and the effect of it all was grotesquely appealing. 

a genuine homeliness, an enlarged humanity. L fel t warmly 

toward the man from the very f i rs t . (126, emphasis added) 

A comparison of this passage to the scene in which the narrator 

first confronts Mrs. Sprouse reveals the absolute absence of words 

with such positive connotations as those emphasized above: 

The first sight of her was a shock, for I had never in my life 

seen a living human being look so much like a Halloween witch. 

Grey, dry, brittle as a small dead tree, her trunk clothed in a 

washed-out print press made from flour-sacking, her arms and 

legs stuck out scrawny and gnarled, webbed by a network of 

blue varicose veins which made them look rough and barkey. On 

her head a cloth of the same material, knotted down over hair 

the color and texture of Spanish moss. Resting on her sharp 

nose a pair of glasses so thick and grey I could not see behind 

them. (129) 

The unredeemingly ugly woman, like the plain one, comes in a 

variety of shapes and sizes. Sarah Bird's hilarious novel Alamo 

House contains almost every type, all living under the same roof. 

Hillary is "an emaciated woman with long, straight, carroty hair 

parted down the middle." Her face is "gaunt" and she has "the sickly, 

drawn-out look of fanatical vegetarians." Barb and Toni, a lesbian 

couple, both have "scalped-to-the-bone gamine haircut[s]" and are 

"big meaty gals [who resemble] hillbilly gas station attendants" (4). 

Esme is over forty, dressed in a "hot pink and turquoise mini-skirt 
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that expose[s] ghastly yards of varicosed leg," and her hennaed hair 

is "purplish orange" and "terraced into an upside-down stairstep cut 

like an inverted ziggurat" (5). But by far the ugliest, at least at the 

beginning of the story, is Fayrene Pirtle, described at various times 

as a "female hulket" (34), "a mammoth brooding hen" (66), and a 

"five-foot-five grub larva, pink with embarrassment across the 

total acreage of her Rubenesque body" (99). 

Like Fayrene, many other ugly and repulsive female characters 

are fat. In fact, not only is the word "fat" often used as a buzzword 

to communicate ugliness to the contemporary reader, but its use 

also necessitates an explanation on the author's part if he/she does 

not mean to imply that the character is ugly. (Thus the sweet Sia, in 

Peter S. Beagle's Folk of the Air, has a body "as humpy as a 

charwoman's—waistless, short-legged, wide-hipped, bellied like the 

moon," but the narrator hastens to add that "she carrie[s] it with all 

the vivid rigor of a circus wire walker, even in bedroom slippers like 

heaps of fluffy slush" [18].) One ugly-woman novel is even titled Fat 

Woman, and its main character expends most of her energy berating 

herself for being overweight: "Ella Mae Hopkins, you have been out 

feeding your face when you should have been at home washing 

Edward's clothes and cleaning his house and seeing to your boys. 

You're a pig, Ella Mae" (6). William Faulkner, in "A Rose for Emily," 

emphasizes spinster Emily's undesirability by describing her as "a 

small, fat woman in black." He further separates her from the rest 

of the townsfolk by stating, "what would have been merely 
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plumpness in another was obesity in her" (1487-88). Yet another 

example is the witchy character Matilde in Sabine R. Ulibarri's 

"Witcheries or Tomfooleries?" She is "very fat, and from behind . . . 

look[s] like an amorphous pyramid" (32).2 

Like "fat," another word guaranteed to conjure up the image of 

ugliness is "old." As Pilar says in For Whom the Bell Tolls, "age 

brings its own form of ugliness to all. There is no need to detail it" 

(255). Thus Granat's Mrs. Sprouse, Ulibarri's Matilde, and Frank 

Waters's Maria (in People of the Vallev) are all extremely old 

women, and not much else in the way of physical description needs 

to be added for the reader to get the idea that they are considered 

ugly. Of course, what is considered old varies from place to place 

and from time period to time period. All of Sherwood Anderson's 

ugly "old" women in Winesbura. Ohio, are barely middle-aged. Alice 

Hindman is twenty-seven, Kate Swift is thirty, and Elizabeth Willard 

is forty-five. That they are considered old by the reader is a result 

of the youthful perspective of the character through whose eyes they 

are seen. (He is George Willard, a young boy just awakening to the 

sensual delights of vouna female flesh.) Faulkner's Joanna Burden is 

also just middle-aged, yet when her lover Joe Christmas tires of her 

and reaches for the worst insult he can find, he screams: "You're old. 

. . . You've got gray in your hair. . . . You're not good anymore. That's 

all" (305). 

Some of these ugly "old" women were lovely in their youth, a 

fact they often mourn. Others, like Lurie's Vinnie, were born less-
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than-beautiful, and must accept the aging process as yet another 

handicap: 

She might as well face facts, she told herself; she was a 

disadvantaged woman, doubly disadvantaged now by age; 

someone men would not charge at with bullish enthusiasm no 

matter how many brightly colored objects she waved to 

attract their attention. (11) 

The equation of old age with ugliness is not a new phenomenon. 

Indeed, as Barbara Walker explains, during the medieval period of 

European history "it became the conventional opinion that all old 

women were ugly" (139). 

Another incarnation of female ugliness is the ill, scarred, or 

deformed character. Some of these manage to be ugly, but not too 

repulsive, like Anderson's Kate Swift in "Teacher." She was "not 

known in Winesburg as a pretty woman," because "her complexion 

was not good and her face was covered with blotches that indicated 

ill health" (160). A parallel figure in the same book is Elizabeth 

Willard from the story "Mother," who is "marked with smallpox 

scars." Also, "some obscure disease ha[s] taken the fire out of her 

figure" (39). In "Good Country People," Flannery O'Connor describes 

Joy/Hulga as "a large blonde girl [with] an artificial leg" (271). 

Violet, in Doris Betts's "The Ugliest Pilgrim," has a "pimpled chin," 

a "wide nose," "pine-needle hair" (5), and a "curved scar" running 

from her nose to her chin (20). The most extremely ugly woman I 

found in all my reading was also the most deformed. Olympia (Oly) 
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Binewski, in Katherine Dunn's Geek Love is a bald, pinkeyed, albino 

dwarf, who also has a hunchback. 

In addition to the use of obesity, old age, and sickness or 

deformity to define their ugly women characters, American authors 

often utilize animal imagery to distinguish these women from their 

more "normal" (i.e., beautiful) counterparts. The fingers of Frank 

Waters's ninety-year-old Maria are described as "the prehensile 

talons of a hawk" (239). Her nose is a "beak" and she has hawk eyes 

(13). Tess Gallagher's Pebble has "green bullfrog eyes" (42). Lurie's 

Vinnie describes herself using owl-like imagery: "the nose sharp and 

narrow, the eyes round and rather too close-set, the mouth a 

nibbling slit" (10). Like a turtle or a cat, Mary Grace in O'Connor's 

"Revelation" "snap[s] her teeth together" (495). And Joanna Burden's 

"plump" body is "richly and softly animal" (291). Narrator Hale 

Hardy in Beattie's "Hale Hardy and the Amazing Animal Woman" is 

reminded of a skunk when he looks at Gloria one day, and from that 

time on he thinks "of her . . . as an animal" (98). 

One additional authorial technique used to define ugliness is 

the pairing of the plain or ugly female with the beautiful one in the 

same story. As Jeanne Fahnestock discovered in her study, some 

authors tend to "create antithetical pairs of heroines to play off the 

. . . differences of light and dark," and by extension, of good and evil 

(327). Naomi Wolf puts it more bluntly in The Beauty Mvth. She 

states, 
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Culture stereotypes women to fit the myth by flattening the 

feminine into beauty-without-intelligence or intelligence-

without-beauty; women are allowed a mind or a body but not 

both. A common allegory that teaches women their lesson is 

the pretty-plain pairing: of Leah and Rachel in the Old 

Testament and Mary and Martha in the New; Helena and Hermia 

in A Midsummer Night's Dream: Anya and Dunyasha in Chekhov's 

The Cherry Orchard: Daisy Mae and Sadie Hawkins in Dogpatch; 

Glinda and the Wicked Witch of the West in Oz. . . . Male culture 

seems happiest to imagine two women together when they are 

defined as being one winner and one loser in the beauty myth. 

(59-60) 

These pretty/plain pairings are abundant in both nineteenth 

and twentieth-century literature. In the earlier writings, however, 

the beautiful woman is likely to be described in great detail, while 

little or nothing will be said about the character the author wishes 

to be seen as homely. I do not see this as merely a matter of 

politeness on the author's part. On the contrary, saying nothing about 

one character's looks while emphasizing the beauty of another is a 

sure-fire way of communicating ugliness to the reader. Examples of 

the numerous ugly/beautiful pairings in twentieth-century American 

literature are Paprika and Leah in Barnes's "Paprika Johnson," 

Clochette and DuBerry in her "Prize Ticket 177," Maggie and Dee in 

Alice Walker's "Every Day Use," Sia and Aiffe in Folk of the Air. 

Pilar and Maria in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Fayrene and Collie in 
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Alamo House, and Mary and Sita in The Beet Queen. As this method of 

delineating a character's attractiveness is often used in those 

stories in which the nature of beauty and/or ugliness is of thematic 

importance, a detailed explanation of it is incorporated into a later 

chapter. 

The use of buzzwords and descriptions of "unacceptable" 

physical traits are two key methods that authors use to delineate a 

character's ugliness. The narrative point of view from which 

information about the character's appearance is delivered can also 

affect the reader's perception. In nineteenth-century and early 

twentieth-century depictions of the ugly woman, she is most often 

described in the third person, and very few of her thoughts and 

feelings about her plight are revealed, even when the other 

characters—and consequently the reader—obviously feel sympathy 

for her. As the twentieth century progressed, however, authors 

risked more and more delving into the ugly woman's mind. Third-

person descriptions were combined with short interior monologues, 

and finally, first-person narratives which revealed the 

psychological distresses of the ugly woman herself, began to appear. 
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1 The first instance I can find is in Edith Wharton's The Old 

Maid (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1924). 

^There are a few stories, however, in which thinness is 

equated with ugliness. Paprika Johnson in Djuna Barnes's story of 

the same name is "thin and pock-marked and colorless" (36). 

Sherwood Anderson's Alice Hindman is also "somewhat slight" (112) 

and his Elizabeth Willard is "gaunt" (39). "Emaciated" describes 

Sarah Bird's Hillary (4); "scrawny and stringy-legged" describes 

Frank Waters's character, Maria, in her youth. 



PART TWO 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF UGLINESS 

" . . . to a degree we are only now realizing, each person's 

images of others are colored by the idea of society as a whole, 

of family and peers, and of the nation and the times." 

—Mary Anne Ferguson 

"Beauty is heaven or a state of grace; 

the skin or fat cell count is the soul; 

ugliness is hell." 

—Naomi Wolf 
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CHAPTER III 

THE EFFECT OF UGLINESS ON THE SELF 

"Two of the most persistent stylistic traits of fairy tales are 

the propensity to externalize all inner states and to deal in 

extremes. Beauty is not just skin deep but represents 

superior worth. Cinderella is not merely good but 

also beautiful; her stepsisters are ugly 

in spirit as well as in body." 

—Eric S. Rabkin 

The implied correlative to the notion that "beauty is only skin 

deep" is that the same might hold true for ugliness. The ugly woman 

character in twentieth-century American fiction, like her sister 

from the "ugly woman tradition" in the middle ages, could be used to 

illustrate either the "classical, neo-Platonic tradition" [which] 

links the beautiful with good and the ugly with evil" or with the 

Christian tradition which "breaks the connection between external 

ugliness and moral evil by . . . [fostering] a distrust [of] bodily 

beauty" (369).1 In the case of the latter, ugly women were not 

actually promoted as having higher moral values. They still partook 

of the general Christian distrust of women based on the view that 
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"women's sexuality is . . . the cause of man's continuing temptation" 

(Gadon 210); yet by being less desirable to men, they were by 

extension less evil. 

Ugliness as representative of evil can also be traced to 

European folktales, which often incorporate pagan, in addition to 

Christian, lore. This female image is usually known as the crone. 

Wolitarsky notes that the ugly woman in folktales "often represents 

the dark side of life: death, disease, evil, and the unknown" (3). She 

points to Scandinavian, Icelandic, and Irish folktales in particular as 

presenting ugly old woman characters (in the form of "she-trolls, 

ogresses and banshees") as evil because they presage "the coming of 

death" (8). As a result, they are also depicted as having superhuman 

powers. Henrik Specht finds in the literature of the Middle Ages "a 

straight and near-mechanical equation between physical appearance 

and moral character" (134), so that "ugliness . . . serves to notify 

the reader that he is in the presence of a character . . . whose 

revolting physical appearance is the direct result of grave moral 

turpitude or some other evil influence" (135). 

One twentieth-century example of this type of character is 

Mrs. Sprouse, in Granat's story "My Apples," discussed in Chapter II. 

Another is "Matilde from Ensenada" in Sabine R. Ulibarri's 

"Witcheries or Tomfooleries?" She is called a "witch" and an "old 

hag" by the other characters in the story, but she deals in "powders, 

herbs, ointments, bones, scorpions, toads, [and] amulets of all 

kinds," and so is quite popular with "the old maids looking for a 



34 

husband . . . the poor who couldn't afford a doctor, [and] the sick 

without a cure" (32). And still another example of the powerful 

crone/witch figure can be found in Ray Bradbury's "Touched with 

Fire." According to the two old men who have been watching her, Mr. 

Foxe and Mr. Shaw, Mrs. Albert Shrike is "dumpy" (113), has a 

"mouth sticky with raw lipstick" and "eyebrows . . . like mustaches 

over her squinting, always suspicious eyes" (114). To them, she 

represents death—but not of anyone else. They believe that because 

of her ugly demeanor and rude behavior, she is "a murderee, a victim 

looking for a place to happen" (116-17). They nickname her "Mrs. 

Death-Wish" (115). At first, the two old men seem merely "do-

gooders" who have taken it upon themselves to warn Mrs. Shrike that 

she is an accident about to happen. They follow her to her apartment 

and reveal that they have been watching her. She is, of course, 

irritated. In her anger, she appears to them more monstrous and 

powerful: "[S]he swore . . . in a language that turned corners, blazing, 

that flew in the air like great searing torches" (22). Because they 

believe in their "quest" to save her from herself, they endure all the 

vile names she calls them—up until the moment she calls them what 

Mr. Foxe cannot endure. "Old maid," she yells, then "old woman" 

(122-23); he strikes her with his cane, but the blow only wounds 

her. As the two old men escape down the stairs, they turn for one 

last look at Mrs. Shrike, whose final image is not just ugly, but 

monstrous: 
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Scrabbling about, every part of her seemed a separate animal. 

Her arms and legs, her head, each was a lopped-off bit of some 

creature wild to return to itself, but blind to the proper way of 

making that return. Her mouth still gushed out her sickness 

with words and sounds that were not even faintly words. It had 

been in her a long time, a long long time. . . . Before today, she 

had spat her venom out, here, there, another place. Now he 

[Foxe] had loosed the flood of a lifetime. . . . (123) 

Her resemblance to some medieval, magical beast cannot be ignored. 

Mr. Foxe seems to have confronted some witch whose evil was barely 

visible until, with his cane—like some great knight with his sword-

he struck her in a vulnerable place and forced her to reveal her great 

evil to the world. 

During the late sixteenth century, another character type 

appeared that is relevant to the ugly woman character of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries: the "nut brown maid," pictured 

as an "unattractive, plain-faced country maid." The nut brown maid 

could also be used in stories or poems as symbolic of good or evil, 

depending upon her effect on the male character. Contrasted to the 

over-refined and manipulative ladies of the court, the country maid 

was often an "exemplar of virtue and fidelity . . . and innocence" 

(Wolitarsky 54) and as such presented no threat to those men who 

wanted nothing to do with sex or to those seeking a wife who was 

certain to be "faithful in marriage" (194). To some extent, Pilar in 

Hemingway's For Whom the Bell Tolls partakes of this image. She 
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has "a brown face," "big but nice looking hands" (30), and "has gypsy 

blood" (28). Although most of the men in the group think she is ugly 

("If you think Pablo is ugly you should see his woman," they say 

[26]), Robert Jordan once or twice describes her in more flattering 

terms: "Her face was lit by the fire and it was flushed and it shone . 

warm and dark and handsome now in the firelight as it was meant to 

be" (53). She is "brave," "loyal," "decisive]," "intuiti[ve],w and has 

"much heart" (94), but she is not a woman the men think of as 

"womanly." Even Robert Jordan, who perhaps appreciates her the 

most, saves his manly yearnings for the prettier Maria. 

The same positive traits of the simple country woman, 

however, may be interpreted negatively by a more hedonistic male 

character. The nut brown maid can also be represented as stupid, 

naive and "vulnerable to country pleasures" (55). This supposed 

inability of the nut brown maid to "control her passions" seems to 

me a possible source of the white male culture's attribution of 

extraordinary sexual appetite/expertise to non-white women, such 

as those of African-American, Latina or Chicana, or Native American 

descent. That these women are often judged nonbeautiful by white 

standards strengthens the connection. 

The medieval female shape-shifter or witch also reveals a 

sexual/sinful connection between outer and inner ugliness which can 

still be found among the female characters of today's literature. 

Wolitarsky points to the "loathly lady" character who would appear 

before a knight and present him with a challenge. If he proved 
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himself, he would be rewarded by the sexual favor of the lady, who 

of course had the kindness to turn beautiful first. By the seventeenth 

century, this character had largely been replaced by just the 

opposite: a woman who would entrap a man with her beauty, and then 

reveal her ugliness. According to Wolitarsky, this development from 

an ugly woman who hides some inner beauty to a beautiful woman 

who hides inner corruption and ugliness was a result of "protestant 

reformers . . . concerned about women who resorted to cosmetic 

aides and nice clothing in order to appear attractive" (4). This idea, 

in turn, led to the association of ugliness with prostitution, since 

"their false beauty, which masks either physical or moral ugliness, 

can pose a trap for men" (192, emphasis in original). (Hemingway's 

five fat whores in "The Light of the World" may be examples of this 

stereotype. Their faces are fair, but their bodies are huge and 

undesirable.) What this means to an ugly woman is that she has no 

choice. She is not beautiful, so she cannot be considered pure and 

innocent; if she pretends to beauty by making herself up, she is 

guilty of deception, and so is indeed NOT pure and innocent. In a 

culture such as ours that places so much emphasis on the love 

relationship and at the same time "sees loves as expressive 

primarily of sexuality alone and as contained only in relationships 

that reinforce social and economic hierarchies" (Edwards 14), this 

attitude can have drastic consequences for the ugly woman. She is 

bombarded with the message that her only worth is as an object of 

some man's love, but at the same time told that nothing she can do 
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will help her to obtain that love. (Short of cosmetic surgery, an 

option more and more "real" women are taking, although one I have 

not yet encountered in fictional treatments.) 

In addition to the "good" nut brown maid, there is one other 

traditional ugly woman figure associated with good rather than evil. 

She appears mostly in fairy tales, "frequently represented as a good 

older woman who has supernatural powers which allow her to be 

helpful to other characters," although other types of literature of 

the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries also contains a 

smattering of these women "whose knowledge and help are sought by 

other characters" (Wolitarsky 3). This wise old woman is often 

associated with nature and the earth, and she uses her wisdom and 

power "to help [people or animals] who have suffered unjustly" (14). 

Specht adds that this "good and virtuous character" often, whether 

she is old or not, suffers from some sort of disfigurement "brought 

about by a variety of circumstances, such as martyrdom, self-

imposed penance, temporary madness, or a temporary abasement 

owing to abduction or some other misfortune" (135). As such, she 

poses no threat to men and no competition to women because she is 

so undesirable. This strong earth-mother figure is unusual because 

she is "confident, strong willed . . . [and] do[es] not conform to the 

standards of the male society which places value on beauty and 

youth" (194). However, her power is limited to being helpful to the 

weak and helpless; she is "not given a script which makes [her] 

triumph over men" (194). 
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The good ugly woman figure has several descendants in 

contemporary ugly woman characters. Pilar in For Whom the Bell 

Tolls takes on some of these characteristics in addition to her 

likeness to the "nut brown maid." Her wisdom consists of having 

"the sight"—she knows that Robert Jordan will die; she knew that 

Maria was worth saving. She acts from instinct rather than reason. 

Her nurturing instincts toward Maria link her with the earth-mother 

symbol ("For what are we born," she says, "if not to aid one 

another?" [139]); as does Robert Jordan's comment that Pilar "is 

like a mountain" (136). At times, she seems to have more power than 

does her husband, and she often usurps his authority ("Here I 

command!" she says to him [55]), but he is pictured as a weak 

character, and the other men do not follow her lead when it goes 

against what they feel they must do. 

Ironically, the old maid incarnation of the ugly woman 

character popular in nineteenth-century American literature seems 

to have very little connection to this evil/good duality. Part of the 

reason may simply lie in the fact that American literature tends 

more toward realism than toward the fantastic, the latter of which 

is more directly descended from the fairy tales and folk tales of 

previous generations. The other reason may be that the old maid 

character is ordinarily not active enough to commit much evil or 

good; she is basically a passive figure who because of her 

misfortune must simply live out her life alone, unloved and 

undesired. Old maids realize, in the words of Tillie Olsen, 
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that theirs is to be the social obloquy of the unchosen, the 

unmarried, loathing themselves as one whom God had thought 

unworthy of every woman's right—to love and be loved, . . . 

their strength drying up within them, jeered at, utterly alone 

. . . [These women] school themselves to maintain dignity, 

integrity; they armor, imprison themselves in "the great power 

of reticence." (78-79) 

A few people pity the old maid because she has neither husband nor 

children, but they certainly do not revere her virginity as goodness. 

Rather it is seen as a symptom of her failure to attract enough 

masculine attention to enable her to choose whether or not to lose 

her "maidenhead." 

The twentieth-century ugly woman character, until the 1970s, 

generally partakes of this same passivity, whether she is an actual 

old maid, a potential one (still theoretically young enough to find a 

husband, but in reality too homely to have much hope), or an older 

married woman whose loss of physical attractiveness has caused 

her husband to look elsewhere for a sexual outlet. Understandably, 

regardless of her other talents or accomplishments, she has a poor 

self-image. In this characteristic, however, she is not so different 

from her more beautiful counterpart. Even the pretty woman is 

constantly checking her image in the mirror, an action corresponding 

to "real life" situations. Joanna Russ reports that "even for pretty 

women, mirrors are the foci of anxious, not gratified, narcissism. 

The woman who knows beyond a doubt that she is beautiful exists 
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aplenty in male novelists' imagination; I have yet to find her in 

women's. . . " (111). Wolf adds that while "only one man in ten is 

'strongly dissatisfied' with his body, one third of women are 

'strongly dissatisfied' with theirs" (94). And the fact that "ninety-

five percent of enrollees in weight-loss programs are women" (Wolf 

94) might indicate only that more women than men are overweight, 

but more likely it reveals that women, more than men, feel pressure 

to adapt to a societal standard of beauty. Thus, both Pilar (as ugly 

woman) and Maria (as pretty woman) see themselves as ugly—even 

though Maria is pretty enough to merit the lustful intentions of the 

hero, Robert Jordan. Maria, in fact, has the sense to know that her 

"beauty" is only temporary, depending not only on her age, but on 

Robert's current interest in her as an object of his sexual energies. 

When he says to her, "Thou has a lovely body. . . . The loveliest in the 

world," she counters with, "It is only young and thin." He insists on 

being romantic: "No. In a fine body there is magic. I do not know what 

makes it in one and not in another. But thou has it." She simply 

smiles and insists that her beauty depends upon the eyes of the 

beholder: "For thee," she says (161). Her sense of her temporary hold 

on him proves, of course, prophetic. After a night of love, he wakes 

on the morning he is to blow up the bridge and, feeling Maria 

"against his knees" as he puts on his shoes, he acknowledges: "She 

had no place in his life now" (267). 

Luckily Pilar, with a clear vision of her own worth to men, has 

prepared Maria for just such a leave-taking by her lover. In an 
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insightful exchange among the three of them, Pilar reveals her 

feelings not only about being old and ugly, but about the ephemeral 

value of beauty. 

"How would you like to be ugly, beautiful one?" she said 

to Maria. 

"Thou art not ugly." 

"Vamos, I'm not ugly. I was born ugly. All my life I have 

been ugly. You, Ingles [Robert], who know nothing about women. 

Do you know how an ugly woman feels? Do you know what it is 

to be ugly all your life and inside to feel that you are 

beautiful? It is very rare, . . . Life is very curious. . . . I would 

have made a good man, but I am all woman and all ugly. Yet 

many men have loved me and I have loved many men. It is 

curious. Listen, Ingles, this is interesting. Look at me, as ugly 

as I am . . ." 

"Thou art not ugly." 

"Que no? Don't lie to me. Or," she laughed a deep laugh. 

"Has it begun to work with thee? No. That is a joke. No. Look at 

the ugliness. Yet one has a feeling within one that blinds a man 

while he loves you. You [Maria], with that feeling, blind him, 

and blind yourself. Then one day, for no reason, he sees you 

ugly as you really are and he is not blind anymore and then you 

see yourself as ugly as he sees you and you lose your man and 

your feeling. . . . 
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"After a while, when you are as ugly as I am, as ugly as 

women can be, then, as I say, after a while the feeling, the 

idiotic feeling that you are beautiful, grows slowly in one 

again. It grows like a cabbage. And then, when the feeling is 

grown, another man sees you and thinks you are beautiful and . 

it is all to do over." (98) 

In the midst of this poignant speech, however, Robert interrupts her 

by saying, "You speak very well. But there are other things that 

interest me more than talk of beauty or lack of beauty" (98). 

Although the pretty woman is also subject to feelings of 

inadequacy, often comparing herself to those even more beautiful 

than she, the ugly woman is subject to an even lower self-image, for 

the former at least receives some positive feedback in terms of 

male response, while the latter is at best invisible to him, and at 

worst, an object of his ridicule or scorn. The ugly woman, like Zoe 

Hendricks in Lorrie Moore's story "You're Ugly, Too," realizes "that 

all men, deep down, want Heidi. Heidi with cleavage. Heidi with 

outfits" (90). Ugly young girls often hold out hope that they will 

metamorphose into loveliness. Katherine Anne Porter's 

autobiographical character Miranda, for instance, in "Old Mortality," 

"persist[s] through her childhood in believing, in spite of her 

smallness, thinness, her little snubby nose saddled with freckles, 

her speckled gray eyes . . . that by some miracle she would grow into 

a tall, cream-colored brunette" (176). That she never quite makes it 

seems to surprise her. Likewise, Zoe is continually shocked when she 
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looks in the mirror, which "tend[s] to frighten her, startling her 

with an image of a woman she never recognized. Sometimes she 

looked puffier and plainer than she remembered. Sometimes shifty 

and dark" (Moore 75). 

The one characteristic all ugly women characters share is 

their isolation—from both the society of women and the society of 

men. Some have overcome their "handicap" of ugliness by 

overcompensating in other areas, but it does them little good. For 

the most part, they are shunned, scorned, satirized, and rejected by 

parents, siblings, peers, and especially by men who might otherwise 

(if the women were pretty) be potential suitors. This is particularly 

the plight of the nonbeautiful character found in twentieth-century 

American fiction up to the 1970s. Ugly women are considered 

failures. No matter what successes they have achieved in their 

lives—whether they have good careers, money, nice clothing, even 

husbands or children (unlike their nineteenth-century counterparts, 

a few twentieth-century ugly women characters are married, though 

they seldom have the love or respect of their husbands)—the one 

trait by which each is most often judged by others and found 

wanting, is her appearance. 
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IWolitarsky considers the association of beautiful women as good 

and ugly women as evil is Christian in origin, rather than neo-

Platonic (6). 



CHAPTER IV 

THE EFFECT OF UGLINESS ON RELATIONS WITH OTHERS 

"If you want to be happy for the rest of your life, 

Better make an ualv woman your wife." 

—from a Harry Belafonte "Calypso" song 

Criticism focusing on female characters, although it might 

mention the fact that most are "beautiful," does not dwell on 

physical descriptions of those characters; it emphasizes instead the 

roles they play within the story. Mary Anne Ferguson in Images of 

Women in Literature (not restricted to American literature) narrows 

the number of possible roles to seven, which she calls "The Mother, 

The Wife, The Mistress-Seductress, The Sex Object" (differentiated 

from the former category by being passive rather than active in the 

sexual interplay), "The Lady, The Educated Woman, and The Old Maid." 

Her thorough discussions of these characters' attributes make it 

clear that the mistress-seductress, the sex object, the mother, and 

the lady are ordinarily beautiful characters (although the latter two 

are sometimes pretty in a "cold and distant" sort of way). Although 

Ferguson does not mention ugliness or plainness as a characteristic 

of the other three categories, by her definitions they are the only 

three for which it would be possible. The wife can be ugly because 

46 
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she plays a negative role as a nag and a withholder of sexual favors, 

the old maid because she is frequently depicted as "thin and 

emaciated to symbolize withdrawal from life," and the educated 

woman because of her assertiveness and conservative, non-sexy 

dressing style (12-15). These three categories are useful to my 

delineation of the roles to which ugly women characters have been 

assigned, although I have modified them somewhat, and added two 

additional categories. 

The ugly woman who plays the wife role in nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century American fiction I call the matron, to 

differentiate her from the more ordinary (and more lovely) wife. A 

typical example is Zenobia (Zeena), wife of Ethan Frome in Edith 

Wharton's classic novel, Ethan Frome. She has false teeth (51), "thin 

strands of hair" (61), and "asthmatic breathing" (57); although she 

is "but seven years her husband's senior, and he [is] only twenty-

eight, she [is] already an old woman" (64). Ethan married Zeena—a 

distant cousin who came to care for his aged mother until she died— 

in a frantic effort to keep from being alone. During their years 

together, she has withdrawn into a world of constant medical 

complaints for which the doctors usually find no physical cause. 

Still, Ethan does not become aware of his own dissatisfaction until 

Mattie comes to live with them to take care of the housework that 

Zeena is no longer able to do. Mattie's youth and beauty remind Ethan 

how bleak and lonely is his married life, and he falls in love with 

her. Zeena senses the threat, and punishes both Mattie and Ethan by 



48 

sending Mattie away. Elizabeth Willard in Sherwood Anderson's story 

"Mother" is another example of a matron. A tired, frustrated woman 

who works as a chambermaid, she does silent battle with her 

husband for her son's love and attention. Her husband can't stand her; 

he tries "to put the wife out of his mind. . . . When he thought of her 

he grew angry and swore. . . . He thought of the old house and the 

woman who lived there with him as things defeated and done for" 

(39). She, like Zenobia, has lived out her usefulness to her husband, 

and is bitter for it. 

These two women, and others to be discussed in the following 

chapters, also partake of a subcategory of Ferguson's "wife" 

category, which Barbara Solomon calls "The Wife as Bitch." Solomon 

suggests that these women, generally found in stories written by 

men, are always "beautiful" as well as "vicious." In addition, she 

finds that the author's concern in stories with this type of character 

is "the effect she [the wife as bitch] has on her male victim and his 

struggle to overcome her influence" (3). She uses Margot in 

Hemingway's "The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber" as a 

typical example. It is obvious from my discussion of Zenobia Frome 

and Elizabeth Willard, however, that the term should not be limited 

to beautiful wives. 

The old maid figure I found prevalent in American literature is 

basically the same as the one described by Ferguson. She need not be 

old—mid-twenties to mid-forties usually suffices—but she needs to 

have been passed over as a potential marriage partner by young men 
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favoring more comely, more acceptable (and usually more docile) 

marriage partners: "an old maid must have been jilted or had her 

lover die or somehow been deprived of an opportunity to marry" 

(Ferguson 31). Two noteworthy changes take place as the old maid 

figure progresses through the twentieth century, however. The most 

important, in terms of being a radical departure from tradition, is 

that some have chosen their single status rather than accepting it by 

default. This trait is found most often in stories written since the 

1970s. 

The other change—the tendency for the old maid to have had an 

illicit sexual experience or two rather than be depicted as totally 

celibate—takes place quite early in the century, and it too seems 

quite radical when compared to the nineteenth-century old maid 

characters. I think it can easily be traced to the previously-

discussed lore concerning the sexuality of the ugly woman. 

In Sherwood Anderson's Winesbura. Ohio (first published in 

1919), the story "Adventure" portrays a fairly typical old maid of 

this literary period. The story—indeed, the entire book—is centered 

around the experiences of the young George Willard, so descriptions 

and comments about the female characters are all colored by his 

point of view. Alice Hindman, aged twenty-seven, lives with her 

mother and works at a dry goods store. At age sixteen, when she was 

"very pretty," she was "betrayed by her desire to have something 

beautiful come into her rather narrow life," so "she gave herself 

over to the emotions of love" (112). Her boyfriend Ned goes away to 
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work in the city shortly after this event, and predictably, falls in 

love with someone else and stops writing to Alice. Still hopeful, she 

waits patiently: "In the dry goods store weeks ran into months and 

months into years as Alice waited and dreamed of her lover's 

return" (115). During her early twenties, she often becomes 

frightened of old age and loneliness, but still something tells her 

that if she waits long enough, Ned will return. Abruptly, at age 

twenty-five, she realizes "with a shiver of dread . . . that for her the 

beauty and freshness of youth had passed" (117). She feels angry and 

cheated. Determined to change her life, "a passionate restlessness" 

to be loved overtakes her, and she longs "to have something answer 

the call that was growing louder and louder within her" (118-19). 

The story culminates when Alice, nearly bursting with longing, goes 

rushing outside one rainy night and nearly accosts a strange man 

walking down the sidewalk. The experience frightens her so much 

that she hides in the bushes until he passes, then crawls back home, 

where she "turn[s] her face to the wall [and begins] trying to force 

herself to face bravely the fact that many people must live and die 

alone, even in Winesburg" (120),. 

Alice's story is similar to that of Kate Swift, whom Anderson 

portrays in two tales in Winesburg. Ohio. Strangely enough, when 

first introducing her in "The Strength of God," he describes her as a 

thirty-year-old woman with "a neat, trim-looking figure" (149). She 

is an "old maid," but her status as an ugly woman is not evident 

until she appears again in "The Teacher." In the former story, 
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Anderson only reveals her bodily characteristics; her face is not 

mentioned. This is perhaps because of her peculiar role in the first 

story; she is (however unwittingly), a temptress figure. Through no 

effort of her own, Kate has become the object of Reverend Curtis 

Hartman's lust. He discovers that by looking out the bell tower 

window on Sunday mornings, he can see "in the upper room of the 

house next door, a woman lying in her bed and smoking a cigarette" 

(148). The impression of her "bare shoulders and white throat" (149) 

remains with him. His reaction at first is to preach more loudly and 

earnestly. Soon he becomes obsessed, however, and his feelings of 

"wanting to reach the ears of Kate Swift and through his sermons to 

delve into her soul," progress to wanting "to look again at the figure 

lying white and quiet on the bed" (1 50). 

Kate is the ultimate object in this first story. Her passive 

mornings in bed with a book and a cigarette have, in effect, been 

stolen from her. They have become the sexually charged moments of 

a man she has no idea is even watching her. The final night that 

Reverend Hartman peeps at Kate in her room is his most deliberate 

and long-lasting look at her. He desperately wants to throw off his 

mantle of godliness, forsake his wife (who has "cheated" him out of 

a passionate life), and submit himself completely to his "carnal 

lusts" (154). Yet Kate does something quite unexpected. After 

weeping, naked, on the bed, "the woman of sin began to pray," 

reminding the preacher of "the figure of the boy in the presence of 

the Christ on the leaded window" (155). This is apparently all that 
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is necessary for Reverend Hartman to renew his faith. He goes 

running through the streets straight to George Willard and tells him: 

"God has appeared to me in the person of Kate Swift . . . kneeling 

naked on a bed. . . . Although she may not be aware of it, she is an 

instrument of God, bearing the message of truth" (155). 

The full irony of this event becomes evident in the next story 

about Kate, "The Teacher," which takes place the same evening and 

is told from George's point of view. He states that he has come "to 

believe [his teacher Kate Swift] might be in love with him" (158) 

and "the thought [is] both pleasing and annoying" (158). At first he 

thinks he might be misinterpreting the signs and that she is just 

overly enthusiastic with her star pupil during their discussions, but 

then he starts "to have lustful thoughts" about her. It is at this 

point, strangely, that Anderson introduces Kate's less lovely 

features. According to George, Kate is "not known in Winesburg as a 

pretty woman. Her complexion [is] not good and her face [is] covered 

with blotches that indicate . . . ill health" (160). On the night of the 

story, Kate looks "lovely," but there is also "something biting and 

forbidding" in her character (160-61). George remembers that the 

townspeople think of her "as a confirmed old maid" who is "lacking 

in all human feeling" (162). Yet he sees evidence of her "passionate 

soul" (162) when she lets him embrace her. She is immediately 

ashamed of herself and runs away (going to her room to cry, where 

the Reverend sees her in the previous tale), leaving George thinking 

that he has "missed something Kate Swift was trying to tell [him]" 
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(166). Indeed he has. It is obvious from the story that Kate is a 

highly intelligent woman who has given heart and soul to her career 

as a teacher. She is lonely for a mental and physical companion, yet 

the only men life throws her way are a peeping-tom preacher and a 

schoolboy readying himself for his first sexual experience. 

William Faulkner's old maid Emily is "a small, fat woman in 

black. . . . [who] lookfs] bloated, like a body long submerged in 

motionless water, and of that pallid hue" ("A Rose for Emily" 1487-

88). In family connections and behavior she harkens back to an even 

more traditional type of old maid—an eccentric only daughter of a 

wealthy family. Such a circumstance sometimes allows these 

women the "privilege" of being married because men will at least be 

attracted to their money. (As is the case with the ugly woman in 

Alice Walker's "Her Sweet Jerome," discussed in the next chapter.) 

In Emily's case, however, her father rejects all suitors who 

approach during her youth. It is only upon his death (when she is well 

into her thirties) that a Yankee laborer comes along who seems to 

have every intention of marrying her—though no one in town is 

surprised when he disappears. That Miss Emily killed the man and 

then slept in the same bed with him for thirty years comes as little 

surprise to the reader; it is assumed that, as an ugly and undesirable 

woman, she had no other choice. 

Faulkner's Joanna Burden in A Light in August is a similar old 

maid figure. In an area full of rural southern families, she is an 

eccentric liberal living in an old family mansion, one who spends all 
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her time and money on civil rights causes and is suspected of being a 

"manly" woman. Joe Christmas's attraction to her comes as a 

surprise even to him, but their affair is explained more in terms of a 

power struggle than a romance. In a way, Faulkner's exploration of 

Joanna's sex life expands beyond the stereotypical old maid 

behavior, and yet Joanna pays for this freedom by dying at the hands 

of her lover. 

The price paid by Charlotte Lovell in Edith Wharton's The Old 

Maid is not quite that drastic, yet it is still severe. Charlotte's 

well-married and well-to-do cousin Delia feels sorry for her, since 

"everything in her appearance was regrettable, from the too bright 

red of her hair to the too pale brown of her eyes—not to mention the 

rounds of brick-rose on her cheek-bones, which almost . . . made her 

look as if she were painted" (19). The family members all agree that 

she will be an old maid, so they are both surprised and pleased when 

she becomes engaged to one of the Ralston boys. When Charlotte 

comes crying to Delia just before the wedding that she has had to 

call it off, Delia cannot imagine a circumstance that would force her 

cousin to give up this last chance: "Poor girl," Delia thought, "how 

old and ugly she looks! More than ever like an old maid; and she 

doesn't seem to realize in the least that she'll never have another 

chance" (32). 

The story Charlotte finally relates is shocking to Delia, as it 

would have been to many readers in 1924. She admits to having had 

an affair and given birth to a child, who now resides in a sort of 
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children's home where Charlotte visits frequently in the guise of 

"charity." The problem is that her fiancee Joe is requiring her to 

give up such unseemly charity work now that she is to become part 

of his prestigious family. To do so would mean giving up her own 

child; not to do so would mean telling him the real reason she 

cannot—which of course would lead to his calling off the wedding. 

Another twist to the plot is that the father of this child is Delia's 

first love, for whom she still carries a flame—and this is why she 

finally consents to help her cousin even though doing so puts her own 

status in society at risk. She first convinces Joe not to marry 

Charlotte, because "the idea of Charlotte's marrying Joe Ralston . . . 

without revealing her past to him, seemed . . . dishonourable. . . . And 

to tell him the truth would at once put an end to the marriage" (66). 

Then, she convinces her husband to adopt the child as their own and 

take Charlotte in as its nanny. The book ends fifteen years later with 

the child Clementina's own betrothal, and both Delia and Charlotte 

reconciled to the fact that neither Clementina nor the townspeople 

can ever know her true identity or it would ruin her life. 

Charlotte's own life has been severely restricted by the 

constraints put upon her as an old maid. In order to survive, and 

provide a good life for her child, she must not only give up parental 

rights, but her personal autonomy as well. While this novel is as 

much about social and economic injustice as it is about injustice 

based on gender, there is still a clear message about the plight of 

the ugly woman as compared to the beautiful one. Charlotte would 
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have had a chance to marry (not just have sex with) her lover, had 

she been beautiful. She admits to Delia, "No one took advantage of 

me. I was lonely and unhappy. . . . I'd always cared for him . . . that 

was why I wouldn't marry anyone else. But I knew there was no hope 

for me . . . he never looked at anybody but you" (40-42). Her ugliness 

makes her an unlikely marriage candidate, so she makes an easy 

"victim" for a man to take advantage of. 

Throughout the tale, Charlotte's plight is contrasted with the 

life of ease which Delia has achieved. Through her good looks, she 

has obtained a wealthy and respectable husband who continues to 

dote on her and give her whatever her heart desires. The community 

in which she lives also treats her with respect, partly because of 

her conformance to their social rules, and partly because of her 

beauty. 

This pairing of the ugly woman with a beautiful foil is a 

common technique, one not limited to the matron, old maid, or 

"educated woman." Djuna Barnes, in "Prize Ticket 177," uses it to 

highlight the differences in appearance and behavior of her two 

female characters. Clochette "had to admit that she was no longer 

young and alluring, that her voice had lost its color as a fading tulip 

loses it beauty, and her eyes were not so soft as they had once been, 

as the steel of strife had entered rather largely of late" (75). She 

lives in a tenement, upstairs from DuBerry, who "was delicately 

pink and fresh, and had hair that curled above bewitching pale ears, 

and she smiled so she maddened men" (76). DuBerry is pretty, but 
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she is also naively trusting and kindhearted, so Clochette 

manipulates her. When Tommy the ticket seller knowingly gives 

DuBerry a winning ticket number for the lottery, DuBerry shares this 

information with Clochette, who "look[s] this little frail girl over" 

and suggest [s] they swap tickets. DuBerry consents out of pity for 

her "poor old" friend (84). Sure enough, Clochette wins the lovely 

"silver-plated after-dinner coffee spoons," but the ticket DuBerry 

holds (Clochette's old one) wins her the grander prize—a husband. 

The message? The older and uglier you are, the harder you must work 

and the more devious you must get to obtain the things you want. 

Pretty girls get them just by being pretty. 

Another obvious parallel is the attribution of goodness to the 

pretty woman and badness to the ugly one. Barnes uses this again in 

"Paprika Johnson." In this story, the old maid Leah is paired with the 

good beauty, Paprika Johnson, "as good to look upon as a yard of 

slick taffy, and twice as alluring" (38). Paprika is also musically 

talented and kindhearted. She has been helping Leah, "thin and pock-

marked and colorless" (36), to capture a man. Luckily Gus, the target 

of Leah's attention, is blind. At last Leah gets married and Paprika 

forms an alliance of her own—though the boy has only seen her from 

afar and heard her play the banjo, so he isn't sure of what she looks 

like. On the very night they are to meet, Leah comes dashing into 

Paprika's apartment and says Gus can now see because he saved the 

money to have an operation on his eyes. The bandages are to come off 

that night, so Leah wants Paprika to be the first thing he sees so the 
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shock of having an ugly wife won't be so great. Because she's a good 

person, Paprika goes to Gus, leaving Leah at her own apartment. Of 

course, the boy in love with Paprika's musical abilities comes to her 

apartment and is frightened away when he glimpses Leah through a 

crack in the door. 

Because both men "fall in love" with women they can't see, 

this story is clearly designed as a comment on the beauty 

requirement for women seeking mates. In addition, it seems that 

even though the ugly woman here is aligned with "bad" behavior-

deception, manipulation, greed, and ungratefulness— she is 

nevertheless a "success" in this story because she is married and 

manages to stay that way. Paprika, although pretty, good, and kind, 

is a fool. She fails because she allows Leah to thwart her attempts 

to find a boyfriend of her own. "Paprika Johnson" and "Prize Ticket 

177" are the only stories I found to align ugliness and beauty with 

negative behavior, and beauty with innocence. Still, because the ugly 

women are active in trying to direct their lives—to overcome their 

handicap of ugliness—the story is a significant step towards the rise 

of the type of ugly woman character now frequently seen in 

contemporary literature. 

Of the three roles defined by Ferguson that apply to the ugly 

woman character, I found the least evidence of her in the "Educated 

Woman" category, at least for the early years of the twentieth 

century. (She becomes more visible in the later years, as discussed 

the next chapter.) The best example I found is a "career woman" in 
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Eudora Ramsay Richardson's "Men Are Like That," first published in 

1928. It, too, can be interpreted as a comment on the relationship of 

beauty to inner worth, although in this case the "prize" the woman 

seeks is not a husband, but acceptance of and compensation for her 

work skills. The story opens with Emma Morrison looking at herself 

in the mirror and thinking that "she looked her twenty-four years 

and perhaps one or two more. There were shadows beneath her dark 

eyes" (258). Later the reader is treated to a second image of Emma 

looking in the mirror, and this one too reinforces her nonbeautiful 

appearance: she sees "serious, wideset eyes, a nose with a bridge 

too Grecian for the mode American, a chin that balanced the nose, a 

forehead there was no way to conceal" (265). Emma works in a bank, 

and is frustrated because even though she works harder than anyone 

else, the men all get promoted over her head. Eventually, however, 

one man hired from outside the company recognizes her true worth 

and manages to get her the promotion she deserves. He says to her: "I 

had known only two types of women till I met you. . . . One type here— 

our wives the other—you the third" (269). This statement makes 

sense when the reader is treated to a scene in which the man's 

gorgeous, spoiled, exquisitely-dressed wife drops by the bank. With 

her beauty, she has been successful in gaining a wealthy, handsome, 

and nice husband. Emma clearly admires him, yet the author 

downplays her character's feelings of envy and emphasizes instead 

her happiness over finally being treated on a level equal to her 

competence in the workplace. 
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An additional role for the ugly female character, one not noted 

by Ferguson, began to appear in the twentieth century. I will simply 

refer to her as the "ugly young girl." She differs from the matron, 

the old maid (even the "younger" old maid such as those in 

Anderson's stories), and the educated/career girl in that her fate, in 

regards to men, has yet to be decided. It is possible to view her as 

belonging to a sub-category of any of those three categories, and yet 

she also has another "option" available to her—"promiscuous ugly 

woman." The emphasis in most of these stories is on the painful 

situation in which these young women find themselves. On the 

threshold of the rest of their lives, they see that they do not fit 

prevailing standards of beauty, but they are desperate to feel 

wanted, to deny what they think they see before them: a solitary, 

loveless life. Often, this makes them vulnerable to the sweet talk of 

unscrupulous male characters, like Charlotte was in The Old Maid. 

Louise Trunnion, George Willard's first sexual conquest in 

Winesbura. Ohio, is just such a girl. She is "not particularly 

comely," and she is such an easy make that George believes all "the 

whispered tales concerning her" and feels "no sympathy for her" 

after he takes advantage of her in order to lose his own virginity and 

"feel like a man" ("Nobody Knows," 60-61). Louise, like her fellow 

characters Alice Hindman and Kate Swift, merely qualifies for one 

brief sexual encounter rather than a long term commitment. The 

power an ugly young girl has over men is even more brief than that 
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of her beautiful counterpart (who is more likely to have extended 

affairs), so the former does not qualify as a temptress figure. 

Because men are not ordinarily attracted to them, many of 

these ugly young girls feel they have but two options. They can 

accept what fate has handed them and become celibate old maids, or 

they can settle for short term sexual encounters and have at least 

brief moments of feeling loved. Daisy, the ugly girl character in Zora 

Neale Hurston's "Nail," has become the "town vamp" (282). One of 

the few women in town unable to snag a husband (and turned down by 

the only two bachelors), she has to be content sleeping with all the 

married men. Few men in town will turn down the chance to be with 

her, but she is the butt of all their jokes when they get together. 

Another ugly woman category, not mentioned by Ferguson but 

one I found useful for tracing the rise of the ugly woman in 

contemporary American fiction, could be seen as the opposite of the 

ugly young girl. The crone or witch figure is nearly always portrayed 

as negative and evil, based on her fairy tale origins: "In fairy tales a 

woman's worth comes from her youth and beauty; old women usually 

are witches" (Pearson and Pope 23). Rita Freedman, in her insightful 

book Beauty Bound, sheds some light on the reason for this figure's 

bad reputation. 

Some older women do manage to acquire and retain power 

beyond the limits of beauty and outside the control of others. 

Throughout history, these women have been branded as trouble 

makers because they challenged the idea of female 
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subordination. They are the so-called wicked witches, an 

archetype based on the belief that females grow mean and ugly 

with age. (209) 

The issue of power is an important one, as I indicate in Part III. 

Freedman distinguishes between the type of power women ordinarily 

use (hedonic power), which is more passive and "involved indirect or 

covert influence" and is "enhanced through adornment," and aaonic 

power, associated with men, which is "aggressive" and "involves 

threat or direct use of force" and is "enhanced through weaponry" 

(73). The crone or witch rejects the more feminine type of power, 

and opts for the more direct agonic version. This may get them what 

they want, but the price they pay in terms of social acceptance is 

high. 

Mrs. Sprouse, in Robert Granat's "My Apples" is a prime 

example of the evil crone figure. She uses agonic power to control 

her husband by yelling, nagging, and forcing him to act against his 

will, and she attempts to use this same power over the narrator of 

the story. His response is to hate and fear her, but he also does what 

she demands of him. During the climax of the story, she takes on 

another trait associated with the crone figure: she seems to 

represent death as well as evil. In this scene, the narrator has been 

helping Mrs. Sprouse and her son pick apples. He is tired, and drops a 

bucket of apples. He is immediately confronted by Mrs. Sprouse's 

face, described almost like a skull, "glar[ing] down at [him], lenses 

glittering, lips drawn back from a strip of teeth, perfectly even and 
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white" (137). Later that evening, she comes to pick the apples of the 

narrator's tree, which her husband has promised to the narrator 

alone. He confronts her and forbids her to pick them, at which point 

"her grey head pivoted around at me with the quick noiseless 

movement of a reptile. Her lips drew back from her white, perfect, 

synthetic teeth. 'Get outta here, you!' she hissed" (138). Mrs. Sprouse 

continues to be compared to reptiles, devils, and skulls for the rest 

of the story. 

The crone can also be used to represent nature and wisdom, 

although this is less common, particularly in American literature. 

Frank Waters's Maria in People of the Vallev is an example of this 

more positive figure. The people among whom she lives think of her 

as "a strange and wise old woman" who "fears neither God nor man. 

She has a mind of her own. . . . It knows everything" (186). They look 

to her for advice, and respect rather than fear her. Her physical 

description strengthens her connection to the earth/nature image. At 

90, she "resemble[s] an ancient Santo. . . . Under [her robes] her body 

ha[s] shrunk like seasoned wood. It [is] knotted and cramped from 

rheumatism. Her flesh [is] a dark, lifeless brown. . . . Her white hair 

[is] thin and brittle as straw" and she has a "dark wormwood face 

with a savage, sad visage . . . a look that only an old Indian can 

encompass" (238-39). Thus, in addition to being a "good" crone, 

Maria also partakes of the "noble savage" image, ordinarily reserved 

for male characters in American literature. 
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In effect, then, the stereotypical roles available to the ugly 

woman character during the nineteenth and early twentieth century 

are as wife/matron, as old maid, as educated/career woman, as ugly 

young girl, and as crone/earth mother. Contemporary authors have 

drawn upon these roles, some sticking closely to behavior patterns 

already delineated by these stereotypes. Other authors have 

successfully experimented with the roles of mistress-seductress, 

sex object, mother, and various combinations of those role, for their 

ugly woman figures. 



PART THREE 

UGLY WOMEN IN CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN FICTION 

"Possibly none of the frauds which are now 

so much the topic of common remark are so 

irritating, as that to which the purchaser of a 

novel is a victim on finding that he has only to 

peruse a narrative of the conduct and sentiments 

of an ugly lady. . . . Was there ever such an imposition?" 

—Walter Bagehot, 1858, as quoted 

in Jeanne Fahnestock 
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CHAPTER V 

ADJUSTING THE STEREOTYPE 

"Throughout literature, the ugly woman, as an individual, 

poses no threat to society; she lacks the beauty to seduce 

men into sinning, nor as woman, does she have any political 

or social power. Thus, she is either used to represent what 

writers fear about life and themselves, or she is a 

virtuous alternative to the attractive seductress." 

—Margaret Wolitarsky 

As discussed in the previous chapters, most ugly woman 

characters in American fiction up until mid-century followed 

closely in the footsteps left by the plain/ugly old maid characters of 

the nineteenth century. Anderson's Kate Swift, Wharton's Charlotte 

Lovell, Barnes's Clochette and Leah from the 1900s-1920s; 

Faulkner's Emily Grierson and Joanna Burden, Porter's "ugly cousin 

Eva" from the 1930s-1950s. Others followed more closely the 

"matron," "earth mother," or "crone" stereotypes: Mrs. Willard in 

Anderson's "Mother," Zenobia in Wharton's Ethan Frome (1900s-

1920s); Hemingway's Pilar in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Waters's 
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Maria in People of the Vallev. Bradbury's Mrs. Shrike in "Touched 

with Fire," Granat's Mrs. Sprouse in "My Apples" (1930s-50s). Still, 

there were attempts by a few authors to give ugly female characters 

more desirable roles even then, and it is these characters who 

became precursors of the more modern (and more successful) ugly 

women who began to appear in the literature of the 1960s and 

1970s. 

Eudora Ramsay Richardson's Emma Morrison in "Men Are Like 

That" (1928) sets a nice precedent for the ugly woman as successful 

career woman, content in what she does for a living and not overtly 

jealous of the luxuries enjoyed by "kept" beautiful women. Eudora 

Welty's albino character Snowdie MacLain in "Shower of Gold" 

(1949), whose roving husband leaves her after nine months to raise 

their twin boys by herself, is not exactly a success in modern terms. 

Still, she has managed to marry the handsomest man in town, much 

to the surprise of the community gossips, and she does maintain an 

unflappable image in the face of all odds. Miranda, in the same 

Katherine Anne Porter story ("Old Mortality") that features the more 

typical old maid, Eva, remains a strong character in spite of the fact 

that she never attains the beautiful image that she had hoped for as 

a child. She even marries—though at the end of the story, it is clear 

that the marriage will not last. And Zora Neale Hurston's Daisy in 

"The Head of the Nail" (1940s) may be the laughingstock of the 

town, but she exercises a sexual freedom absolutely foreign to the 

"old maid" stereotype of the nineteenth century.1 
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Since the mid-1960s, the ugly woman figure has gravitated 

even further away from the traditional "old maid" and "matron" 

figures—and the "crone," so far as I can tell, has disappeared 

altogether except in the science fiction and fantasy genres, which in 

any case do not ordinarily attempt to be "realistic." In more and 

more stories, the ugly woman is less passively accepting of her fate. 

She insists on having a sex life and even, if she is lucky, a romantic 

one. More and more, she explores the roles of girlfriend or wife 

rather than simply spinster. She is also less likely to be an object of 

pity, for either the other characters or for the reader. And in the 

most striking examples, she is part of the author's intrinsic 

thematic message about the nature and value of beauty (and by 

extension, ugliness). 

Of course, some ugly women characters remained firmly 

ensconced in old patterns even after 1960. Mary Grace in 

"Revelation" is still a teenager, but it is clear that her ugliness and 

her angry, ill-tempered behavior will prevent many suitors from 

approaching her. At first glance, because of her actions in the 

doctor's office, it may appear to the reader that Mary Grace 

represents violence, hatred, and evil, since she is the only one in the 

story to commit a physically violent act.2 Even Mary Grace's mother 

does not think highly of her, belittling her in front of everyone in the 

waiting room by talking about her in the third person, as one would a 

child: 
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I know a girl . . . who has parents who would give her anything, 

a little brother who loves her dearly, who is getting a good 

education, who wears the best clothes, but who can never say a 

kind word to anyone, who never smiles, who just criticizes and 

complains all day. (499) 

While it is true that Mary Grace, as they say in the South, 

"acts ugly," it also seems possible that she represents not evil, but 

good. On a deeper level, she can be seen to represent truth, because 

the woman she criticizes and attacks—Mrs. Turpin—is smug in her 

self-righteousness and does need to think about herself and others 

in more realistic terms. From the beginning of the story, Mrs. Turpin 

judges everyone she sees and categorizes each according to her own 

standards, going so far as to thank Jesus constantly that she is not 

one of the "lower orders." She is puzzled by Mary Grace's actions and 

words, but as she ponders the girl's image of her as a "wart hog 

from hell" (506), she is forced to think of herself on a whole new 

level. She clearly acknowledges that the message was sent from God 

through the ugly girl, and that it was meant specifically for her. 

That the message does change Mrs. Turpin's attitude (her final vision 

is the only non-hierarchical one she has, and it acknowledges that 

all her "virtues" are for naught) scores a point for Mary Grace as an 

ugly woman with some "higher purpose" in the story. 

Young Laurel in Deborah Eisenberg's "What It Was Like, Seeing 

Chris," has no such purpose. As the plain, older sister of the lovely 

Penelope, she has suffered for years under the direct and indirect 
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insults of family and friends. For instance, going with her mother 

one day to pick up her sister from dancing lessons, she sees 

Penelope walking down the street with her friends. Laurel says: 

They were in jeans, but they ail had their hair still 

pulled up . . . and Penelope had the floaty, peaceful look she 

gets after class. Mother smiled at her and waved, but then she 

looked suddenly at me. "Poor Laurel," she said. Tears had come 

into her eyes, and answering tears sprang into my own, but 

mine were tears of unexpected rage. (37) 

It is obvious that Laurel's mother has accepted society's definition 

of beauty, and pities her female child who does not live up to it. Nor 

can Laurel expect support from her own friends, who say things like, 

"You could use some makeup" (39). 

The story revolves around Laurel falling in love with a twenty-

six-year-old, Chris, and wanting to have her first sexual experience 

be with him. Although he is nicer to her than any boy has ever been, 

he does not seem physically attracted to her. Laurel throws herself 

at him anyway, even managing to spend the night in his apartment. 

Still, he rejects her advances and they part ways. She soon 

afterward loses her virginity—bitterly and indifferently—to a boy 

from high school whom she doesn't care about at all. Laurel differs 

somewhat from previous models of the ugly young girl/potential old 

maid figure, in that she actively pursues the man she wants rather 

than simply waiting for him to come to her. Yet she is bitter and 
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defeated at the end of the story, and the reader cannot imagine her 

trying again. 

An older ugly woman character who almost, but not quite, 

manages to lose the "old maid" mindset is Vinnie Miner, in Foreign 

Affairs by Alison Lurie. She is not technically an old maid, since she 

has had several affairs and was even married once (to a man "on the 

tearful rebound from a particularly aggravating beauty" [79]). She is 

a highly educated career woman—as the story opens she is an 

American college professor on her way to England for an exchange 

professorship—but she dwells constantly on her unattractiveness 

and is quite bitter about it. While on the plane, for instance, she 

thinks: 

In this culture, where energy and egotism are rewarded in the 

young and good-looking, plain aging women are supposed to be 

self-effacing, uncomplaining—to take up as little space and 

breathe as little air as possible. (5) 

When Vinnie thinks back to her childhood, she remembers how from 

the age of eleven "her suddenly anxious mother. . . attempted to 

improve upon her naturally meager endowments. . . . but never with 

any success" (10-11). 

Not all of her feelings are negative, however. She 

acknowledges to herself one advantage nonbeauty has over beauty— 

that people don't expect so much of you when you get older: "The 

comparison of her appearance to that of other women of her age is 

no longer a constant source of mortification." She has not gotten 
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better-looking, but "they have lost more ground," and as a result, 

"her features have not taken on the injured, strained expression of 

the former beauty" (11). Now middle-aged, she has quit trying to 

fool people into thinking she is pretty. She stops tinting her hair, 

throws out her makeup, and gives her provocative clothing away—and 

is somewhat surprised by the results. Men, "do not now gaze upon 

her with dismay, as upon a beloved landscape devastated by fire, 

flood, or urban development. They do not mind that Vinnie Miner, who 

was never much to look at, now looks old" (12). 

This book, like many other ugly women novels from the 1960s, 

'70s, and '80s, seems designed to acquaint the reader with the plight 

of the ugly woman without resorting to heavy-handed attempts to 

produce mere pity. By entering the mind of Vinnie Miner, the story 

concentrates on how the woman feels about herself, what she 

settles for because of her lack of beauty, and how she goes about 

living her life in spite of her "handicap." At times it goes about its 

didactic purposes with direct statements from the main character's 

mind, as when Vinnie thinks about her own sexuality. 

. . . it is a mistake to believe that plain women are more or 

less celibate. The error is common, since in the popular mind 

. . . the idea of sex is linked with the idea of beauty. Partly as 

a result, men are not eager to boast of their liaisons with 

unattractive women, or to display such liaisons in public. (12) 

Vinnie, now that she is older, has come to see this as an advantage, 

because it assures that the ugly woman is not as likely to suffer 
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from a bad reputation as a result of men bragging about their 

conquests over her. Still, she is aware of the price she pays for 

exercising her sexual freedom, for she admits that even though 

"almost any woman can find a man to sleep with if she sets her 

standards low enough," and that the man need not necessarily be 

less handsome, intelligent, successful, or virile than those the 

pretty woman get to sleep with, what the ugly woman must settle 

for is often a lack of "commitment, constancy, and romantic 

passion": 

[The ugly woman] must cease to hope for declarations of love, 

admiring stares, witty telegrams, eloquent letters, birthday 

cards, valentines, candy, and flowers. No; plain women often 

have a sex life. What they lack, rather, is a love life. (12) 

Because the plot structure allows the reader to compare 

Vinnie's life with that of her fellow exchange professor Fred, the 

reader can see that another advantage of Vinnie's plainness is the 

insight it gives her into the problems of others. When she 

acknowledges that "Fred's handsomeness hadn't saved his marriage," 

she reasons that good looks "arouse false expectations: the noble 

exterior is assumed to clothe a mind and soul equally great—the 

Platonic fallacy" (66). Because of the way her own ex-husband 

treated her, she knows from experience that exterior beauty cannot 

be equated with inner value. During the three years of their 

marriage, 
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Vinnie had the experience of seeing her husband gradually 

regain his confidence and elasticity, begin to bounce about at 

parties, flirting and dancing with prettier women, hop briefly 

into the arms of one of his students; and eventually soar 

entirely beyond the boundaries of marriage. . . . (79) 

Her handsome husband, in other words, merely used her as a 

temporary substitute to fill his physical and emotional needs while 

he was between relationships with two pretty women. 

One of the most unusual aspects of Foreign Affairs is that the 

pretty/ugly pairing in the book is between Vinnie and a handsome 

man, rather than a beautiful woman. Her colleague Fred Turner is, in 

fact, too handsome for his own good. Recently separated from his 

gorgeous wife, he has an affair in England with a beautiful, flighty 

actress. He is thoughtless and manipulative during the entire course 

of the novel. Fred acts like a "manly man," taking his women for 

granted (both wife and mistress), showing more interest in sex than 

in love, discounting everyone's feelings but his own. He is almost a 

parody of the typical "hero" in a man's novel. If the story had been 

told from Fred's point of view, in fact, Vinnie would be a negligible 

character—he would never even think of her. Yet she considers his 

every action carefully and compares it to her own. In her eyes, and 

as a result in the reader's eyes, Fred (and thus his representation as 

beauty) is the pathetic character. 

To further contrast the two, author Lurie allows Vinnie, like 

Fred, to have an affair in England. She falls in love with an American 
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whom she at first does not even consider attractive, either mentally 

or physically. In contrast to the quick, lusty affair between Fred and 

the movie star, that between Vinnie and her American starts out as 

friendship and develops into a quiet, yet still romantic affair. 

Almost, Vinnie feels loved; even though the story's ending is not a 

happy one, it seems realistic in terms of the "beauty-equals-

success; ugliness-equals-failure" equation. Her boyfriend dies 

suddenly when away from her on a trip, and she returns to America 

alone. Fred, in contrast, leaves the arms of the beautiful English 

woman, who still loves him, only to fall into the arms of his 

beautiful, forgiving wife back home. Although in one way Vinnie 

feels somewhat changed because "she has loved and been loved" 

(289), she reverts to her old way of thinking once she gets home: 

"She has taught herself to know . . . that no man will ever really care 

for her. It is her belief, almost in an odd way her pride, that she has 

never been loved in the serious sense of the word" (251). 

Mary Anne Ferguson wrote in her study of images of women in 

fiction that she found a "curious lack of realism involved in the 

literary stereotype of the old maid . . . [since] many single women 

have led happy lives as schoolteachers, missionaries, nurses, 

doctors, lawyers, and businesswomen" (31). She asserted that "the 

fact that the stereotype of the frustrated old maid continues in the 

1970s is the best indication that literature is not necessarily an 

accurate reflection of life" (32). Had Ferguson read some of the 

"ugly woman" fiction found in American literature since the 1970s, 
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I think she would have been unwilling to make that assertion. 

Although fictional ugly women—old maids or not—continue to 

struggle with their self-esteem as women in a society that is 

obsessed with youth and beauty, more and more they are learning to 

fight against the stereotypes, to gain acceptance for what they do 

rather than what they look like, and to gain status as heroic rather 

than pitiful characters. 

One of the first steps that authors have taken to increase the 

reader's sympathy for the ugly woman character is telling the story 

from her point of view, turning it, in effect, into a character study. 

By seeing the world through the eyes of the ugly woman, the reader 

could more easily empathize and identify with her, and thus accept 

her as a character worth reading about. One of the first authors to do 

this was Anne Tyler. Although A Slipping Down Life was not 

published in book form until 1992, it was widely read in its 

serialized form in Redbook magazine in 1970. The main character, 

Evie Decker, is a "plump, drab" (1) high school senior virtually 

ignored by all her schoolmates except Violet Hayes, who is just as 

fat but has the advantage of a pretty face. Evie's only solace, as far 

as her looks, is that she has a "few surprises hidden away in her 

shapelessness: a narrow nose, slender wrists, and perfect oval 

nails"(38)—features that are hardly at a premium on the strict scale 

by which beauty is judged at the high school level. 

The story begins when Evie and Violet sneak into a tavern to 

hear a local singer—Drumstrings (Drum) Casey. It is love at first 
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sight for Evie, who becomes so obsessed with him that during one of 

his later shows she retreats to the ladies' room and, standing before 

the mirror, carves his name into her forehead with nail scissors. By 

having Evie commit such a desperate act to get the boy's attention, 

Tyler seems to be making a statement about the lengths to which an 

ugly woman must go to achieve that for which a pretty woman does 

not have to make the least effort. For her part, Evie is excited about 

the results. At the emergency room, she tells Violet: 

I believe this might be the best thing I've ever done. . . . 

Something . . . [d]efinite. . . . I'm just sure it will all work out 

well. . . . Taking something into my own hands for once. . . . [I]f I 

had started acting like this a long time ago my whole l ife 

might've been different. (33-34, emphasis in original) 

Evie feels that she has taken the first step toward breaking out of 

the marginality of her previous seventeen years' worth of 

experience. For the most part, the effort backfires. Although she 

does get more attention, it is as an even more marginalized 

individual. Where her schoolmates ignored her before, they now 

consider her a freakish aberration. As Violet reports, they are 

gossiping about her like they do "when someone has crossed over 

where the rest of them haven't been. Getting pregnant, or dying, or 

that boy in the band who shot himself" (52). And at the end of the 

school year when the day to autograph annuals comes, Evie 

remembers how "they had overlooked [her] other years—reaching 

across her to pass their annuals to someone else. . . . But this year, 
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everyone wanted her autograph." Tyler adds another sentence to let 

the reader see that the students are not showing their acceptance of 

Evie so much as acknowledging her unique—but still undesirable-

status: "They shoved their books at her silently, with lowered eyes" 

(75). 

Evie, like Laurel in Eisenberg's story discussed previously in 

this chapter, cannot count on support from home. Her mother died 

young, and her father, while not purposely cruel to her, is clearly 

uncomfortable with having such a homely daughter. He too has 

accepted society's definition of beauty, and sees no hope for his 

daughter, at least until she grows out of her "fat stage." Trying to 

be helpful, he says to her: 

There are plenty of nice boys in the world. Just give yourself 

time. You're a sweet-looking girl, after all, and when you've 

lost a—when you're older, boys are going to fall all over 

themselves for you, take my word. (37) 

By using the euphemism "sweet-looking," and by later suggesting 

that she cut bangs to cover up the scars on her forehead, he is only 

emphasizing his own mindset that her value is indeed tied up in her 

looks. His lesson is undercut the next day, however, by the 

appearance of a newspaper photographer who brings Drumstrings 

Casey to the hospital and takes a "human interest" shot of him 

standing by the bedside of his most fanatical fan. This event further 

convinces Evie that her rash action was the right thing to do, and she 

comes up with a scheme that will keep Drum close to her. Once out 
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of the hospital, she convinces his manager that taking her along on 

their gigs would be good publicity. The manager agrees, so in spite 

of the fact that Drum himself hates the idea (because, he says, 

"while I am playing my entire audience will be whispering and 

pointing to a fat girl with a name on her forehead" [70]), Evie Decker 

goes with them all summer long. 

Having by self-mutilation and pushiness wormed her way into 

Drum's life, Evie continues to try hard to win his acceptance. She 

dresses better than she did before (although Tyler emphasizes that 

her fashion sense is still embarrassingly lacking in taste), she fixes 

her hair and adjusts her method of putting on makeup, and even 

overcomes her innate shyness. But nothing seems to work, and when 

at the end of summer Drum and his manager notice that "people in 

the [bar] had stopped staring at her. No one whispered about her; no 

one stood up to get a better look" (87), she is "fired." Her reaction 

is to finally cut her bangs to cover the scars on her forehead and 

spend a whole week talking to her friend Violet about what 

transpired during the summer and how she can get back to her "real 

life." When Drum shows up a week later, having lost his job and been 

kicked out of his parent's house, she complains, "But I was just 

getting all straight" (99, emphasis in orginal). 

But the lure of having a male pay attention to her, for 

whatever reason, is just too great. Author Anne Tyler goes out of her 

way to show the reader what a loser Drum is and how little he really 

cares about Evie: 
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Drum set up a pattern. He came whenever her father was gone 

. . . and he seldom spoke,. Conversation was up to Evie. If she 

was silent he seemed irritable, tapped his fingers or swung his 

foot, left before he had to. If she talked he seemed not to 

listen, but kept very still. (103) 

Evie, however, takes his returning as a sign that he must care for 

her, at least a little. "She had never been given so much time before. 

No one interrupted her, no one shifted impatiently" (105). Clearly, 

these are two pathetic people. Drum has been set loose from the two 

moorings on which he has depended, his parents' home and his job. He 

does not want Evie, but he does not want to be alone either. He loses 

little by visiting her each day, as he has nothing else to do and his 

silence and passivity keep him in control of the situation. She, on 

the other hand, is forced to in order to keep him content. When 

Drum abruptly leaves her again, Evie is less resilient than she was 

the first time. Rather than taking action in an effort to "get 

straight," she sits around the house pining for him, imagining 

herself "growing older and fatter . . . turning into a spinster with a 

pouched face and a zipper of lines across her upper lip, caring for 

her father until he died and she had no one left but cats or 

parakeets" (110). 

At this point, more than half-way through the book, it is hard 

for even the reader to imagine any other fate for Evie. Yet Tyler has 

a surprise in store. In what must be one of the most unusual 

courtship scenes in American literature (and one which supports 
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plain Vinnie Miner's contention that ugly women must be content 

with the absence of romance in their sexual relationships [Lurie, 

Foreign Affairs!). Drum reappears and proposes to Evie in the middle 

of an argument they are having about his peripatetic habits. 

Abruptly, he asks her if she has ever thought of "losing some 

weight," and tells her about a "slenderizing place" where they even 

redo your makeup and hairstyle. It is obvious he has given the matter 

some thought and decided that Evie might just be acceptable if she 

would take better care of herself. "You know," he says, "I saw in 

this magazine once where they decide the shape of your face and 

then fix your hair to fit it. They had before-and-after pictures; it 

looked real good" (112). Even Evie, who as an ugly woman has put up 

with much rudeness concerning her looks, is stunned at Drum's 

patronizing attitude and demands that he leave: 

"Nobody makes you sit here. If you can't stand my looks, 

find someone else's porch to sleep on." 

"Well, wait now," Drum said. "You got it all wrong. I'm 

trying to help out." 

"I didn't ask for any help." 

"I just want you to look your best. There's no reason you 

should get mad about it." 

"What business is it of yours if I look my best?" 

"Well, I was thinking we might could get married," Drum 

said. (112) 
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His sudden interest in helping her look better, in other words, is a 

result of his having considered marrying her. What gives him the 

right to "help" her look better is his interest in "owning" her, in 

making her his wife. He obviously would not have considered such a 

drastic measure before assuring himself that her appearance can be 

improved upon. When she laughs at his "proposal," he says: 

I don't know what you got to lose. You must like me some or 

you wouldn't have, you know, cut the letters. . . . And here I am 

with no home. And my career's at a standstill, we could get our 

pictures in the papers. Human interest. Plus, I do like you. I 

wouldn't be asking if I didn't. (112) 

His priorities in asking for her hand become clear by analyzing the 

order in which he lists his reasons. First, she has nothing to lose; 

second, he has no place to go; third, his career needs another boost; 

and fourth, he likes her. True to form, Evie picks up on his last 

reason, and asks him what it is he likes about her. He hasn't given 

this angle much thought, because he is hard pressed to answer. "I 

don't know," he says. "I like the way you listen to people. Is that 

enough?" (113). She wants more, but he can't give it. He says, 

Look, I like you. I want to get married. I feel like things are 

just petering out all around me and I want to get married . . . 

and have me a house and change. Make a change. Isn't that 

enough? Don't you want to change your life around? (113, 

emphasis in original) 
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Well, of course she does. And, as an ugly woman, she knows that her 

options are limited and that she might never get another chance. She 

closes her eyes a minute and thinks: 

He was waiting for her answer, which would be yes, but only 

after she had taken her time over it. Things moved too fast. 

She had wanted a courtship, with double dates and dances and 

matching shirts, but all she got was three minutes of staring 

at sleeping houses before she said, "Oh well. Why not?" and 

Drum slid over to kiss her with cool blank lips. (113) 

Besides sidestepping spinsterhood by marrying the hero (or in 

this case, anti-hero), the major step Tyler's character takes toward 

the liberation of the ugly woman from her stereotypical role comes 

after her marriage has, of course, fallen upon hard times. The couple 

live in relative contentment for a short time after their elopement, 

both having gotten what they think they want: 

She was worried that he would get tired of her. . . . But he 

turned out to be the easiest person she knew. All he wanted 

was a wife. He ate what she fed him, kept her company when 

she washed dishes, slept with one arm thrown across her 

chest, and rose in the morning asking for her baking-powder 

biscuits. . . . She talked about anything that came to mind . . . 

and he kept cheerfully silent and mended chairs. . . . Wearing 

her bibbed apron, tying a scarf over her pincurls, she began to 

feel as sure and as comfortable as any of the feather-light 

girls floating down high-school corridors. (130) 
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She remains content in her "traditional wife" role—grateful to be 

fulfilling all his needs in exchange for his having accepted her as his 

wife in spite of her looks—until one day they attend a revival and the 

preacher mentions her as an example of evil: "Right here in Pulqua 

some poor girl . . . ruined her face during an orgy over a roadhouse 

rock singer" (149). To Drum's horror, Evie stands right up and 

identifies herself, claiming, "I did not ruin my life, it was not for 

nothing. . . . I married him!" (156). Unable to get her to sit down, 

Drum finally looks at the preacher and says, "You and your sacrifices 

to false gods, that's a bunch of bull. It'd been a hell of a lot more 

sacrifice if she'd been prettier to begin with" (157). 

Finally, it becomes clear to Evie just what her husband thinks 

of her. All her kindness and care for him has been useless; he is still 

hung up on the fact that she is not pretty. In their last argument 

before separating (after she finds him in bed with her pretty friend, 

Fay-Jean), she makes it clear to the reader just whose life is 

"slipping down," as the book's title suggests. Drum doesn't want her 

to leave, and asks her "How will you explain to strangers, having 

'Casey' wrote across your face?" She replies matter-of-factly that 

she'll just tell them it's her own name, as it has been since she 

married him. This puzzles him, for he is clearly used to thinking of 

the scar in terms of the pain she endured for him: "Now that you 

have done all that cutting . . . and endured through bleeding and police 

cars and stitches, are you going to say it was just for purposes of 

identification?" (184, emphasis in original). 
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She looks in the mirror, just as she did the day she carved her 

forehead, and answers truthfully (if metaphorically), "L didn't do it" 

(184, emphasis in original). And the reader believes, as Evie walks 

out to the car, that she is a different person now. She is certainly 

less vulnerable, and she has learned to act rather than be passive, 

and to accept the consequences of such actions. When Drum says to 

her "maybe later you will change your mind. Do you reckon?" she 

answers, "I never back down on things," (185-86) and the reader 

believes her. Ugly Evie Decker has decided not to settle for just 

whatever comes her way. 

Ella Mae, in Leon Rooke's novel Fat Woman, is a character 

similar to Evie in many ways. She is older, is still married, and has 

two children, but she has suffered many of the same consequences of 

ugliness that Evie had to endure. She suffers, for instance, from 

self-doubts which are deeply rooted in her childhood. At school, 

"they'd call her Turnips. Fatso. Blimpo. Lardo" (69). And she 

remembers her mother telling her: "[T]here ain't a thing I'd change in 

you. I'd take some of that weight off, that's all. I'd want you to have 

now the beauty I know you're going to have someday." Rather than 

being angry about such memories, Ella feels guilty for not living up 

to her mother's standards. "Poor Mama. One good thing about [her] 

being dead was that she didn't have to know her little girl's beauty 

had never come" (52, emphasis in original). 

Also like Evie, Ella Mae sometimes comforts herself by 

concentrating on her "good points." Looking in the mirror, she thinks: 
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"I still have nice teeth. I still have pretty hair . . . with not a lick of 

gray yet" (27). More often than not, though, she is disgusted with 

herself. One day, she is pictured "fanning her face with her dress, 

hating this body" (10), and another she thinks as she looks at herself 

in the bathtub: "She had lived with these legs for years, she had had 

to carry them around, but still she sometimes thought a mistake had 

been made, that these legs were not her own" (62). She clearly 

thinks of herself as undesirable, and her self-doubt exerts a 

negative influence on her relationship with her husband. Unsure that 

she is lovable, she is deluged with doubts about her husband's ability 

to love her. Vacillating between confidence in his feelings and fear 

that he no longer cares about her, she will one day interpret an 

action as "his way of telling her that he knows she has stopped off 

someplace for a treat, but that it is against his good nature to hold 

her accountable for what she cannot help" (11). Another day she will 

be filled with worry that "these last few years, there had been less 

and less grabbing [her euphemism for sex] until now he hardly 

grabbed at all" (15-16), and admit that "he could pretend he liked a 

large woman . . . even say it now and again, but deep-down, she knew 

he'd given up hoping to find ever again what he'd once found in her" 

(16). 

Because Rooke makes it clear that Ella Mae's weight problem 

is not just a recent development, she can be seen as advancing the 

cause of the ugly woman even though her overall attitude is 

negative. In other words, Ella Mae was already a "fat woman" when 
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Edward (who is now her husband) courted, fell in love with, and 

married her—so this book too expands the boundaries of the ugly 

woman far beyond the "undesirable old maid" stereotype. Ella Mae 

often comforts herself by thinking of their first date: "[A]fter he had 

asked would she be his girl and she had said she would, he told her 

he didn't mind her size. More for me. he said. These arms going to 

hold nothing but woman from here on out" (21, emphasis in original). 

Even in their current relationship, Edward at first seems good-

natured about his wife's size. He often teases her, but unless they 

are arguing, the jabs do not seem cruel. He says things like, "Don't 

faint on me, Ella Mae. I'd sooner walk on hot coals in my birthday 

suit as to have to pick you up" (8). Still, because his humor is 

always directed at her most sensitive area, the reader soon becomes 

aware that Edward thinks his wife's "womanliness" may have gone 

from "more" for him to "too much." He is not afraid to remind Ella 

Mae directly that she needs to lose weight: 

[H]e came to the full-page ad for Weightlosers Anonymous with 

its Before and After shot; of Bette Wiffle, who had dropped 

from a size 42 to a size 16 in six short weeks without 

exercising or dieting and was now having the time of her life 

in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. "Goes to show you, Ella Mae," he'd 

said, tapping the page, "it can be done." (21) 

Still, his concern could just as easily be for her health and welfare 

as for her desirability, because the immediate crisis Ella Mae faces 

in the book as that she has gained so much weight her wedding ring 
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is cutting off the blood supply to her finger. She refuses to make an 

appointment with the doctor to have the ring cut off, and suffers no 

small amount of pain before she is forced to have it done at the end 

of the story. 

Ella Mae never resolves her self-doubts, but she is sometimes 

able to comfort herself with religion. She believes Jesus has 

promised that "the sick would take up their beds and walk and the 

fat would be made slim" (76), and she often clings to that. Just as 

often, however, in what appears to the reader to be denying her own 

responsibility for what she is, Ella Mae blames Jesus for making her 

fat. She thinks: 

God had made a mistake, that's what it came down to. When he 

said from on high, you shall be fat and you shall be thin, He had 

got their names mixed up. He had got everything else right but 

that much He had got wrong and now turned a blind eye when 

she chanced mentioning it in her prayers. (105, emphasis in 

original) 

As the book ends, none of Ella Mae's issues have been resolved, so 

she cannot exactly be seen in terms of being "heroic." And yet, she 

at least looks squarely at who she is, admitting to herself, "You are 

not pretty to look at. You are definitely one of God's ugly people" 

(148). 

Another character who clings to religion as a possible cure for 

ugliness is Violet in Doris Betts's story, "The Ugliest Pilgrim." 

Violet's problem is not weight, but an ugly face made even worse by 
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the presence of a "curved scar. . . swoop[ing] from the edge of one 

nostril in rainbow shape across [her] cheek, then down toward the 

ear" (20). She complains, "Lord! I am so ugly!" (5), and yet she 

neither blames Him nor accepts that there is nothing that He can do 

for her. Thirty years old, she has been working for several years 

toward her goal of saving enough money to make a bus pilgrimage to 

a televangelist whom she thinks can cure her. She does not expect 

something for nothing, and is willing to sacrifice almost anything to 

be made beautiful. She tells two men she meets on the bus, "I'll even 

trade if he says. . . . I'll take somebody else's weak eyes or deaf ears. 

I could stand limping a little. . . . Let the Lord twist loose my foot or 

give me a cough, so long as I'm healed of my looks while I'm still 

young enough" (8).3 

Violet, like Ella Mae, is an ugly woman who still manages to 

attract a man to her. Monty, Flick's friend whom she meets on the 

bus, admits that he doesn't think she is pretty. He does not try to 

flatter her, and correctly judges her age to be about thirty. One night 

he sees Violet asleep in her slip, and says to Flick, "Without the 

clothes, it's not a hell of a lot improved" (16). And yet when he 

finally sleeps with her, his attitude is neither pitying nor 

patronizing. He has already told Monty, perhaps in an effort to 

explain his attraction to Violet, "Good looks in a woman is almost 

like a wall. She can use it to shut you outside. You never know what 

she's like, that's ail" (16). It seems that only Violet's self-

defensiveness and stubbornness keep them from staying together. He 
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becomes protective of her, and sensing the futility of her 

pilgrimage, tries to talk her out of continuing the journey. 

But even more than being a story in which an ugly woman is 

able to attract a man, "The Ugliest Pilgrim" (1973) is one of the 

first in which the character's thoughts reveal not just the 

consequences of ugliness in a woman, but the nature of ugliness 

itself. On her long bus ride to Tulsa to visit the televangelist, Violet 

rehearses what she will say to convince him that ugliness is nothing 

more or less than a special kind of illness—and as such available for 

healing-—for she knows she will be accused of indulging in vanity if 

she simply asks him to change her looks. She thinks, "I'm going to 

spread my palms by my ears and show him—this is a crippled face! 

An infirmity! Would he do for a kidney or liver what he withholds 

from a face?" (5). She cannot believe that the preacher will not "cry 

out, too, when he sees this poor, clubbed face" (5). 

Violet's quest is, of course, doomed to fail. The church 

assistant who finally consents to see her (the televangelist himself 

is gone), treats her request as vanity. He quotes scriptures which 

support his denial of her request: "Our Heavenly Father has purpose 

in all things," he says; "Favor is deceitful and beauty is vain," he 

adds; then finally, "By the sadness of the countenance the heart is 

made better" (25). But Violet has prepared for this. "The crooked 

shall be made straight!" she yells. "Jesus healed an impediment in 

speech. See my impediment! Mud on a blind man's eyes was all he 
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needed! . . . [H]e healed the ten lepers and only one thanked. Well, I'll 

thank. I promise. All my life" (25). 

But the assistant is not moved, and of course he cannot be, for 

he cannot cure Violet's ugliness. He falls back on that old trick, 

asking her to kneel with him and "pray together for that inner 

beauty." But Violet will not; she knows she already has inner beauty. 

Seeing he cannot help her, she goes to the chapel and talks aloud to 

God. "I tell Him how it feels to be ugly" (26) she says, and then 

refuses to look at herself in the mirror all the next day, allowing 

Him time to work his miracle. He does not, of course. Violet remains 

a scarred and ugly woman, and she has failed in her quest for beauty. 

But she is not totally unsuccessful. As the story ends, her 

"boyfriend" Monty has kept his promise to meet her at a certain time 

and place; it seems that Violet has found a man who will accept her 

for what she is—"clubbed face" and all—a big step for an ugly woman 

character. 

Delving into the mind of the ugly woman has allowed authors 

to give voice to a type of character long silenced in American 

literature. Moreover, it has contributed to a more realistic portrayal 

of what it is like for the majority of American women, rather than 

just the ten percent or so considered at any one time to be equal to 

the prevailing standards of beauty. Beginning in the 1970s, in 

addition to continued portrayals of the ugly woman through her own 

eyes, another innovative approach to the question of female ugliness 

took place. Authors—both male and female—began to create plots 
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which would allow sympathy for the ugly woman to be displayed by 

male characters. Anne Beattie's "Hale Hardy and the Amazing Animal 

Woman" (1979) is the first example of this type that I found. Hale 

Hardy is admittedly an eccentric character to begin with—his goal in 

life is to go to the Grand Canyon and eat ice cream—but he has one 

trait in common with most other male characters in American 

fiction. He wants a woman along for the ride. After his sister's 

roommate turns him down, he asks his sister's homely maid, Gloria 

Moratto, although he considers her a "pitiful" (98) woman and 

admits that she reminds him of a skunk. Still, she does have money 

and a car, neither of which he has come up with, and by watching her 

continually he does become fascinated with what a "sorrowful 

creature" (98) she is. She hasn't the least interest in taking a trip 

with him, so he must keep hounding her about it. In doing so, he 

becomes obsessed with her. In his mind, she is transformed from 

merely a woman (any woman) with whom to take a trip, to the only 

possible woman to go along. Although he has to surreptitiously kill 

all her cats so she will go along, he manages to convince her to take 

the trip. It is disastrous, of course, it is not long before Gloria is 

telling him about being a cat in a previous life (interestingly enough, 

she insists that her owner was a "beautiful woman, maybe a 

princess" [104]). Although it becomes clear to him that he has a 

full-fledged psycho on his hands and he has visions of abandoning her 

by the roadside, he does not do so because it would mean abandoning 
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his own dream of standing at the edge of the Grand Canyon with a 

woman—any woman—at his side. 

Unlike Hale Hardy, who merely settles for an ugly woman 

because a pretty one is unavailable, the middle-aged male narrator 

in Tess Gallagher's "Recourse" wants a specific ugly woman—though 

it is clear that he does not consider her ugly. He had fallen in love 

with Pebble as a child, when her "sweet disposition" outshone, for 

him, the fact that "her arms and legs were contorted," causing her 

to "drag and hop her way" along. He also admires the way she 

manages on her own in spite of her deformity. Pebble's father puts 

an end to their childhood friendship, and they go their separate ways 

in life. As the story opens, however, the narrator has been a widower 

for some time, and gets the opportunity to start all over again with 

his childhood love. His description upon seeing her again shows that 

his attraction exists in spite of her appearance. "She still had those 

green bullfrog eyes, but of course she'd aged, like the rest of us. Her 

limbs were even more crooked than I'd remembered." But then he 

adds: "Still, she had a good strong manner—something I'd loved about 

her from the beginning" (42). When the story ends, it is clear that 

the two will be together, and the man has no qualms whatsoever 

about his attraction to a woman undesirable to everyone else. 

Such is not the case in "Sarah Cole, A Type of Love Story" by 

Russell Banks, which draws a complex psychological profile of an 

extremely handsome man trying to explain to himself—years later— 

the reasons for his attraction to and affair with an ugly woman. The 
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story is set up so that the narrator seems to be talking directly to 

the reader. "I am the man and my friend Sarah Cole is the woman," 

he says, then admits right away: 

Sarah was very homely. In fact, she was the homeliest woman I 

have ever known. Personally, I mean. I've seen a few women 

who were more unattractive than Sarah, but they were clearly 

freaks of nature or had been badly injured or had been 

victimized by some grotesque, disfiguring disease. Sarah, 

however, was quite normal, and I knew her well, because for 

three and a half months we were lovers. (1) 

The story is so painful to relate, in fact, that immediately after the 

opening paragraph, the narrator reverts to third person, speaking of 

himself as "a man" who "enters a bar" (1). He keeps up this ruse 

throughout the first section of the story, going so far as to ask the 

reader to "call him Ronald, Ron," and describing him(self) as 

"beautiful, the way we usually think of a woman as being beautiful" 

(2). By distancing himself from the action, he is also able to 

describe Sarah, as he first saw her, in more detail. It is again clear 

that he considers her ugly, although his language communicates a 

simultaneous attraction: 

Ron looks up from his paper with a slight smile on his 

lips, sees the face of a woman homelier than any he has ever 

seen or imagined before, and goes on smiling lightly. He feels 

himself falling into her tiny, slightly crossed, dark brown 

eyes, pulls himself back, and studies for a few seconds her 
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mottled, pocked complexion, bulbous nose, loose mouth, 

twisted and gapped teeth, and heavy but receding chin. He casts 

a glance over her thatch of dun-colored hair and along her neck 

and throat, where acne burns against gray skin, and returns to 

her eyes, and again feels himself falling into her. (3-4, 

emphasis added) 

Lest the reader misunderstand, "Ron" repeats the "ugliest 

woman" theme a few paragraphs later, and makes it clear that this 

fact is the reason for his attraction. "He . . . is speaking to the most 

unattractive woman he has ever seen, a fact which fascinates him, 

as if instead he were speaking to the most beautiful woman he has 

ever seen . . . so he treasures the moment" (4). He is like a cat with a 

trapped mouse. To keep her from leaving, he toys with her: "Sarah 

Cole, her ugly face, like a wart; hog's, her thick, rapid voice, her 

dumpy, off-center wreck of a body, and to keep this moment here 

before him, he begins to ask questions of her" (4). She talks up a 

storm, telling him about her children, her ex-husband, her two 

friends "also homely" (4), then asks him about himself. He "is not at 

all interested in telling her about himself." Instead, "he wants to 

know about her, even though what she has to tell him about herself 

is predictable and ordinary and the way she tells it unadorned and 

cliched" (5). He cannot imagine what her husband was like; at the 

end of this section of the story he asks the question, "What kind of 

man would fall in love with Sarah Cole?"—an obvious set-up for the 

scenes to follow. 
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It is clear from the rest of the story that the man has long 

wrestled with his conscience over his motives for entering into a 

relationship with Sarah and over the way he broke up with her. He 

alternates between third and first person, he justifies himself by 

saying things like "I did not know how cruel this was [at the time]" 

(6), and he even admits he is "trying to tell the story so that [he] can 

understand . . . whether what happened between me and Sarah Cole 

was right or wrong" (12). He even stops the narrative once to point 

out: "I'm still the man in this story, and Sarah is still the woman, 

but I'm telling it this way because what I have to tell you now 

confuses me, embarrasses me, and makes me sad, and consequently, 

I'm likely to tell it falsely" (9). 

Ron and Sarah eventually make love, and continue for several 

weeks to do so in a way he admits is "passionate, skillful, kindly, 

and deeply satisfying" (16). He seems able to relate to her easily on 

this elemental level, and it is only when she presses him to take her 

with him to public places that he ends the relationship. He goes to 

one party with her, and after that, "Ron no longer calls Sarah when 

he gets home from work; he waits for her call, and sometimes, when 

he knows it's she, he doesn't answer the phone" (19). Their final 

scene is an ugly one. She starts to cry, he tries to push her out the 

door, she cries harder, then he stands back and delivers his final 

blow: 

"Go on and leave, you ugly bitch," he says to her, and as he says 

the words, as one by one they leave his mouth, she's 
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transformed into the most beautiful woman he has ever seen. 

He says the words again, almost tenderly. "Leave, you ugly 

bitch." Her hair is golden, her brown eyes deep and sad, her 

mouth full and affectionate, her tears the tears of love and 

loss, and her pleading, outstretched arms, her entire body, the 

arms and body of a devoted woman's cruelly rejected love. A 

third time he says the words. "Leave me, you disgusting, ugly 

bitch." She is wrapped in an envelope of goldest light, a warm, 

dense haze that she seems to have stepped into, as into a 

carriage. And then she is gone, and he is alone again. (23) 

This amazing scene takes on the aura of a fairy-tale. The ugly 

woman is "transformed" into a beautiful one; the words the prince 

uses to banish her forever are repeated a magical three times. He 

seems to have no qualms about dumping her, yet years later, talking 

to a friend of Sarah's that he has chanced to meet again, he 

surprises himself (and the reader) by saying, "Well . . . I loved her." 

Not even the friend believes that: "Sure you did, honey," she says as 

she pats his arm. Yet having said it, he goes on to admit and 

ruminate: 

When [Sarah] was gone from my life, she was gone absolutely, 

as if she never existed in the first place. It was only later, 

when I could think of her as dead . . . that I was able to tell 

this story. . . . In that way I learned that I truly did love her, 

and now I have begun to grieve over her death, to wish her 

alive again, so that I can say to her the things I could not know 
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or say when she was alive, when I did not know that i loved 

her. (21) 

Another intensely psychological story, also by a male author, 

Barry Hannah, is "The Vision of Esther by Clem." In this one, 

however, the male character's obsession with the woman he calls 

"plain" (53) does not begin when he first meets her, or when she 

tries to initiate a relationship with him, but instead it begins after 

he hears that she has been raped. Somehow this tragic event triggers 

guilt in him, and he feels sorry for his past behavior: 

Esther had loved him. He'd ignored her. He had been short and 

unkind to plain women throughout his life. Now, deep down, he 

was in a panic, and very sorry for it. Who had he thought he 

was? Many of them had asked for nothing but simple 

communication. He was not up to it. He could not deliver 

himself to their moment. He thought he was a big cheese, with 

too much to offer; hence, they got nothing. (53) 

Like Ron in the previous story, Clem Mestre is handsome and 

arrogant. In the past, he has been "unable to disregard [women's] 

plainness" (53), and is used to being with beautiful women. The 

violence against Esther has triggered not only guilt over his 

treatment of ugly women, but a backlash against the pretty ones he 

has "wasted" his time with: 

He recalled that when [Esther] declared her love, he was 

spending his time, almost all of it, with a self-mocking beauty 

named Eileen who went through a list of her flaws as if it 
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were the only possible subject on earth. Soon it became clear 

that this self-assault was merely a social veneer that, when 

studied with the slightest effort, revealed a bottomless 

worship of herself, such a solo chamber as he'd never viewed 

before, where her attacks on her graces were the other side of 

a monologue through which her charms could shine all the more 

for being doubted. Even now he was going on in his head about 

Eileen more than the damaged Esther, simply because of 

Eileen's beauty, a thing to which he regretted so much was 

owed. (54) 

Clem, like Ron, becomes obsessed with a woman he considers 

ugly, but where Ron is like a cat toying with a trapped mouse, Clem 

is like a hungry lion seeing meat for the first time in a week. His 

sympathetic feelings are amplified by the fact that she has been 

raped. Although he keeps telling himself that he is tracking her down 

in order to tell her he is sorry for what happened and for how he 

once treated her, the whole time he is searching he has "dreams and 

day reveries [wherein] he got a delicious chill when he thought of 

several men taking women sexually, the woman a thing of only 

slightly resisting orifices" (65). When he finally finds her, the first 

image to come into his mind is of his ex-wife, whom he began to 

despise after several years of living with her. He admits that while 

"he continued living with her . . . he began raping her. She did not 

know it, but he was raping her, his body in a frenzy like a shark's" 

(65). Clearly, his intentions toward Esther are not altogether 
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altruistic. Yet she is still in love with him, and on his mere pretense 

of sympathy she begins a relationship with him that eventually ends 

in marriage. This is hardly a happily-ever-after. He is unable to "tell 

whether he was happy or sad, and he was wholly neither," while she 

can't "figure out why Clem had married her" (77). 

The ugly women in these contemporary stories are clearly not 

traditional old maids. They have active sex lives, and some of them 

even marry. Some of them attract men, not in spite of their looks, 

but because of them. And yet it is hard to call these women 

successful heroines. For the most part, they accept society's 

definition of them as "other," as unimportant or even nonexistent 

because they do not meet current standards of beauty. And, with only 

two exceptions, the men in their lives do not treat them well. One 

can, with close readings, discern a faint condemnation of "beauty" 

in some of these stories, but in none of them is this the strongest 

theme. 
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This may also have something to do with the fact that she is 

a black woman. 1 am not as well-versed in African-American fiction 

as I would like to be, but I have yet to come upon a black old maid 

character. 

2she throws a book at Mrs. Turpin and tries to choke her. 

^Interestingly, she tells the black boy, Fiick, when he offers to 

"be there for that swapping": "I'll not take black skin, no offense" 

(8). 



CHAPTER VI 

ANGER, SEX AND FATE 

"A beautiful heroine is a contradiction in terms, since heroism 

is about individuality, interesting and ever changing, while 

'beauty' is generic, boring and inert." 

—Naomi Wolf 

During the 1970s, stories began to appear in which the ugly 

woman is a figure of power—heroic not in the traditional old maid's 

way of quiet, passive acceptance, but in a way more in keeping with 

the active, masculine definition of heroic behavior. As the previous 

chapters have shown, a few precursors to this type of character 

were developing during the nineteenth and the early- to mid-

twentieth centuries. In subtle ways, these "ugly woman" stories 

began to question the overwhelming value placed on beauty, to 

question the narrow definition of beauty in American society as a 

whole, and to suggest that the price for such a "blessing" might 

indeed be too high. Beautiful females, by contrast, seem interesting 

mainly because they are beautiful, and their lives are too quickly 

subsumed into the more active, adventurous lives of the male 

characters as these women become sweethearts, wives, and 

mothers. The old maid, shunned by society, was left to her own 
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resources, and thus had to develop a different type of self-image, 

one apart from her value as a potential sexual/marriage partner. 

Because of this, the old maid was the perfect character to develop 

into the contemporary image of the successfully heroic "ugly" 

woman character who has been so deftly incorporated into 

contemporary American fiction since the 1970s. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, one of the first "real 

life" boons allowed the old maid character was an acknowledgment 

of her sexuality. This has, of course, continued in the twentieth 

century. A second change, and one just as important to her ultimate 

development into a figure of power, was an acknowledgment and 

legitimization of her feelings of anger— toward the society which 

rewards only beauty while ignoring other, more lasting values in 

women; toward the beautiful women who manipulate the system to 

their advantage; toward the men who allow themselves to be so 

easily manipulated. Katherine Ann Porter's 1939 story "Old 

Mortality" contains the earliest example I have found of an ugly 

woman's direct expression of anger against the hold of beauty over 

female life. The tale is a complicated one, with several 

simultaneous story lines and time shifts, but indirect 

condemnations of beauty are woven throughout. 

Miranda and her sister Maria are regaled throughout their 

childhood years with stories of their romantic Aunt Amy, who has 

reached mythic proportions in the family's lore. "She had been 

beautiful, much loved, unhappy, and she had died young" (173), so she 
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was the very epitome of the frail heroine of much of nineteenth 

century fiction. From the many photographs and stories of Aunt Amy 

the two young girls learn the "points of beauty by which one [is] 

judged severely" (176), including the proper height, eye and hair 

color, skin tint and texture, and grace and speed of movement. In 

addition: 

A beauty must be a good dancer, superb on horseback, with a 

serene manner, an amiable gaiety tempered with dignity at all 

hours. Beautiful teeth and hands, of course, and over and above 

all this, some mysterious crown of enchantment that attracted 

and held the heart. (176) 

Although the girls find the image of Amy very exciting, it also 

becomes discouraging when they realize that they will never be able 

to live up to such an ideal. Maria learns to accept the fact, but 

Miranda "persist[s] through her childhood in believing, in spite of her 

smaliness, thinness, her little snubby nose saddled with freckles, 

her speckled gray eyes . . . that by some miracle she w[ill] grow into 

a tall, cream-colored brunette. . (176). 

As a group, the family seems to have only two categories 

available to its female members—the pretty and the not-pretty—but 

even those in the former category suffer by comparison to the long-

dead Amy. Cousin Isabel, for instance, is an excellent and well-

dressed equestrian, usually surrounded by admiring young men. But 

still the elder family members say of her: "She rides almost as well 

as Amy, doesn't she? But Amy had the pure Spanish style, she could 
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bring out paces in a horse no one else knew he had" (177). And pretty 

young namesake Amy, who is "the best dancer at any party," also 

does not live up to the standard, as the elders "would agree that the 

first Amy had been lighter, more smooth, and delicate in her 

waltzing" (177). Cousin Molly Parrington is a "noted charmer" who 

is "happily widowed for the second time [and] there was no doubt 

she would marry again. But Amy, said the elders, had the same high 

spirits and wit without [Molly's] boldness" (177). The only female 

family member who escapes direct comparison to Amy is Molly's 

"ugly daughter Eva, an old maid past forty while her mother was 

still the belle of the ball" (178). Expecting Eva to meet even one of 

Amy's criteria is just too ludicrous for them to contemplate. Eva is 

"shy and chinless" with "two enormous teeth" and eyes which are 

"tired and strained." She wears her mother's made-over clothing, 

teaches Latin at an all-female school, and "believe[s] in votes for 

women" (178). She is, in the first part of the story, the typical old 

maid/schoolmarm figure, and Maria and Miranda consider her "a 

blot" on the family. Unlike Amy, whom they consider "belong[s] to 

the world of poetry," Eva belongs to "their everyday world of dull 

lessons to be learned, stiff shoes to be limbered up, scratchy 

flannels to be endured in cold weather, measles and disappointed 

expectations" (178). The men in the family are even harsher in their 

judgment of Eva, and what they say about her reveals why they are 

so concerned with beauty in all women. "When women haven't 

anything else, they'll take a vote for consolation," they say, and 
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quickly add, "[it's a] pretty thin bedfellow . . ( 1 8 3 ; emphasis 

added). In a sense, Amy is the only beautiful woman in the story; 

because all the rest—from pretty to plain to ugly—are so much less 

desirable than she. 

The contrast between beauty and ugliness is not incidental in 

"Old Mortality." As the story progresses, revealing more of the 

details of Amy's life, it becomes evident that her beauty (and 

people's response to it) turned her into a spoiled young woman who 

was forgiven just because she was lovely. The effects of her 

stubbornness hurt many people and eventually lead to her own death, 

but her romantic image led people to make allowances for her while 

she was alive, and to revere her after her death. With such an 

example constantly presented to them as positive, Maria and Miranda 

learn that all they need do to be forgiven for any mistake, or to be 

idolized, or to be remembered, is to be beautiful. Unfortunately, the 

other message they receive is that there is very little they 

themselves can do to be perceived as pretty. They have the faces 

they were born with—which are not as bad as Eva's, but neither will 

they come close to Amy's—and no matter how well they dress or 

dance or ride, they will still fall short of Amy's perfection. 

One of the major themes of "Old Mortality'' is that beauty has 

its price. Ironically, Maria, Miranda, Molly, Isabel, young Amy, and 

poor ugly Eva all pay for Amy's having been beautiful. In the second 

section of the tale, another woman who has paid a high price for 

Amy's looks is introduced. Miss Honey is the second wife of Uncle 
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Gabriel, who had been Amy's long-time admirer and for a few short 

months her husband. Miss Honey is not particularly homely, but she 

has developed a chronic depression and anger over being compared to 

Amy for so many years. Upon meeting her, Miranda learns an 

important lesson about reality, as opposed to the romantic tales 

which have been her bread and butter during her childhood: Not only 

is Uncle Gabriel an old, ugly drunk rather than the dashing young 

husband of Amy, but he has turned his wife into a bitter, shrewish 

woman by his constant daydreaming over his lost beauty, Amy. 

Eight years later, Miranda learns yet another lesson when, as a 

young woman returning by train to Uncle Gabriel's funeral, she meets 

up with her "ugly cousin" Eva. Immediately, a crescendo of family 

voices fills Miranda's head: 

Aunt Amy had threatened to be an old maid like Eva. Oh Eva, the 

trouble with her is she has no chin. Eva has given up, and is 

teaching Latin in a Female Seminary. Eva's gone out for votes 

for women, God help her. The nice thing about an ugly daughter 

is, she's not apt to make me a grandmother.. . . (208) 

As Eva talks to Miranda, it becomes evident how bitter the years 

have left her, but Miranda sees that Eva has "her own method of 

commanding attention and arousing emotion" (209). Everything Eva 

says points to the fact that she was, in her youth, the truly noble 

and heroic woman in the family—not only kind and giving, but 

ambitious and dedicated. Miranda feels "convinced that indeed 

women would be voting soon if nothing fatal happened to Cousin Eva. 
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There was something in her manner which said such things could be 

left safely to her" (210). Yet Eva was perceived negatively all her 

life because of something over which she had no control—her lack of 

beauty: 

Eva seems proud of the way Miranda has turned out: 

I'm glad you are going to use your mind a little, child. Don't let 

yourself rust away. Your mind outwears all sorts of things you 

may set your heart upon; you can enjoy it when all other things 

are taken away. (209-10) 

But the most important information Eva has to impart concerns Aunt 

Amy. What she says, although it is obviously colored by a buildup of 

jealous and bitter feelings, allows Miranda at last to put into 

perspective the family lore concerning its great beauty: 

"Your Aunt Amy was a devil and a mischief-maker. . . . 

'You'll never catch a husband if you don't look out' she would 

say. Then she would laugh and fly away, and where did she fly 

to?" demanded Cousin Eva, her sharp eyes pinning Miranda 

down to the bitter facts of the case. "To scandal and to death, 

nowhere else." 

"She was joking, Cousin Eva," said Miranda innocently, 

"and everybody loved her." 

"Not everybody, by a long shot . . . . She had enemies. . . . 

She went through life like a spoiled darling, doing as she 

pleased and letting other people suffer for it, and pick up the 

pieces after her." (211) 
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Eva goes on to relate that Gabriel was miserable with jealousy in 

New Orleans on their honeymoon because of Amy's wildness and 

indiscretion, and even hints that there was something mysterious 

about the way Amy died. When Miranda interrupts with her childish 

versions of the Amy story, Eva comes back with, "Knowledge can't 

hurt you. You mustn't live in a romantic haze about life" (212). Eva 

believes that Amy killed herself because of an affair she had with 

another man before she so hurriedly married Gabriel, one which 

might have left her pregnant. "She got into trouble somehow, and she 

couldn't get out again, and . . . she killed herself with the drug they 

gave her to keep her quiet after a hemorrhage" (214). Miranda is so 

shocked at this revelation concerning her childhood object of 

worship that all she can do is repeat, as if it excused Amy's rash 

behavior, "She was very beautiful. . . . Everybody said she was very 

beautiful" (214). This sets off Eva's anger even more. 

Not everybody.... I for one never thought so. They made 

entirely too much fuss over her. . . . She always got herself up 

to be looked at, and so people looked of course.... And her 

illness wasn't romantic either, though to hear them tell it she 

faded like a lily. Well, she coughed blood, if that's romantic. 

(214-15) 

Eva has clearly spent a lifetime thinking about the differences 

between outer and inner beauty, about myth and reality, about 

justice and injustice. She knows the high price Amy paid in order to 

be seen as the most beautiful belle of them all, like drinking "lemon 
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and salt to stop her periods when she wanted to go to dances" (215). 

And she knows the price she paid herself being the foil of Amy's 

beauty: 

All my life the whole family bedeviled me about my chin. My 

entire girlhood was spoiled by it. Can you imagine . . . people 

who call themselves civilized spoiling life for a young girl 

because she had one unlucky feature? (217) 

And it is just possible that Miranda has learned something from this 

encounter with the angry ugly woman. As the story closes, she is 

thinking, "I don't want any promises, I won't have false hopes, I 

won't be romantic about myself (221). 

A more contemporary story in which an ugly woman's anger 

plays a central role is Lorrie Moore's 1990 story, "You're Ugly, Too." 

In it, Zoe Hendricks is an "almost pretty," middle-aged history 

professor who dates occasionally, but is in general disappointed in 

men because they are always trying to convince her to wear more 

makeup and dress differently to "look prettier." Zoe's younger and 

prettier sister, Evan, is happily married, so she frequently sets up 

blind dates for her older sister. As the story opens, Zoe is 

unenthusiastic about getting ready for her sister's Halloween party, 

where she is to meet a man named Earl. 

Zoe's choice of costumes—a "bonehead," something that "looks 

like a giant bone going through your head"—is fraught with sexual 

significance that becomes even more intriguing when Earl shows up 

"dressed as a naked woman, [with] steel wool glued strategically to 
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a body stocking, and large rubber breasts protruding like hams" (82). 

The costumes operate on two levels. On one, the characters' party 

attire reveals how they each feel about the opposite sex; on another, 

since each is "dressed up" as the opposite sex, there is (at least 

theoretically) a chance that they will be able to see the point of 

view of the gender they are "pretending" to be. 

Right away, Earl starts telling Zoe vulgar stories and making 

barely masked suggestions about having sex with her. Although she 

attempts to talk to him, he interrupts her constantly and obviously 

doesn't hear a word she says. Finally, when he leans over and tells 

her, "You know, you should wear a lot of blue—blue and white—around 

your face. It would bring out your coloring" (90), Zoe has had enough. 

She starts insulting him, and he is shocked. He has no idea that he 

has done anything wrong. He reacts quickly: "You know," he sneers, "I 

just shouldn't try to go out with career women. You're all stricken. A 

guy can really tell what life has done to you" (90). At this point, she 

gets so angry she shoves him as he leans against the balcony, 

causing him to spill his beer. Her spontaneous anger surprises and 

scares them both. As she gazes at him, she thinks of herself as "a 

naked pseudo-woman with a blue bracelet at the wrist," which is 

ironic on two levels. First, she is dressed as a phallus, so calling 

herself a "pseudo-woman" complicates the gender question in this 

story even more. Second, Zo6 is falling back into the feminine trap 

that beauty has built—at a moment she feels both insulted and 

threatened, she cannot help but wonder how she looks. 
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An ugly woman whose anger drives her to madness is Mrs. 

Washington in Alice Walker's "Her Sweet Jerome," "a big awkward 

woman, with big bones and a hard rubbery flesh" (204). She is an 

unusual female character on many levels. Clearly ugly and 

undesirable—a middle-aged old maid figure at the beginning of the 

story—she is nevertheless feisty and self-sufficient, making her 

own way in the world by running a beauty shop. She refuses offers of 

monetary help from her father, the patriarch of her family of 

"colored folks with money" (205). She even has a positive self-

image in spite of what the townspeople think of her: "She was 

genuinely undecided when she woke up in the morning whether she 

really outstripped the other girls in town for beauty, but could 

convince herself that she was equally good-looking by the time she 

had breakfast on the table" (206). She only loses control over her 

life when she falls in love with the cute and well-dressed school 

teacher, Jerome. She sets out to get him, and does. For an ugly 

woman to so quickly marry the handsome town bachelor is unusual in 

literature, but it must be remembered that Mrs. Washington (she is 

not identified by any other name) has another element of power at 

her disposal: money. In effect, she "acquires" Jerome, and thinks of 

him as her possession although it is clear he dominates the 

relationship. She attempts to be worthy of him by appearing more 

attractive: "She tried to be sexy and stylish, and was, in her fashion, 

with a predominant taste for pastel taffetas and orange shoes" 
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(205). His motivation is clearly monetary rather than emotional; he 

is beating her black and blue even before the actual ceremony. 

Her marriage isolates her from the rest of the community even 

more than she was before she saw Jerome. The women whose hair 

she fixes delight in telling her of the rumor that her husband "is 

sticking his finger into somebody else's pie" (207). Even her own 

family seems to turn against her, preferring her handsome, smart 

husband instead. Her father, when he dies, leaves his considerable 

estate to Jerome, who proceeds to spend every penny on himself. 

Both community and family appear to be affronted that Mrs. 

Washington has achieved more than an ugly woman should; she has, 

in effect, forgotten her place in society by gaining the reward (the 

cute and smart Jerome) without having the proper prerequisites 

(being cute and smart herself). They are delighted that she is 

suffering, because it is the punishment she deserves for rising above 

her "ugly woman" status. 

Mrs. Washington, thinking her husband has taken a mistress, 

goes slowly mad looking for the woman. She buys "axes and pistols 

and knives" in preparation for meeting the mystery woman, and goes 

searching whorehouses, churches, and businesses, but she comes up 

empty-handed. While her bemused husband watches from behind his 

books, she turns even uglier: 

Her firm bulk became flabby. Her eyes were bloodshot and wild, 

her hair full of lint, nappy at the roots and greasy on the ends. 

She smelled bad from mouth and underarms and elsewhere. . . . 
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[H]er madness was soon readily perceivable from her 

appearance. (207) 

All during the story, Mrs. Washington is in direct contrast to her 

husband who, because of his beauty, charm and intelligence, has 

friends everywhere in the community, even among the "white folks 

at the college." The constant comparison between Jerome and his 

wife makes this a "pairing" story even though the gender of the 

"beauty" is male. Mrs. Washington is ugly; Mr. Washington is 

handsome. She is hated; he is loved. She is uneducated; he is highly 

educated. He retains the upper hand, and the townspeople continue to 

like him even though he is selfish and cocky, he marries for money, 

he abuses his wife and actually drives her crazy by trying to make 

her believe he has a lover when he in fact does not. What he has 

spent his time and money on is not a woman, but an idea. He has 

bought books and hidden them from her. In a dramatic scene of 

complete emotional collapse, Mrs. Washington piles the books onto 

the bed, stabs, and then burns them, dying in the fire herself. 

"Her Sweet Jerome" is a disturbing and complicated story, in 

part because the reader has no one with whom to empathize. The ugly 

woman is not only ugly, but also crazy. She does nothing "right": she 

dresses funny, she's dumb, she tells lies about her life, she snares a 

husband by buying him presents, then physically threatens everyone 

in town whom she thinks might be having an affair with him. This 

ugly woman is one of the most isolated I have found. She has no 

friends; belongs to no other sub-group. Yet clearly, at the beginning 
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of the story—before she sees and becomes obsessed with Jerome-

she is a woman who has analyzed her situation and taken action to 

make the best of it. Not pretty, she nevertheless is making her own 

way in the world with a business, a steady clientele, and plenty of 

money and power over her own fate. The fact that she squanders it— 

and all for a pretty face—is Walker's comment on the value (or lack 

thereof) of a pretty face. 

Another likely metaphorical context for the story, as it is one 

that can be found in other Walker tales, is that the ugly Mrs. 

Washington represents the older generation of African Americans, 

who were considered by others (mostly whites) to be ugly, poorly 

dressed, unintelligent, and embarrassingly gauche. Mrs. Washington 

is a victim of who she is; she at first makes the best of it, but loses 

the battle when confronted by the handsomer, smarter, and more 

educated Jerome—in this case representing a "new breed" or new 

generation of African Americans. Yet clearly Jerome—and by 

extension the smarter, handsomer black person—has lost something 

along the way to power. He considers himself superior to his wife, 

and deliberately abuses her mentally and emotionally from the day 

they meet. 

This same paralleling of ugliness with "old-style" black life 

and physical attractiveness with a newer, freer, black lifestyle is 

apparent in another Alice Walker story, "Everyday Use," told from 

the point of view of a mother whose "homely" daughter Maggie still 

lives at home. Her other daughter, Dee, has always been considered 
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pretty. The latter left home when she was quite young (thus 

rejecting the traditions and lifeways of her black family), went to 

college, and there discovered that it was "cool" to be black, but only 

in the sense of being an African-American. The story opens as Dee 

has brought her boyfriend home to meet her mother. Maggie, who is a 

bit slow-witted and has "burn scars down her arms and legs" (303) 

from a house fire long ago, is nervous about her lovely, successful 

sister returning. She worries over what to wear; she walks around 

"chin on chest, eyes on ground, feet in shuffle," like "a lame animal, 

perhaps a dog run over by some careless person" (305). The mother 

has ambivalent feelings about Dee—some pride for the daughter who 

"escaped," but also some anger that Dee has rejected so much of her 

heritage. The mother can be seen as an ugly woman herself; she 

describes her own appearance as "a large-boned woman with rough, 

man-working hands," and adds the following revealing information: 

In the winter I wear flannel nightgowns to bed and overalls 

during the day. I can kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a 

man. My fat keeps me hot in zero weather. I can work outside 

all day, breaking ice to get water for washing; I can eat pork 

liver cooked over the open fire minutes after it comes 

steaming from the hog. One winter I knocked a bull calf 

straight in the brain between the eyes with a sledgehammer 

and had the meat hung up to chill before nightfall. (304) 

Clearly, in this instance, being ugly is equated with being "manlike," 

capable, and powerful, much as Joanna Burden's ugliness in Light in 
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August. The mother's strength is in direct contrast to Dee, whose 

beauty is equated with artificiality and uselessness. 

Immediately upon her arrival, it is clear to the mother that 

Dee has "rediscovered" her heritage. She walks around the house 

admiring this and that—things she ignored or despised as a chi ld-

then claiming she wants to take them back to town with her because 

they have value as artifacts or ornaments. She wants the churn, 

which was whittled by "Uncle Buddy," even though mother and 

Maggie still use it. She wants the quilts that her mother and 

grandma hand stitched—quilts that have been promised to Maggie. 

The shy, ugly sister backs down and says Dee can have them, as if 

she accepts that God wants her to have the littlest portion. This 

acceptance angers the mother, who tells Dee she can have the 

machine-stitched quilts, but not the handsewn. After Dee leaves, the 

two "ugly women"—mother and daughter—go back out onto the porch 

to sit and "just enjoy" themselves. Dee's parting words are, "You 

ought to try to make something of yourself, too, Maggie. It's really a 

new day for us. But from the way you and mama still live you'd never 

know it" (312). On the surface, this may seem like a story where 

ugliness is equated with failure and beauty with success. The twist 

is that the ugly women seem more happy and content, while the 

pretty one is not only selfish and manipulative, but also seems 

"successful" only in terms of material goods. 

Besides allowing the ugly women characters more power by 

allowing them to express both their sexuality and their anger, the 
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contemporary ugly woman story puts ugliness and beauty into 

perspective by considering them as mere parts of the whole system 

under which women are allowed to operate. An offshoot of looking at 

the two extremes of physical appearance in this light is that it 

becomes evident that the fate of the ugly woman eventually—through 

age, changing social conventions for beauty, or through illness-

becomes the fate of every woman. Beauty, seen in this light, is 

ephemeral, and is therefore not a worthy goal. One of the first 

American short stories I found to emphasize this perspective is the 

1965 Joyce Carol Oates story, "Accomplished Desires," a classic 

tale of the young and beautiful girl who goes after and captures the 

attentions of her older, married college professor, in this case 

named Dr. Arber. His wife is, of course, old and dumpy, a "hefty, 

perspiring woman" (117), although she has a successful career as a 

writer. 

Dorie, the young girl, is typically manipulative and flirtatious, 

but her actions also border on evil, rather than just naughty. A large 

part of her reason for wanting Dr. Arber is because of her obsession 

with how ugly his wife is. Like the townspeople in "Her Sweet 

Jerome," Dorie seems angered that an ugly woman has merited 

something she herself wants but doesn't have yet—a husband, 

children, married life; more than that, Dorie is determined to take 

what she sees as hers, by right of being younger and more beautiful. 

One day when she sees Mrs. Arber climbing out of a car, she is nearly 

overcome by "the terrible sensation of blood flowing through her 



119 

body, a flowing of desire that was not just for the man but somehow 

for the woman as well, a desire for her accomplishments, her fame, 

her children, her ugly house, her ugly body, her very life" (114). She 

admits to herself that she doesn't know what she wants most, "this 

man or the victory over his wife" (115). This extreme covetousness 

may function in the story as simply symbolic of the desire of a 

younger generation for the experiences and material goods of the 

older generation—but it also goes deeper than that. It symbolizes the 

haughtiness of beauty, which judges all lesser (and uglier) beings as 

unworthy of husbands, children, fame, or wealth. It is the attempt of 

Beauty to usurp the rewards of hard work; taking those things away 

by merely "being" beautiful. 

Dorie gets what she "wants." In fact, Mrs. Arber kills herself 

when her husband asks her the favor of driving Dorie to the abortion 

clinic, so the way is paved for the pregnant Dorie to become the 

third Mrs. Arber (the professor has been married before). She has 

been successful in her quest to marry the man whose attentions she 

captured by being beautiful, she bears a baby of her own, she 

becomes a housewife, but at the end of the tale feels somehow 

"strangely cheated." Although her husband calls her "his darling, his 

beauty" (132), hers is an empty victory. After embarrassing her 

husband at a dinner party one night, she climbs to the attic that was 

the other Mrs. Arber's favorite work place, and begins "weeping 

again, helplessly, to think that she had disturbed anyone, that she 

was this girl sitting at a battered desk in someone's attic, and no 
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one else . . . she was herself and that was a fact, a final fact she 

would never overcome" (133). On an emotional level rather than an 

intellectual one, she seems to have come to understand that even 

with the temporary power beauty has given her to get what she 

wants, she is still a mere woman, and faces the same fate as the 

ugly woman she has displaced. 

The dead (ugly) wife, on the other hand, seems to have won the 

battle although it cost her her life. Her husband, who barely paid 

attention to her while they were married, takes her death "with an 

alarming, rhetorical melodrama, an alcoholic melancholy" during 

which he talks about her "infinite courage." He is sure that she took 

the sleeping pills for the sake of Dorie's unborn baby—so it would 

not have to be aborted—and he continues to speak of his dead wife's 

noble action "with a perpetual guilty astonishment" (130-31). The 

reader can imagine the ugly Mrs. Arber smiling in her grave as she 

watches the princess-like Dorie becoming an old and frumpy 

housewife just like herself, losing the love of her husband. 

Most recent novels and stories which question the justice in 

beauty's right to power are told from the ugly woman's point of 

view, rather than the pretty woman's, as was the case in Oates's 

story. Author Sarah Bird has four very popular novels in which the 

central character is an "ugly woman," as I have defined the term. All 

four books contain thematically important comments on the 

overrated importance of beauty as a criteria of real value in a 

woman. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Alamo House is set in a 
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crumbling old building wherein "ugly women" of all shapes, ages, 

and sizes are living while working or going to school. Only one of the 

house's occupants is pretty, and that is Collie, who is so "stunningly 

good-looking" that she is never without an adoring male at her side. 

Mary Jo Steadman, through whose eyes the story is told, is 

plain rather than ugly, but it is not she who provides the ultimate 

contrast to Collie's beauty—it is Fayrene Pirtle, an East Texas girl 

whose "doughy face" presides over an obese body always dressed in 

"maternity tops and polyester, elasticized waist, pull-on pants" 

(34). Mary Jo is jealous of Collie and feels superior to Fayrene, but 

strangely, the latter two become best of friends. As a result, 

Fayrene is the only one who knows what trauma lurks behind Collie's 

shining veneer, and Collie is the only one who can help Fayrene 

achieve a better self-image. By the end of the book, Collie's 

seemingly perfect and successful life is shattered, as she suffers a 

relapse of a previous mental breakdown and is sent by her family to 

a clinic for anorexic/bulemic women and girls. Fayrene tries to 

explain the dichotomy to Mary Jo: 

"You really don't know what it is to truly hate yourself, 

do you?" 

"What has Collie got to hate? She's beautiful, rich, men 

drop at her feet . . ." 

Fayrene closed her eyes in disbelief. "How stupid. People 

don't live in their bodies. They live in their minds." (257) 
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This is a clear statement not only of the price of beauty, but of its 

utter uselessness to the achievement of self-worth. Yet it is only 

Fayrene, the ugly woman, who realizes this "truth." 

This is not to say that Bird portrays the life of the ugly girl as 

easier than that of the pretty one. For example, in a scene which 

foreshadows Fayrene's eventual "makeover," Mary Jo spends a day at 

work (at the LBJ library) going through the box containing the step-

by-step record of "Lynda Bird's 1966 makeover masterminded by 

George Hamilton for their Academy Awards date." She describes the 

transformation: 

In the first shot, Lynda, patron saint of all dumpy, bookish 

older sisters of cute, dumb younger sisters, looked like the 

chin-shy, nose-ample plain girl the Lord had intended her to be. 

In succeeding photos her too-low hairline was shaved up to 

give her more forehead and more of her was spackled over with 

layers of clown-white makeup. In the last shot, with three 

pairs of false eyelashes fluttering above each eye, she 

resembled either Phyllis Diller or an ostrich made up as a 

geisha. . . . [The magazine photo] showed a beaming Lynda 

looking as pale as a magnolia blossom with daddy-long legs 

eyelash accents next to the dark brown George Hamilton 

flashing his blinding white grin. They were off on their dream 

date . . . an event which would cause unattractive girls across 

the nation to put far too much faith in the power of cosmetics. 

(80-81) 
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Fayrene's makeover, by contrast, is not merely cosmetic, 

although its results are similar. Encouraged by Collie, she begins to 

swim daily and to eat better. As she loses weight and gains 

confidence, she actually begins to look better. One night for a luau 

party Mary Jo and Collie take over Fayrene's toilette. As she stands 

before them in her purple muu-muu, they unbraid her hair: "Still 

crimped from the tight braids, it fluffed out around her head with a 

Polynesian authenticity. Collie crowned her with a wreath of laurel 

leaves that Isadora Duncan occasionally wore," then covered her 

with "a tube of Natur-Bronze" for a tan, and "balanced" the effect 

with some eye makeup. "When she was finished, Fayrene was 

gorgeous. Just plain, flat-out beautiful" (155). 

Significantly, however, the man who is attracted to the newly 

beautified Fayrene is a foreign student who has less rigidly 

American standards of beauty. Fayrene, after years of accustoming 

herself to no attention from men at all, is easy prey for the first one 

who comes along with sweet talk and romantic actions. The 

description of her seduction by Rashid, although expressed in Bird's 

typically satirical voice, is nevertheless tragic. The lovemaking 

scene could stand as a prescriptive antidote to all the facile "first 

time" stories told from a male point of view, as well as the 

ludicrous romance novel seduction stories ordinarily written by and 

featuring a female character being seduced. Although her method is 

parody, Bird's novel is the most realistic, as thousands of female 

readers have recognized. 
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Rashid is "good-looking in a swarthy, sheik of the burning 

sands way" (200), perfect for his role as deflowerer. His first tactic 

is to appeal to Fayrene's nurturing instincts, her sympathetic 

nature, and her Christian charity. He tells her, "I am a stranger in 

your country, Miss. I seek only companionship. Only a friend to talk . 

with. . . . It is because I am not a Texas boy, Miss, that . . . everyday 

you ignore me. In my country that is a great insult" (200). He does 

what no man has done before; he flatters her: "Forgive me, beauteous 

one, my English is so bad especially when I am in the presence of 

such loveliness" (201). The other characters, Mary Jo in particular, 

can see through his ruse, and try to get rid of him, but Rashid even 

turns this to his own advantage. Told to "bug off ' by Mary Jo (who 

nicknames him the "Rash"), he makes it appear that Fayrene has 

power over him: "If that is the wish of Fayrene, I will leave, never 

to return again. Never to seek after her friendship. . . . Just say the 

word and I will be gone, never to return" (201). Fayrene can no more 

send Rashid away than a child could give back a piece of candy after 

her first taste of the sweetness. After seeing her friend's face 

"come fully alive" and deciding that "dreams that had been 

suppressed under all the fat she'd shed [were now shining] on her 

face," Mary Jo finally gives up trying to get rid of him, and decides 

to let Fayrene learn her lesson the hard way. 

And a hard way it is indeed. On their first date, Rashid's true 

colors become evident, although still Fayrene is not deterred. 
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Barely giving her time to breathe, Rashid slipped a heat-

seeking brown hand under her tent top and captured a Pirtle 

mammary. Fayrene was stunned by the swiftness of the attack. 

Before she could protest the initial incursion, the rapidly 

spreading Rash had flipped up her top, yanked down her bra, and 

began suckling away for all he was worth at the same time he 

deployed a hand southward for a brisk rubdown in the crotch 

region. (215) 

Four days later, the actual deflowering takes place in Fayrene's 

room in the Alamo House—with Mary Jo and Collie unwilling 

eavesdroppers: . . we were interrupted by the single most gripping 

sound that one pair of humans can make and another can overhear— 

creaking bedsprings." One "particularly vigorous creak . . . followed 

by a few more puny" ones, then silence. Then the sound of coins 

jangling as Rashid puts on his pants and the sound of bedsprings as 

he sits on the bed to put his shoes. Then "heavy footsteps, a bolt 

being drawn, a door opening, a door closing. No words had been 

spoken" (222-23). The next day, Fayrene throws away her collection 

of romance novels, saying "No other woman should ever read these. 

They're just lies and fantasies" (225). For the next few weeks she 

goes on an eating binge: "Fayrene restocked her Treat Box and went 

after it like a shrew trying to eat several times her own body 

weight at once" (226). Collie, her beautiful counterpart, is no help 

during this traumatic time. Dealing with her own devils, she 
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languished] on the other side of the French doors like a 

Tinkerbell no one believed in. The only evidence of her 

continued existence was the fog of clove-scented cigarette 

smoke that exhaled from her room. . . . For a rich, contrapuntal 

effect, Collie has also stopped eating. As Fayrene waxed, 

Collie waned. (227) 

The comparison is figurative as well as literal. Collie gives up 

and leaves Alamo House, saying "it's hard work being a phony and 

sometimes I need a little rest between acts" (277). She has a 

nervous breakdown, is shipped to a clinic, and does not appear again 

in the book. Fayrene, on the other hand, finds a reserve of strength 

which helps her overcome her own traumatic past and present. 

Buoyed by a last chat with Collie before she leaves, Fayrene appears 

to Mary Jo as "suffused by an enduring strength she hadn't had 

before" (247). Her rise to power is complete by the end of the book. 

When she comes up with a brilliant plan to take revenge on the frat 

house next door, the other women in the house are amazed, because 

"most of them didn't know her voice could raise above a self-

effacing whisper" (261). She goes so far in distancing her new self 

from her old that she changes her name: "'From now on, Judith,' 

Fayrene said, her voice dead level, 'I'd appreciate you, all of you, . . . 

calling me Fay. I've always hated Fayrene" (264). 

Alamo House, then, as Sarah Bird's first novel J contains the 

perfect example of the contemporary ugly woman character who 

rises to power in the course of the story. Fayrene Pirtle transforms 
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herself from an object of pity and scorn to one of respect. The novel 

was (and continues to be) popular, yet when Bird wrote her next ugly 

woman story, she did not merely repeat the formula she set up in 

Alamo House. The plot in The Boyfriend School does revolve around 

beauty/ugliness themes, but where the first book exposed the dark 

side (and inner price) of living up to the beauty myth, the second 

pokes fun at the plain or ugly woman who on the one hand bemoans 

the fact that men won't look past her nonbeautiful face, and on the 

other rejects as a suitor any man who doesn't meet her standard of 

handsomeness. In fact, Bird reveals that Gretchen Griner, plain 

heroine of The Boyfriend School, is just as shallow and manipulative 

as her pretty-woman counterpart, Darci Hollister, who gets "more 

mileage out of cuteness than Minnie Mouse" (11). 

When she is first described physically, Gretchen is in the 

throes of a hangover, so she looks twice as bad as usual. She 

describes herself as she looks in the elevator mirror at the romance 

writers' convention, which she is covering for a newspaper: 

My eyes were puffy and ringed in smeared mascara. My face 

was sallow and creased. Where my hair didn't cling in greasy 

strands to my scalp, it stood off my head in terrifying horned 

cowlicks. Not only was my bra strap showing, so was most of 

my bra where the front buttons of my dreary shirtwaist had 

popped open. (50-51) 

Even on her good days she has a few flaws to keep her from being a 

beauty. Her nose is "too pointy," her eyebrows "like a beagle 
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puppy's," her complexion "as pale as a bean sprout." Her "thighs 

jiggle" and her breasts "have a curious banana conformation" (194). 

Gretchen at first scoffs at the romance writers and their insipid 

scribblings, but when she hears how much money can be made at the 

craft, she decides to write a romance herself. She plans one slight 

change: although the hero will still be handsome, the heroine will 

"fly in the face of all these cliches [of beauty]," as Gretchen has no 

interest in the "infinity of pert: heroines luscious as honeysuckle but 

convinced that they're really stinkweeds" (115). She brags to her 

new-found friends: "My romance [will] star a size-ten-shoe gal who 

called out for pizza a lot" (118). 

As her romance novel progresses, her own romantic situation 

gets complicated. Her on-again, off-again boyfriend "Trout" is 

putting the moves on cute little Darci. Meanwhile Gus Kubiak, the 

geeky brother of Gretchen's friend Lizzie, falls head over heels in 

love with her. Although she flirts with him at first just for the fun 

of it, Gretchen just can't stand the thought of being linked with 

someone so ordinary, unattractive, and unromantic, so she gives him 

the brush-off, even though she feels guilty about doing it because 

she knows Gus is just recovering from leukemia. To make matters 

worse, she falls in love-at-first-sight with a handsome man who 

looks her in the eye one night. Even while Gus is revealing himself to 

be the kind, considerate, family-oriented man she has always said 

she wanted, she is tracking down the dashing, mysterious stranger 

whose very name is romantic: Rye St. John. She admits to her 
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obsession, and in doing so further emphasizes that the reader is to 

see her behavior in light of what is thought of as typically male 

behavior: "I'd fixated on [Rye] just as firmly and foolishly as Gus 

Kubiak had on me. Probably on Rye's scale, I was a Gus Kubiak" (218, 

emphasis in original). In other words, Gretchen has been perfectly 

comfortable with dismissing Gus as a potential boyfriend because he 

is not handsome or physically desirable; all the while complaining 

because men only date attractive women, a group in whose ranks she 

does not fit. 

The final twist in the plot stretches the reader's credibility 

somewhat, but it also re-emphasizes the theme in a way that 

nothing else could do. What happens is that Rye St. John actually 

turns out to b§ Gus Kubiak-—transformed by nothing more than the 

same tricks women use to appear more "beautiful" and "desirable" 

than nature made them: blue-colored contact lenses for his eyes, 

dark dye for his hair, aerobics and workouts for slenderizing and 

filling out his body, and a fake Australian accent to top it all off. His 

sister Lizzie is party to the deception; in fact, she helps him decide 

on a sure-fire persona, telling him what to say and do based on the 

pages she has read from Gretchen's romance novel. Gretchen finds 

out Rye's true identity only after they consummate their new-found 

"love," and she is horrified and hurt. His excuse is that he fell in 

love with her at first sight, but realized he "didn't have a chance . . . 

as Gus Kubiak" (237). In addition, he says, he was just going to play 
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a trick on her one time; she is the one who sought him out and 

wanted to take the relationship further. 

If this plot sounds contrived and complicated, that's because it 

is. The Boyfriend School is the least satisfying of Bird's novels in 

terms of plot and believable character action. It does highlight, 

however, the author's continued interest in beauty—or the lack 

thereof—and its effect upon both men and women. In addition, by 

showing the female character's double standard toward the 

necessity of physical attractiveness, Bird saves the novel from 

being a mere feminist diatribe against beautiful women and the men 

who fall for them. Gretchen has not only been shown the fact that 

she has harbored a double standard; she also learns what it feels 

like to be on the receiving end of deceptive behavior specifically 

designed to attract her attention and win her favor. She learns, in 

other words, what a man might feel like when he is for the first 

time confronted by his girlfriend sans makeup, sans padded bra, sans 

girdle, or avec hair on her legs! Thus Bird's overall comment in The 

Boyfriend School seems not to be on beauty per se, but on the 

artificial standards and trappings which pass for beauty in our 

society. 

By the time two or three months go by, Gretchen decides to 

forgive Gus. But by this time he is angry with her, because she only 

fell for him in the guise of a handsome rogue, and did not recognize 

his true worth when he was just being himself. She is "too late 

smart" when she sees him again and recognizes: "He wasn't Rye. He 
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wasn't the Wisp [her nickname for Gus]. He was a man who was 

supposed to die and had lived. How had I missed so much?" (303). 

When he snubs her, Gretchen asks: "What happened? The last bulletin 

I got, you loved me." He answers, "Maybe I had second thoughts about 

someone who would fall in love with a pile of cowhide and a two-day 

stubble" (305). Their ensuing argument shows how many 

expectations surrounded their original relationship and how far into 

the "real" world they will have to go before they can communicate 

again: 

"So what is it you want, Gretchen? To make up another 

list for me to conform to? Hold up more hoops I can jump 

through?" 

"That's not fair! I never asked you to do anything!" Hadn't 

I? [she thinks.] Hadn't I told him with my coolness, my lack of 

interest, that he needed many Home Spa weekends? 

"Right. We don't have anything to talk about." Gus turned 

away and started down the hill again. This time I went after 

him. 

"Come on, hey, can't we even talk about this? . . . Jesus, 

Gus, we've slept together already, the least we can do now is 

get to know each other." 

"You didn't sleep with me, Gretchen." 

"Well, maybe not 'you' Per se, but your body was involved. 

Intricately involved. . . 
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"What am I supposed to do now?" he asked. "Throw my 

arms open to you in a 'cathartic embrace that sweeps away all 

remaining wisps of the clouds of doubt that had so long 

shadowed their love'?" 

" . . . Don't quote my book to me. It still pisses me off that 

Lizzie used my fantasies for set direction." 

"Well, it pisses me off that that's what it took for you to 

give me a second chance." (306) 

This book is a romance, so boy and (ugly) girl do get together at the 

end, but that does not obviate the author's criticism of "beauty" as a 

criteria for involvement in male-female relationships. 

Bird's next two novels, Tjie Mommy Club and Virgin of the 

Rodeo, also have less-than-beautiful heroines. Yet the 

ugliness/beauty theme is secondary in both, rather than central as is 

the case in her first two books. They nevertheless deserve comment 

here. 

The Mommv Club uses the "pairing" device of a beautiful (and 

in this case rich) foil for the ugly woman. Trudy, the main character, 

has a "button" nose "so small that [she] ha[s] to wad up twists of 

toilet paper to clean it," "pumpkin-colored baby-fine [hair that] 

responds more to air currents than to gravity" (22), and a high 

squeaky voice. Her self-image is extremely low; she thinks of 

herself as one of those people who "excrete a hormone that signals 

to the group that you are the one to be run away from" (30). To make 
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matters worse, Trudy is pregnant—enough so, that she has been 

visited by, in her own words, "all of the seven dwarfs of pregnancy 

. . . Sleepy, Queasy, Spacey, Weepy, Gassy, and Moody" (1). 

Opposite Trudy is the lovely Hillary Goettler, whose looks, 

behavior, and social and economic status are—in a word—perfect. The 

two women are constantly contrasted; not only in physical 

appearance, but attitude, clothing style, eating habits, and even such 

seemingly trivial actions as crying. Trudy notices one day: 

One perfect tear slid down Hillary's cheek. She cried the way 

I've always wanted to cry, with luminescent dignity. When I 

cry, I snort and gulp in such overblown quadripedal suffering 

that any potential comforters are put off by the burlesque 

quality of my blubbering. But there was Hillary's misery, 

glistening flawlessly as a diamond on her cheek. (55) 

Hillary is married to the equally perfect Victor Goettler. The 

only thing that mars the couple's existence is Hillary's aversion to 

the very thought of pregnancy. Not only is she afraid of the pain, but 

she has an abhorence for anything which would disfigure in the 

slightest her perfect body. She shudders as she tells Trudy: "The 

women in my family tend to develop varicose veins when they're 

pregnant. Awful, horrible, spidery things" (54). In this instance, Bird 

seems to be making a comment: not just on the manipulativeness of 

beauty, or its endless fascination with itself, but its sterility—and 

voluntary sterility at that. Hillary dares not conceive a child, so 

obsessed is she with the fear of losing her good looks. 
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In a twist that Sarah Bird is expert at pulling off, it is Trudy 

who becomes pregnant by Victor Goettler (though by artificial 

insemination) so that his wife will be able to maintain her good 

looks (and therefore, it is assumed, his undying devotion). At this 

point in the story, however, the beauty/ugliness set-up in The 

Mommv Club is quickly subsumbed into the book's more prominent 

thematic questions about the nature of and reasons for parenting. 

Likewise, lead character Sonja Gertz's ugliness in Virgin of 

the Rodeo, although obviously a part of her personality and approach 

to life, is secondary to other themes in this, the most serious—and 

in many ways, the least romantic—of Bird's novels. It is still 

important, though, because the book is a female Quest tale, and 

Sonja's lack of beauty determines both the conditions and the 

outcome of her quest. 

Sonja is twenty-nine when the story opens, and unmarried. She 

long ago learned life's primary lesson for a female, "the sad truth 

that entirely different standards apply to the cute" (8), for when she 

was born she 

embodied [the town's] worst fears about the mongrelization of 

their [German] genes and even deeper fears about an 

unnameable blending of the sexes. By the age of nine she stood 

two inches shy of her ultimate height of five foot eleven. [She 

was] big-boned and thickset, with her lank brown hair 

curtaining a wary brown face, thick black eyebrows brooding 

above deepset eyes unacquainted with twinkling. . . . (11) 
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The lovely woman to whom Sonja is compared is, ironically, her 

mother Tinka, who is "blond, delicate, and adorable" (11). The latter 

character does not play a large role in the book, however, 

disappearing soon after her wedding takes place in the first chapter. 

Sonja's quest is to find her father, whom she has never seen. 

According to what little information Tinka will give her, he was an 

Indian, a performer of rodeo rope tricks. The first man Sonja runs 

across whom she mistakes for her father is Prairie, who eventually 

becomes her friend and traveling companion. His first reaction to her 

is significant, since it takes place on a merely male/female level, 

rather than potential father/potential daughter. He is performing 

rope tricks at the rodeo when he hears a voice from the audience 

yelling with more enthusiasm than he is used to. From a distance, he 

judges her hair and mouth as goodlooking enough, but as she starts 

running toward him, he realizes it will take him "awhile to get over 

her face. . . . He'd had something a bit softer, more feminine in mind 

. . . . [This] Dark Lady was a hunker. Tall and rawboned as a plowboy, 

she was one seriously substantial chick" (68). Still, he hasn't had a 

better offer, so he is prepared to lower his standards for the 

evening, and is surprised when he finds out what she wants with 

him. 

Only after he gets used to the idea of traveling with a woman 

whom he does not look upon as a potential (or actual) bed partner 

does he begin to recognize some of Sonja's assets. One night, for 

instance, he startles himself by thinking of her as almost pretty. 
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For the first time, Son[ja] smiled. Prairie was startled by what 

a difference it made in her face. All the angles went from 

nagging and sharp to cockeyed but okay. Really all right. If 

people could say Barbra Streisand, for example, was beautiful, 

they could say this was all right. (79) 

Some time later he makes the (well-intentioned) mistake of telling 

her how much better she could look if she would "fix [her]self up." 

Like Earle in Lorrie Moore's "You're Ugly Too," Prairie is incapable of 

knowing that this will be an insult. 

"You ever use make-up? . . . Good pair of jeans, some 

decent boots? . . . Hair cut in one of those . . ." His hands 

orbited his head, describing a hairdo he found particularly 

attractive. . . . 

"You mean, turn myself into a lacquer-haired, mascaraed 

mantrap? . . . I do not choose to make the snaring of a man the 

central drama in my life. I have set my sights higher than that 

. . . . The desire to be attractive to men enslaves more women 

than any of the other myths foisted upon us by the 

merchandising monolith." (101) 

The relationship between Prairie and Sonja is not the focus of the 

book, but the fact that Prairie learns to like Sonja and to consider 

her an attractive woman influences both the method and results of 

her quest. It is clear, however, that he is making an exception for 

Sonja (as a valuable woman even though she is plain) which he will 

not grant to ugly women as a whole. He has not changed his overall 
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idea that the general value for women is their appearance. This is 

evident in a scene which takes place while Sonja and Prairie are 

traveling down the highway and see a "Jesus is my co-pilot" 

bumpersticker on a van. As they pass, Prairie looks at the driver, a 

"bucktoothed woman with a severely receding chin and heavy 

eyebrows." He says, "Jesus is the only date that babe's ever gonna 

get" (219-20). 
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^ Actually, her first "serious" novel. She had written several 

romance novels under a different name. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE RISE OF THE UGLY WOMAN 

. . if all these pretty women could shed the traits that made 

men want them then they would no longer depend on their 

own exploitability but would use their talents and 

intelligence to become something powerful." 

—Miss Licks in Geek Love 

Sarah Bird's Virgin of the Rodeo, like The Mommv Club, has 

more serious themes in mind, but as usual for this author, her story 

is built on a foundation of the beauty/ugliness dichotomy. And in all 

four of the novels, the ugly woman character rises in stature and in 

power as the events progress. 

Barbara Rex's 1982 novel Ualv Girl is similar in this respect. 

The main character and first person narrator is Eva, an orphan who 

has been taken in by the Severns because their grandson David, whom 

they are delighted to be raising, has formed an attachment to her. 

Eva is unattractive, even as a child, and her foster parents care 

nothing for her. Here again, as iin so many ugly woman stories, it is 

the mother figure who is the most critical of the ugliness, as if it 

somehow reflects on her mothering abilities that she is unable to 
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turn her ugly duckling into a swan. Anna Severn is constantly saying 

things like, "I never saw [Eva] uglier than she was this morning" 

(10). Eva is kind-hearted and excuses her foster mother's behavior. 

"I do not mean to underrate my gratitude for being given a home. At 

Mama's age, it must have been difficult to bring up a child, and then 

not to have her pretty . . . with little charm of manner and feminine 

submissiveness" (25). 

Unlike Mr. and Mrs. Severn, Eva's "step-brother" David is 

protective of her. He even feels a physical attraction for her at 

times while they are growing up. It may be in part David's 

acceptance of her which allows her to "make the best of herself," 

rather than retreating into a shell of shyness or anger as do many 

ugly women characters. She dresses fashionably and daringly, she 

starts smoking, she gets a good haircut, she becomes the best (and 

therefore the most sought-after) dancer at the parties. As she puts 

it: "Slowly, slowly, the image of myself that had forever beset me 

started to fade. I became what I pretended, with a certain swagger 

that was pure pride" (86). 

At this point in her life she meets Newly, a man who seems 

willing to overlook her appearance. He wins her over by 

complimenting her desirable traits and finding euphemisms for the 

bad ones. "You have the snootiest face," he says, or picks out her 

hair, eyes or mouth to praise as being attractive. She eventually 

marries him, feeling fortunate to have found someone who, in her 

words, "make[s] me forget my looks" (129). They have a child, and 
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Eva spends several years happy—at least on the surface—in her role 

of wife and mother. Yet many things are clear to the reader 

concerning Eva's real situation. For one thing, she is denying her 

actual looks and pretending to be among the pretty, rather than 

accepting her appearance as a minor part of her whole self: "Ugly is 

a word I almost never use," she says (129). Her talents are being 

wasted; she makes no friends outside her marriage; she is merely 

coasting through her life, content because she has managed to obtain 

those things which, ordinarily, are reserved for only the beautiful. 

Her carefully constructed house of cards begins to fall when, out of 

the blue, her husband becomes convinced he has supernatural powers 

and starts his own religion of "healing." At one of his revivals, their 

only child is accidentally killed. This tragedy slaps Eva in the face, 

waking her from her dreamlife. 

In her pain, she turns to a newly-met friend, Flora, who acts as 

mentor and gives her this advice: "I've noticed . . . that people have 

to grow into their faces. It's a kind of self-acceptance. My family 

used to call me 'Nosey' and told me my upper lip was so long it 

almost deformed my face. . . . It wasn't until I became eighteen that I 

realized I was quite handsome" (182). This is, of course, the 

opposite kind of advice that ugly women usually receive—from well-

meaning friends and family members, from men trying to "help" 

them live up to current standards of beauty. Rather than covering up 

the ugly parts with strategically placed makeup or clothing, thus 

pretending to be more beautiful, Flora advocates accepting your 
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looks as a part of who you are, and recognizing your whole self as 

attractive—and this inner beauty becomes evident in the face and 

demeanor of the woman who has learned to judge herself by more 

than society's current notions of beauty. 

Through great effort, Eva manages to attain this type of 

beauty, and in doing so overshadows her "rival" throughout the book, 

the standardly-beautiful (but evil and manipulative) Joyce, who is 

married to Eva's step-brother David and treats him—and everyone 

else—poorly, but manages to get what she needs from life by just 

being blonde and pretty. Significant is the fact that Eva is the only 

one who has ever described Joyce as ugly. The first time was right 

after the two met as young girls. Eva is eating dinner at Joyce's 

house and describes the scene: "[Joyce] screamed across the living 

room table at her father, her face a queer purple color, and her 

mouth wide and ugly" (55). The ugliness in this case is clearly 

related to her extreme and hateful behavior. The second time is after 

Eva has gone through her transformation, and Joyce is admitting that 

she needs Eva's help, thus emphasizing that the power roles for the 

two women have changed. Eva says, "The next day Joyce appeared on 

my porch. She spoke agitatedly through the screen, her little mouth 

twisted and her big eyes squirting as though in pain. She looked 

almost ugly" (176). 

In Ualv Girl, then, Barbara Rex has clearly tied ugliness (and 

beauty) to the notion of power. The increased power over self is 

probably the most important trait of the ugly woman character, for 
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it allows her to be more spiritually complete, more active and 

heroic than her beautiful counterpart. If they merely become angry 

and bitter, dwelling on the injustices of the beauty system that 

excludes them—like the Eva in "Old Mortality," like Zoe in "You're 

Ugly, Too," like Ella Mae in Fat Woman—then they never reach this 

higher stage of existence; but then, they have the company of all 

their beautiful sisters who never feel "beautiful enough," or who 

eventually lose their beauty through sickness, accident or aging, and 

have no other self to fall back on. 

This contrast between the potential long-term power of 

ugliness and the ultimate powerlessness of beauty is evident in 

varying degress in most of the contemporary fiction I have 

previously discussed, but it forms the central theme in such books 

as Louise Erdrich's The Beet Queen. Peter S. Beagle's Folk of the Air. 

Alice Walker's Ihe Color Purple. Katherine Dunn's Geek Love and 

Rebecca Goldstein's Ihe Dark Sister. In all of them, the ugly woman 

has at least one "beauty" with which to contend, so that her efforts 

can be more easily emphasized in terms of contrast. 

In Ihe Beet Queen. Mary Adare is first described in direct 

contrast to her brother Karl: 

The boy was a tall fourteen, hunched with his sudden growth 

and very pale. His mouth was sweetly curved, his skin fine and 

girlish. His sister was only eleven years old, but already she 

was so short and ordinary that it was obvious she would be 
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this way all her life. Her name was square and practical as the 

rest of her. (1) 

One thing they have in common is that both have been abandoned by 

their mother—incidentally, a great beauty. Shortly after their 

opening scene together, brother and sister are separated. Mary, who 

knows she is not "much for looks" (65), that the "shape of [her] life 

[is] to be no tunnel of love in darkness" (69), moves in with her Aunt 

Fritzie, Uncle Pete, and their daughter Sita, "tall and perfect with a 

blond braid that reache[s] to her waist" (18). To compete against 

such perfection for the love of her aunt and uncle, Mary simply 

works hard and makes herself useful. 

At first, she cannot control her anger over the ease with which 

Sita finds love: "[A]s the years went on, I became more essential 

than any ring or necklace, while Sita flowered into the same frail 

kind of beauty that could be broken off a tree by any passing boy and 

discarded, cast away when the fragrance died" (18). Mary is tempted 

only once to try romance. She feels a great attraction for her friend 

Celestine's brother, Russell Kashpaw, who has just returned from 

the Korean War. Ironically, he is considered an ugly man. Mary's 

reaction to him, though, shows once again the more positive light in 

which male ugliness is ordinarily viewed: 

I looked straight at him and stood rooted in surprise. The scars 

stretched up his cheeks like claw marks, angry and long, even 

running past his temples and parting his hair crooked. I could 

see that they went downward, too, mapping him below. . . . The 
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sight of him embarrassed me, not because he was ugly, but 

just the opposite. Scarred, his face took on an unsettling dark 

grandeur. He was richly carved and compelling in those terrible 

wounds. (70-71) 

Mary is shaken at the depth of her attraction to Russell, so she gets 

Celestine to invite him to dinner then tries, for the first and last 

time, to "be pretty for him": "I'd drawn my eyebrows on for the 

evening in brown pencil. I'd carefully pinned my braids up and worn a 

black chiffon scarf to set off my one remarkable feature, yellow cat 

eyes, which did their best to coax him." But the experiment is 

doomed to fail, because Sita, the "real" beauty, is in the room: 

Russell turned, unaffected by any of my charms, and looked at 

Sita in a way that I was meant to see. I understood that if he 

was going to think that way of anyone, it was her. She had been 

talking more than usual and had a rare color in her cheeks. . . . 

But when she saw that Russell Kashpaw was looking at her, 

she tipped her head away and her red lips tightened. She . . . let 

him know that Sita Kozka was off limits to his type. (72) 

Clearly, in their younger days, Sita has all the power. But it is 

short-term power, and it is power over others, not over the self. Of 

her friend Celestine (who is shortly afterward won over to Mary), 

Sita says: "I liked her tough hands. I liked the way she could stand up 

to boys. But more than anything else, I liked [her] because she was 

mine. She belonged to me" (34). As she matures, Mary realizes the 

difference between the two types of power and is able to overcome 
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her envy of Sita's power and possessions: "So what if I was plain?" 

she asks. "As least I had the shop, Pete and Fritzie, and Celestine" 

(66). She has, in other words, a satisfying job and people who care 

about her for who she is, not how she looks. Still, her life is not 

without loneliness, or anger at the way the system works to exclude 

her from having an ordinary male/female relationship. She admits, 

I did not choose solitude. Who would? It came on me like a kind 

of vocation, demanding an effort that married women can't 

picture. Sometimes, even now, I look on the married girls the 

way a wild dog might look through the window at tame ones, 

envying the regularity of their lives but also despising the low 

pleasure they get from the master's touch. (69) 

When Mary's handsome (and by now revealed as bisexual) brother 

Karl appears in town, he offers yet another example of beauty's 

power over others. He meets and immediately attaches himself to 

Celestine, in effect, "stealing" her away from Mary. Usually level-

headed, Celestine cannot explain to Mary the power Karl exerts over 

her from the moment she first sees him: 

"You're not pretty," are the first words he speaks. 

And I, who have never bit off my words even to a 

customer, am surprised into a wounded silence although I don't 

look in the mirror for pleasure, but only to take stock of the 

night's damage. . . . 
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"But pretty's not the only thing," [Karl] continues 

smoothly, as though all my silence has not come between. 

(125) 

Like Mary, however, Celestine has built up a reservoir of strength 

from her years of living alone. After indulging in the passionate 

affair, she grows weary of Karl's insistence on "owning her," on 

taking over every aspect of heir life, and she kicks him out in order 

to return to her normal life. 

The power struggles between the ugly woman and the beautiful 

woman in Peter S. Beagle's Folk of the Mc reveal the same 

dichotomy of power over others vs power over the self, but this 

novel also more clearly judges beauty as evil and "ugliness" (or in 

this case, perhaps the more precise phrase would be "middle-aged 

dumpiness"), as good. There are other differences as well. The power 

struggle between the two women is more direct than subtle; the 

power itself more tangible and magical than abstract; the story 

more mythic than realistic—but these are traits common to the type 

of fantasy stories Beagle writes. 

The ugly woman is Sia, and at first she seems to be just an 

"earth mother" type. When the narrator, Farrell, first meets her, he 

has a hard time imagining why his friend has chosen such a plain old 

woman to live with. Even her voice is unattractive and unfeminine to 

him: "He could not imagine it teasing, consoling, caressing . . . or 

telling lies. It was a voice suited only for asking nettly questions 

with no safe answers" (19). It is obvious from Farrell's opening 
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comments about Sia that he is used to thinking of women as falling 

into two categories: those with sexual utility (the teasing, 

consoling, caressing ones) and the other ones, who tend to nag and 

make life difficult. Because it is told from Farrell's point of view, 

the story is able to trace the development of a male character's 

attitude toward the ugly woman, rather than the character 

development of the ugly woman herself. As he gets to know Sia 

better, Farrell begins to see her in a different light, and also to 

sense the depth and nature of her power. He attempts to describe her 

to his girlfriend by comparing her to a grizzly bear, and in doing so 

acknowledges that Sia's plain exterior masks her intrinsic grace and 

natural power: 

The thing about the grizzly, there's no limit to it. You look at it 

a while, you think about it, and you can't possibly imagine 

where its strength begins or ends. And it's fat and swagbellied 

and sort of pigfaced and it's attractive too. (76) 

Sia's power, unlike that of her somewhat parallel earth mother 

figure Maria in People of the Vallev. is not limited to the dispensing 

of sage advice. She is, of course, wise; but she is also aided in her 

strength by supernatural powers. Her young and beautiful 

counterpart Aiffe, however, has comparable powers—so Beagle's 

message is not that only the ugly are powerful. The difference comes 

in how they wield their magic—whom they hurt and why, how wise 

their decisions turn out to be within a strict moral framework of 

what is "good" and what is "evil." There is still a correlation, 
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however, between the use of power and the user's physical 

appearance. Each time that Sia is called upon to "do battle" with 

Aiffe (except the final time), she is described in uglier than usual 

terms. One time Farrell calls her a "sexless peasant sullenly 

working up to the effort of spitting into the fire" (127), and another 

he says her body 

had grown impossibly stooped and withered since just that 

morning. Her shoulders all but hid her emaciated chest. Under 

the gown, her belly and thighs seemed to have run like candle 

wax into pitiful drizzles of skin. The gray eyes had gone suet-

colored in her shrunken face, and . . . her teeth were rotting 

like cheese. (300) 

Interestingly, in her final battle with Aiffe, she grows more lovely, 

rather than less. It is possible that this is just an effect of Farrell's 

ability to finally see her for what she really is. This may also 

explain why, for the first time, she is described as being sexually 

attractive. She begins her battle by loosening her hair, an action 

which throughout the book signals an increase in her magical 

powers. This time, her hair appears to be "endlessly lengthening, 

enveloping her body in a sparkling haze, within which she turned and 

turned, spinning a chrysalis of light. The thick body seemed to be 

elongating with her hair, hips lilting languidly, stumpy legs visibly 

growing slender and graceful" (304). 

This final scene can be interpreted as a transformation tale 

much like those from the middle ages. (See Chapter 1.) Sia 
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disappears right after this; gone from this realm, it seems. In other 

respects, too, Sia is not a typical ugly woman character. She shows 

little concern for her looks andl suffers from few self-doubts. Her 

live-in boyfriend is young and devoted. Whatever agonies she may 

have suffered over her appearance are in the past. She is a woman at 

the height of her powers; even Farrell comes to see that: [He] saw 

that she stood in the doorway with the still acceptance of her body 

that he had only known in a few women, who had never in all their 

lives imagined themselves not beautiful, not even for a single bad 

moment, in pain, despairing" (220-21). 

Sia is much like Alice Walker's Celie, if you consider Celie's 

image at the end of The Color Purple. But much of this Pulitzer 

Prize-winning novel is devoted to Celie's suffering, so we are able 

to see her development from absolute powerlessness to a position of 

power over her self and her circumstances. 

Because Celie is a young black girl in a poor family, she has 

very little power to begin with. But to make matters worse, she is 

considered ugly, even by her family. She is offered to "Mr. " as 

a wife, in place of her younger, prettier sister Nettie. Her father 

reasons to Mr. : "She ugly. But she ain't no stranger to hard 

work. And she clean. And God done fixed her. You can do everything 

just like you want to and she ain't gonna make you feed it or clothe 

it" (9). That it was her father who "fixed" her, by impregnating her 

with the child whose birth made her sterile thereafter, he fails to 

mention. The father has also disposed of the child. 
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When Mr. , who actually wants Nettie, balks at the thought 

of taking Celie to bed, her father just says, "Well, next time you 

come you can look at her. She ugly. Don't even look like she kin to 

Nettie. But she'll make the better wife" (9). Celie's father is 

expressing the common lore about ugly women that they compensate 

for their looks by working harder to please their husbands, and 

perhaps also implying that Mr. will be better off with a wife 

whose looks no one else covets. 

Because he desperately needs a mother for his out-of-control 

children, and a housekeeper for his long-abandoned chores, he 

accepts Celie as wife. But he treats her cruelly, and makes sure she 

knows he does not care about her. He even brings home his lover, 

Shug, when she is sick and cannot care for herself. Shug's response 

to her first sight of Celie confirms the latter's self-image. "You 

sure is ugly, she say, like she ain't believed it [before]" (9). For her 

part, Celie is fascinated by Shug's beauty, and is perfectly willing to 

play nurse to her husband's long-time mistress. The two eventually 

become friends; even lovers themselves, although this relationship 

does not prevent Shug's continuing to be Mr. 's lover too. Once 

she is well, Shug plays the mentor role much as Flora did for Eva in 

Ualv Girl, and she plays a large part in the "healing" of Celie's 

scarred psyche. Celie learns that she is desirable to a person of 

worth (Shug), and that she herself is worthy of being loved. When she 

heals to the point of being able to leave her abusive husband, Mr. 

tries to undercut her newfound independence. To him, she is still 
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nothing but a worthless ugly woman, unlike his beloved Shug, to 

whom he constantly compares her: 

You'll be back. . . . Nothing up North for nobody like you. Shug 

got talent. . . . She can sing. She got spunk. . . . She got looks. . . . 

She can stand up and be notice. But what you got? You ugly. You. 

skinny. You shape funny. You too scared to open your mouth to 

people. All you fit to do in Memphis is be Shug's maid. (212) 

But Celie is not to be deterred. She has gained control over her life, 

and the feeling gives her a sense of power over others as well. She 

starts to curse Mr. with "conjuring" power, but he just laughs. 

"Who you think you is? he say. You can't curse nobody. Look at you. 

You black, you pore, you ugly, you a woman. Goddam, he say, you 

nothing at all" (213). She continues to curse him and to believe it 

will cause his downfall. As she leaves, she reiterates her new sense 

of power: "I'm pore, I'm black, I mav be ugly and can't cook. . . . But 

I'm here" (214, emphasis added). 

Celie gets more and more attractive as she increases her 

independence from her husband. Once, on a return trip south, she has 

the satisfaction of hearing Mr. say, "You know . . . you look real 

good since you been up in Memphis" (261). But she suffers a set-back 

when Shug leaves her, revealing that she has still rooted her self-

worth in the love of another person, rather than looking to herself 

for strength: 

I stand looking at my naked self in the looking glass. What 

would [Shug] love? I ast myself. My hair is short and kinky 
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because I don't straighten it anymore. Once Shug say she love 

it no need to. My skin dark. My nose just a nose. My lips just 

Hps. My body just any woman's body going through the changes 

of age. Nothing special here for nobody to love. No honey 

colored curly hair, no cuteness. Nothing young and fresh. (266) 

Celie moves back to the south, where she confronts her old self and 

her old family, and only then becomes all that she can be. She lifts 

her "curse" from her husband, and they become friends who sit 

around and talk about how much they love Shug, the symbol of beauty 

and love in both their lives. Celie has learned to accept who she is, 

and her husband has learned to acknowledge the worth of a woman 

who does not live up to his narrow standards of beauty. It is 

interesting that even though told from the ugly woman's point of 

view, The Color Purple also incorporates the development of the 

male character. And part of Celie's healing process, turning her into 

a pretty woman both inside and out, is that she forgives Mr. , 

whose crimes against her many would consider unforgiveable. 

Celie's initial marginalization because of her ugliness was one 

of the most extreme I found in contemporary literature, and yet 

there is one ugly woman who tops her: Olympia Binewski in 

Katherine Dunn's astounding 1989 novel, Geek Love. Daughter of a 

circus family, Olympia (Oly) is actually the most "normal" Binewski 

sibling, all of whom are the result of conscious effort by their 

parents to produce deformed offspring (who are therefore valuable 

within the circus environment). Electra and Iphigenia are Siamese 
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twins "with perfect upper bodies joined at the waist and sharing one 

set of hips and legs" (8). Arturo (Arty) spends most of his life in a 

fish tank, as he is built rather like a seal, with only rudimentary 

limbs. The youngest brother Chick is quite perfect physically, and at 

first seems so normal that the family considers abandoning him. Yet 

he exhibits extraordinary psychic powers, which are of great value 

to the circus. 

Oly, three years younger than the twins, was supposed to have 

been just as exotic as they in her birth defects, as her father 

"spared no expense" in dosing her mother with drugs during the 

pregnancy. But, she admits, "It was a disappointment when I 

emerged with such commonplace deformities. My albinism is the 

regular pinkeyed variety and my hump, though pronounced, is not 

remarkable in size or shape as humps go." It goes without saying 

that her baldness is not a sufficient deformity to interest her 

family. She is judged useless in the circus marketplace, and her 

family decides she will simply have to serve as a barker to entice 

the crowd "toward the esoteric talents of the rest of the family." By 

her third birthday, though, her dwarfism becomes apparent and is "a 

pleasant surprise" to the family, increasing her value in their eyes 

(8). Yet Oly never feels equal to the rest of them. Later in life she 

admits: "I've wished I had two heads. Or that I was invisible. I've 

wished for a fish's tail instead of legs. I've wished to be more 

special" (34). Clearly, one of the main themes of Geek Love is the 

relativity of the state of ugliness. 
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What Dunn has created in Oly is an ugly woman character 

whose marginalization is double-sided. Having grown up in a family 

which places great value on what "normal" people would call ugly, 

she is unable to participate in the rest of society's standards of 

beauty and desirability. She is not freaky enough to be loved by the 

"true" circus freaks; too freaky to be loved by the "normals." Her 

sisters, on the other hand, are considered desirable, both inside and 

outside the circus environment. "They were always beautiful, slim, 

and huge-eyed," Oly says. "They studied the piano and began 

performing piano duets at an early age" (8). As they grow older, they 

become the objects of sexual desire among circus workers and 

"norms," not only because their faces are pretty, but also because 

their two sets of arms and breasts promise infinite possibilities in 

the way of fantasy fulfillment J 

Oly is also contrasted with her brother Arty, whose strange 

deformities prove as irresistible as do those of the twins. He has 

always attracted the greatest number of people to his show, and 

once he reaches sexual maturity, he has no problem finding a 

different girl to come to his tent every night. In addition, as a male, 

Arty is granted additional types of power, such as creating fear in 

the minds of the circus workers, who obey him without question. He 

is abusive of his power over others, ever seeking ways to increase 

it, even to the point of founding his own religion, which appeals to 

all who feel themselves ugly in any sense of the word. Dunn's 

recording of the initial founding of the Arturan cult shows how quick 
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Arty is to manipulate the weaknesses of others to his own 

advantages. 

The fat woman surfaced at Arty's last, hottest show for 

the day. She was young but her colorless hair was scraggled up 

into tight separate curls with so much scalp between them 

that she looked old and balding. She was crying as she stood up 

"You darling," said Arty, and the feel of "darling" rose up 

through her puffy ankles and through every buttock on the 

bleachers. The crowd sighed. The fat woman sobbed. 

"You feel ugly, don't you sweetheart?" and "ugly" and 

"sweetheart" thrummed through the crowd, and they all gasped 

and she wasn't the only one nodding. 

"You've tried everything, haven't you?" said the bright 

floating spirit in the tank. "Everything," murmured the bones 

of the people. 

"Pills, shots, hypnosis, diets, exercise. Everything. 

Because you want to be beautiful?" Arty was building it up 

now, winding them tight. 

"Because you think if you were beautiful, you would be 

happy?" He had the timing pat. Arty was a master of tone and 

timing. . . . "Because people would love you if you were 

beautiful? And if people loved you, you would be happy? Is it 

people loving you that makes you happy? . . . Or is it people not 

loving you that makes you unhappy? If they don't love you its 
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because there's something wrong with you. If they love you 

then it must mean you're all right. You poor baby. Poor, poor 

baby." (177-78; emphasis in original) 

Once he has them in his power, Arty delivers his opinion of love: 

"You just want to know you're all right. . . . That's all you need other 

people's love for!" And he offers them an alternative to being loved, 

because he knows that, as society's ugly ones, they have given up 

hope of that. What he gives them is permission to be who they are, 

and a way to escape the need to be loved: 

"You don't want to stop eating! You love to eat! You don't 

want to be thin! You don't want to be beautiful! You don't want 

people to love you! All you really want is to know you're al l 

right! That's what can give you peace! 

"If I had arms and legs and hair like everybody else, do 

you think I'd be happy? No! I would not! Because then I'd worry 

did somebody love me! I'd have to look outside myself to find 

out what to think of myself! 

"And you! You aren't ever going to look like a fashion 

queen! Does that mean you have to be miserable all your life? 

Does it? 

"Can you be happy with the movies and the ads and the 

clothes in the stores and the doctors and the eyes as you walk 

down the street all telling you there is something wrong with 

you? No. You can't. You cannot be happy. Because you believe 

them.. . . (178) 



158 

Arty's own painful years as a freak have given him insight into the 

plight of the ugly woman. He is a rarity—a male character who sees 

that the secret to an ugly woman's happiness does not lie in 

changing her hairstyle or blouse color to deceive others into thinking 

she is better looking. And women flock to him, eager to hear his 

message. Unfortunately, he misuses his knowledge, teaching them to 

deify ugliness and shun all forms of love, to the extent that the most 

fanatic of his followers begin amputating parts of themselves. 

Oly is never fully seduced by the Arturan solution to ugliness, 

but she is seduced by Arty himself when she is at her most 

vulnerable. She has just suffered the loss of her first "boyfriend" 

and is feeling the full effects of what her adult life will be like. The 

boy is simply kind, but Oly has interpreted his behavior romantically. 

On her own, she has decided to "break up" with him: 

I looked hard to see if I'd hurt him. Maybe my whole life was 

set in that instant. I was a sixteen-year-old freak brat. If he'd 

said anything—a word might have been enough, "Don't," or a 

crease of the brow, a shadow of pain in his eyes. . . .(287) 

But he only smiles "as though he'd never imagined anything else" for 

her, and she grows up in an instant. 

That's when it clicked that the mechanics of my life were not 

going to run on the physics that ruled the twins or Mama in her 

day. If I bled it didn't mean what Iphy's blood meant. If I loved 

it wasn't the same as Iphy's love or the love of bouncy girls in 

the midway. (287) 
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At this point Oly, who has always loved and admired her brother, has 

her first and only sexual experience with him. She conceives a child, 

a daughter (Miranda) whom she sends to an orphanage soon after her 

birth. She doesn't exactly abandon her, however. Oly's later life is 

devoted to following Miranda (who has no idea who her mother is), 

and to manipulating other people into doing things for her daughter, 

the beautiful and popular art student whose only deformity is 

ordinarily well-hidden: a small tail at the end of her spine. 

Miranda's slightly flawed beauty is, of course, another of 

Dunn's symbolic comments on the relativity of ugliness, and Oly's 

reaction to it is Dunn's comment on the potential power of 

deformity—the supreme form of ugliness. Surreptitiously watching 

her daughter perform a strip tease act at a local bar (it is how 

Miranda pays her way through school), Oly reminisces about the 

power that various members of her family have had over others. She 

remembers her father's words: "Always remember. . . how much 

leverage you've got on the norms just in your physical presence" 

(151). The twins, she thinks, "were high-powered performers, they 

wrung your heart, cramped your brain, brought silence on thousands 

for half an hour at a time." Concerning Arturo, she remembers "the 

crowds that watched [him] were funneled out of themselves, pumped 

into the reservoir of his will." Miranda, by comparison, has power of 

a purely sexual nature over her audience. Her act is "paltry compared 

to the skill and power" Oly remembers her "other loved ones" 

having; the crowd responds simply "because they th[ink] she [is] 
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pretty, because they th[ink] it would be good to grab her ass and 

pump jizz into her" (17). This concerns Oly, who recognizes that her 

daughter "is ignorant of [her tail's] meaning and oblivious to its 

value" (40). Miranda has learned, however, to trade on the beauty of 

the rest of her body, as her strip tease act shows. She uses her tail 

as a surprise ending, so to speak, an odd bonus at the end of her act. 

Oly's sense of the personal power which can come from 

accepting one's deformity is also revealed in a poignant scene in 

which she is herself pushed up onto the strip-tease stage by the 

crowd. Her glasses, wig, and coat are pulled off. She finds herself on 

stage in just her "chest harness [with its] thick strips of elastic 

stretched above the hump and below it to hold a solid band across 

[her] ragged dugs and their grey nipples." Oly sees and hears the 

crowd, "standing up and beating the tables," their laughter "fierce." 

Undaunted, or perhaps in response to her circus upbringing, she 

refuses to be an object of pity. 

I lift my thin arms and waggle my huge hands and bob to the 

light, and my knees begin to shift in what my body calls dance, 

waving my hump at the crowd, the light warming my scalp and 

burning into my unprotected eyes. My big shoes thump at the 

ends of my little legs, and I am proud with my arrow tits 

flapping toward my knees, and the . . . shouts coming up, 

"Christ! It's real!" The twisting of my hump feels good against 

the warm air and the sweat of my bald head runs down into my 

bald eyes and stings with brightness and the spirit of the 



161 

waggling hump moves over the stage and catches . . . Ft he ml all. 

while I stamp on my buttonless blouse, slide on the tangled 

elastic harness, and open my near-blind eyes wide so that they 

can see that there is true pink there—the raw albino eye in the 

lashless sockets—and j_t j_s good. How proud I am, dancing in the 

air full of eyes rubbing at me uncovered, unable to look away 

because of what I am. Those poor [normal strippers] behind me 

are silent. I've conquered them. They thought to use and shame 

me but I win out by nature, because a true freak cannot be 

made. A true freak must be born. (19-20, emphasis added) 

Oly's reunion with Miranda gives her a mission in life, a quest to 

follow. Strangely, people have always confided in Oly because, 

according to her, "Just being visible is my biggest confession, so 

they try to set me at ease by revealing our equality, by dragging out 

their own less-apparent deformities" (156). So becoming her 

daughter's confidente (without, at first, revealing their 

relationship) is easy. In the process, she finds out that Miranda is 

saving money to pay a plastic surgeon to remove her tail. Oly is 

horrified, although she cannot reveal that to Miranda, and she vows 

to put every obstacle in her daughter's path to prevent the 

desecration of her "specialness." She succeeds, but has to deceive 

people, kill one of the few people who have been kind to her, and 

commit suicide to do so—thus becoming as evil as her brother Arty 

had been in his day. The only difference is that Arty's deeds were 

committed to increase his personal power, whereas Oly is acting to 
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save her child—or at least, she is convinced that is what she is 

doing. There is also evidence that she might be acting because of the 

similarities she sees between daughter and father, and the way they 

use power: 

Suddenly the staggering love bursts away from me like milk 

from a smashed glass. [Miranda] is manipulating me. . . . She 

doesn't see me at all. . . . She is just like her father, casually, 

carelessly enslaving me with my love. She doesn't know the 

powers that keep me here. She thinks it's her charm and guile. 

(29) 

Never missing a chance to reveal another angle in the 

kaleidoscopic battle between beauty and ugliness, Dunn introduces 

to the story another ugly woman character with a mission, Miss Lick. 

A homely, though "normal" woman herself, she uses her money to 

help pretty girls rid themselves of the "handicap" of beauty. She 

arranges deforming plastic surgery or even "accidents" for them, to 

save them from men, whom she sees as responsible for turning 

women into useless lovers, wives, and mothers. The women thus 

deformed become undesirable, allowing them to concentrate their 

energies on developing their real assets—intelligence, courage, will 

power, etc. Obviously, the quests of Oly and Miss Lick dovetail, and 

they become constant companions—yet ironically, it is Miss Lick 

whom Oly must murder in order to save Miranda. 

As complicated as Geek Love, but less dependent upon the 

grotesque, is Rebecca Goldstein's The Dark Sister. As implied by the 
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title, the idea of the Doppelganger informs this ugly woman story, 

but there is even more than that. Hedda, introduced as "not merely 

unattractive" but "mysteriously, mythologically grim" (7), is not 

only haunted by the child "with glittering dark eyes" (8), "unearthly 

in her beauty" (12) that she was in the past. She also contends with 

her "fair sister" Stella (25), and the two nineteenth-century sisters 

Alice and Vivianna—also opposite in looks and temperament—about 

whom Hedda is writing a book. 

As for physical details, Hedda is "six feet two," "thirty-eight 

years old and . . . still waiting to need a bra" (8), with a face that is 

"all jaw" (10) topped by a "superbly expressive cranium" (14). Like 

Oly in Geek Love. Hedda feels that her "astonishing" ugliness makes 

her unique. Standing in front of the mirror one day, she realizes that 

"she, no less than others, stood in awe before that form [her body] 

that went beyond itself, signifying a content commanding 

interpretation, disturbing and deep." She wonders whether it is 

vanity "that ma[kes] her think her want of beauty as evocative, in its 

own way, as a more common comeliness" (7). 

What Goldstein does in these opening pages is to stretch the 

definitions of both beauty and ugliness, bringing them closer 

together in the effect they have on others. She continues her reverie 

by upsetting common notions about the rewards of trait: 

There is a kind of haunted beauty, destined for an 

interesting unhappiness. There were times when [Hedda] saw 

her homeliness as similarly haunted. . . . 
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Nothing to wonder about there, the Ubiquitious Voice 

sneered [a voice Hedda frequently imagines arguing with her]. 

That an uolv woman should fag fated i f i suffer? 

Ah, but not necessarily to suffer interestingly. 

And i s vour suffering so very interesting? 

On other, fiercer, days she saw herself in more heroic 

terms. She wore her ugliness as a coat of mail. Armed against 

the insidious enslavement of her sex, she resisted (easily) the 

seductions of a sweetly deadly submission. (7, emphasis in 

original) 

In Hedda's world, beauty is haunted, practically assuring that the 

one on whom it is bestowed will become a slave; ugliness, on the 

other hand, is an heroic resistance against enslavement. She feels 

that her position as a grandly ugly woman, and one given the talent 

of writing, qualifies her to stand as symbol for all ugly women: "She 

felt herself the repository of all the unowned anger of all the gently 

smiling females of all the unenlightened.. . . And as she sopped up 

this floating feminine fury, it seemed to her that she grew still 

huger . . . until it seemed . . . her shape might blot out the entire 

world" (8). 

Here is a woman with a mission. Unlike Oly, whose 

manipulations are limited to what will directly influence her only 

child, Hedda is out to change the world. Because she knows, "with all 

the sound instincts of a novelist, that a downright unlovable woman . 
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. . . such as herself, would be very difficult to bring off as a 

sympathetic character" (223), the protagonists in her fiction 

had always been articulately angry women, who though 

beautiful . . . were never duped into seeing their purpose in 

terms of the adornment of some Rigid Prick. Her women strode 

out to do battle impregnably armored in irony, with brilliant 

flashes of polished polemics. . . . These books sold well. There 

was a lot of female fierceness out there. (9) 

The telling detail here is that her female characters, even though 

angry, are still beautiful. She alters that formula in her newest 

novel, making the older sister Alice Bonnet the "diminutive 

spinster" with the "drawn and pinched white face and gold-rimmed 

spectacles" (29) and younger sister Vivianna the "extremely clever 

and high-spirited" dreamer who will not be bound by society's rules 

(39). The uptight, conservative Alice has sought the help of a doctor 

for her sister, whom she fears is going mad. Predictably, the two 

women turn out to be one and the same person, each simply 

expressing a different personality. The book turns out to be much 

more a cry for help than Hedda's previous novels, which appear to 

have been written more as forms of revenge—designed to belittle 

men and stir her women readers into a frenzy of anger: 

[In h]er previous fiction . . . men were often whipping out . . . 

what it is that men are wont to whip out, but this never ever 

got them what they wanted. . . . What it generally got them was 

public humiliation, spiritual degradation, and—sometimes, if 
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they really deserved It—permanent injury. Hedda's women were 

beautiful, they brought out the Brute in the Man. . . . But they 

were smart, and they were strong. They were herstorv's [sic] 

Avenging Angels. (110-11, emphasis in original) 

As far as sexual experience, "perilously eccentric as she was," 

Hedda does not consider that she belongs "to that even rarer breed: 

the class of female virgins." And yet, when she describes her 

"deflowering," in her "sixteenth year, by the finger of Marty Factor" 

(111), the reader could easily put Hedda back into that category. 

What is interesting about Marty is that although he had known her 

since her childhood, he did not abuse her sexually until she began to 

look ugly. 

It was when she became solemn that Marty started to flirt, 

when she was awful that he grew warmer. The homelier she, 

the hotter he. . . . When she was finally ghastly, Marty was 

fully determined. . . . The sight of her as she now was worked 

on him as perhaps no beauty ever could. (114) 

In other words his attraction, if it can be called that, seems more a 

product of his desire to punish her for growing ugly than really 

wanting anything to do with her. 

Her sister Stella, on the other hand, she who "so often wore 

the expression of a vain woman poised before the mirror, her eyes 

glazed over into goofy self-absorption" (24), has been quite 

promiscuous throughout her life. Hedda concludes that "men had 

always seemed to like her well enough," pointing to her "four failed 
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marriages and numerous failed affairs" as just one more reason to 

despise her sister. Although neither likes the other and both take 

every opportunity to humiliate and belittle the other one, the reader 

perceives that the women are more alike than different. It is not 

surprising that near the end of the book, when Hedda has nearly 

starved herself to death during a serious mental breakdown, she has 

a vision of "two solemn little girls, one dark and one fair, each of 

them desperately trying for herself to detect the pattern that would 

fend off the dangerous anger of the Mother" (258). And it is the 

Mother in this book—on both a literal and a mythical level—who takes 

the blame for the sickness of the daughters. She is blamed in the 

novel Hedda has written, and she is blamed in the vision of her 

childhood which is one of Hedda's final thoughts: 

The Mother, most horribly, . . would remember nothing of 

that anoer once i t was spent. 

Each girl had said something similar but different to 

herself, in order to save herself. 

Hedda had said: It doesn't matter. I can take care of 

myself. I need no one. And here she was, alone in her tower 

with her voices. 

Stella had said: It doesn't matter. I am really a secret 

fairy princess. Someday someone besides myself will see what 

I am. And here she was, with her trail of ruined relations. . . . 

(258, emphasis in original) 
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As suggested in The Dark Sister, and to a lesser but still evident 

extent in many of the ugly woman novels in which there is also a 

beautiful woman character, beauty and ugliness are more entwined 

than separate. To value one over the other—to consider beauty the 

only "truth" and to ignore the very existence of ugliness—is like 

trying to separate Siamese twins. 
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1 The attraction to deformity is not just a literary notion. 

Michie reports that such "hardcore pornographic magazines [as] 

Hustler and Screw, various more 'bizarre' parts erupt into language 

and nameability, becoming themselves displacments for erotic 

pleasure; in the 'all-Stump' issue of Hustler, for instance, 'stumps' 

and prosthetic limbs replace traditionally conceived erogenous 

zones as sites of sexual attention" (141). 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

"Give me new faces new faces new faces 

I have seen the old ones.. ." 

—Gertrude Stein 

So what is the value of this study? Does it make any 

difference that traces of the nineteenth-century old maid heroine 

can still be found in many of the ugly woman stories of today? Is it 

significant that after the women's movement of the 1970s, some 

important American authors, both male and female, began to 

redefine that character, delving deep into her psyche, analyzing the 

responses of other characters toward her, equating her ugliness 

with power, and/or using her ugliness as symbolic of the sickness 

inherent in the current beauty system? I believe it does. That our 

popular culture has been and continues to be permeated with the 

image of the beautiful woman—used to sell everything from 

motorcycles to patriotism—is one thing. Let's face it, selling beauty, 

and selling wi th beauty, both work. However, that literature has 

traditionally reinforced that image, all the while pretending to be 

"realistic" is of more concern. I take it as a positive sign that so 

170 
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many American authors, by use of the ugly woman character, are 

exploring the ironies and inequalities inherent in the beauty 

system.1 

Such a move indicates that American literature, long a bastion 

of the school of realism, is closer to living up to its name. Barbara 

Solomon, in her introduction to a collection of stories depicting the 

role of the American wife, states that "one of the most surprising 

results of feminist criticism of recent decades has been the 

discovery of the extent to which women characters in literature are 

merely conventional stereotypes rather than individuals" (1). 

Partly as a result of such criticism, American literature has begun 

to explore the appearance, behavior, and meaning of that long-

neglected character, the nonbeautiful woman, who represents a 

sizeable portion of the actual readership of American literature. 

Because so many of the strong, heroic ugly women characters began 

to appear at the time of the women's movement in the 1970s, I 

believe the creation of such characters indicates a willingness on 

the part of authors to listen and respond to feminist criticism. When 

individual critics such as Mary Anne Ferguson said "what is needed 

is more realistic literature about women" (3), perhaps authors 

actually took up the challenge by using the ugly woman in place of 

the traditional beautiful heroine. 

This willingness on the part of both male and female authors 

has in turn expanded areas of creativity. As Worley found in her 

study of German authors, 
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By choosing an ugly woman as heroine, authors could 

theoretically open up for themselves the discursive space 

needed to construct a response to the prevailing narrative 

structure, resisting its hegemony. Since the body is not merely 

an object in the social realm but is also "drenched with 

symbolic significance" . . . any deviations from the ideal should 

not be read as incidental but rather as purposeful. (369) 

Wolitarsky's conclusion about the ugly woman poetry of the Medieval 

and Renaissance periods also has bearing on a discussion of 

increased artistic avenues. She found that authors often used the 

ugly woman "to satirize genres which idealized beautiful women." 

The element of satire is clear in such novels as Sarah Bird's The 

Boyfriend School. The Mommv Club, and Alamo House. The fact that 

use of the ugly woman heroine has trickled down to more trendy 

fiction indicates how successful the tactic has been on the literary 

level. In The Adventures of Stout Mama, a book that has little merit 

beyond that of satirizing the idea of the beautiful heroine, Sibyl 

James creates a character known only as*"Stout Mama," a physical 

misfit partly by choice ("she hasn't shaved her legs in years" [6]), 

and partly by genetic makeup ("her thighs tell her she could do 

without being fed" [8]). The entire book is a series of self-pitying 

vignettes describing moments of rejection in Stout Mama's life. 

Another example of trendy, genre fiction capitalizing on the ugly 

woman character can be found in the person of Esmeralda Lopez in 

Louie Garcia Robinson's The Devil. Delfina Varela & the Used Chew. 
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At nineteen years oid, Esmeralda is the same age as the twin 

daughters of Judge Quintana, whom she is about to marry. The twins, 

along with the rest of the townspeople, are horrified that so rich 

and powerful a man as the Judge is settling for "this dark beast 

with the mind of a child and the body of a hippopotamus" (23). Again 

told in vignette form, this book satirizes the idea of the beautiful 

bride, but contains no more literary comment on ugliness beyond 

that. Still, that authors of all kinds are not afraid to put aside the 

stereotypical beautiful heroine indicates a change of attitude up and 

down the ranks. What Wolitarsky discovered about poets using the 

figure of the ugly woman to say new things "about love and beauty" 

(4) also seems to be true today. Ziolkowski also came to the 

conclusion that "ugliness allowed medieval poets freedoms that 

beauty could not," and that it "encouraged individuality of 

expression when beauty trammelled it," because "[f]or beauty there 

was one ideal; for ugliness there were many avatars" (10). 

On a mythic level, the problem with beauty is much the same. 

Says Worley, "the beautiful heroine's individuality disappears under 

the power of the eternal feminine. . . . an essentially impotent 

figure, frozen in time, outside history" (377). She states that the 

authors she studied who centered their tales around the ugly woman 

were choosing to "enter their heroines into time, into history, by 

focusing on the bodies of their heroines, bodies that are marked by 

life, sexuality, suffering, and death" (377), rather than relying on a 

mythic female figure with unattainable beauty. 
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I disagree with her on one level; certainly beautiful female 

characters throughout literary history have participated in "life, 

sexuality, suffering, and death." I don't think authors needed the ugly 

woman character in order to focus on body. In fact, part of my point 

is that the ugly woman, since she is seen as sexually undesirable, 

seems to have been denied her body. However, I do agree with 

Worley's notion that there is no "ideal ugly" to counter the "ideal 

beauty," so that ugly women characters are "not constrained by the 

culturally determined boundaries set for beauty" and so are allowed 

"the social and symbolic freedom to develop as individuals" (377). 

In addition to giving her more individuality, ugliness in an 

heroic female character points out to the reader that women should 

be judged less on mere appearance and more on what they actually 

achieve through force of will and strength of character. Most of the 

contemporary ugly woman novels also make a direct statement about 

beauty: that its price, for either the woman who has it or the one 

who spends all her time pursuing it, is failure—failure in every 

avenue but sexual desirability, and that itself is only a short-lived 

reward. The reward for ugliness, on the other hand, is the 

opportunity for success. That is not to suggest that all ugly women 

succeed. Some stay mired in bitterness at a system that excludes 

them from the only reward they are taught is worth wanting, the 

love of a man. The homely but rich Miss Licks in Katherine Dunn's 

Geek Love best expresses the dichotomy: "If all these pretty women 

could shed the traits that made men want them then they would no 
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longer depend on their own exploitability but would use their talents 

and intelligence to become something powerful" (162). 

Thus, one of the most important results of the ugly woman's 

rise to power is the opportunity it gives her to be not just a heroine, 

but a hero—free to partake in adventures, to overcome dangers, to 

make one's own way in the world. In Mirror. Mirror: Images of Women 

Reflected in Popular Culture. Kathryn Weibel points out that ever 

since "Samuel Richardson invented the popular novel in the 1740s, 

the fictional formulas which have consistently appealed to women 

have been the romance, or courtship tale, and the domestic drama. In 

both formulas, of course, relationships between the sexes provide 

the focus." She also says that "popular formulas aimed for a male 

audience . . . almost never focus on male/female relationships. . . . 

The hero's primary fantasy involves overcoming great dangers, 

competing victoriously with other men, amassing a great fortune, or 

the like" (3). These two statements indicate why, traditionally, 

authors have relied upon the beautiful heroine. If the work were 

intended as a romance, the male character has to be attracted to the 

female—so she has to be beautiful. If the work were intended as a 

domestic drama, a family is necessary. So at some point, the 

husband has to have been attracted to the woman who is now his 

wife. If the work were intended as an adventure story, the focus had 

to remain on the man's needs and experiences, so the woman had to 

remain in the background, an object to be conquered (or savored, 
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perhaps). The easiest way to achieve this goal was to rely on the 

accepted stereotype of the beautiful woman. 

Lee R. Edwards states emphatically in Psvche as Hero that by 

allowing heroism to be "defined in terms of external action alone," 

and by confining the definition of heroic actions "to displays of 

unusual physical strength, military prowess, or social or political 

power," we then "exclude women from heroic roles" (11). That is 

where the ugly woman can be of use to the author trying to create a 

female hero. As Carolyn Heilbrun states: "it is precisely not having 

been sexually attractive in youth that enables women to develop the 

ego-strength to be creative" (52). Beauty is an external facade 

which unfortunately limits a woman's need for action. Beautiful 

females receive rewards (including but not limited to male 

attentions) simply by being beautiful. Their actions then become 

limited to those involved in maintaining their beautiful image, 

which they perceive as their only source of power. Over and over 

they look in the mirror, lift the hair dryer, put on the lipstick, apply 

the eyeliner, pluck the brows, shave the legs, in order to make 

themselves acceptable and desirable. As Heilbrun states, "it 

requires great courage to ignore one's appearance and reach out, as 

it were, from behind it to attract and spellbind. . ." (54). 

A real hero must be able to make choices. While being ugly 

certainly limits a woman's ability to choose between suitors 

(because she will probably have only one, if any), it increases the 

number of choices available in other areas of her life. There are 
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real-life studies which support this literary view that a woman's 

attractiveness can actually interfere with her ability to better 

herself through any avenue other than sexual. Two North Carolina 

psychologists, J. Richard Udry and Bruce K. Eckland, did a study on 

the rewards of beauty. They found evidence that the value of beauty— 

and ugliness—is different for men than for women. They reported 

that "the least attractive men . . . had the most education and the 

best academic achievement, and their occupational status was 

higher. For women, attractiveness in high school was not related to 

future education, occupation, or personal income. Attractive women 

did better only through marrying husbands who had high incomes" 

("Being Ugly" 44). 

Authors who have chosen to question the relative value of 

beauty, at least in its current narrow definition, are fighting an 

uphill battle. As pointed out by Susan Faludi in Backlash: 

[T]he beauty industry helped to deepen the psychic isolation 

that so many women felt in the '80s, by reinforcing the 

representation of women's problems as purely personal ills, 

unrelated to social pressures and curable only to the degree 

that the individual woman succeeded in fitting the universal 

standard—by physically changing herself. (203) 

By rebelling against what Ziolkowski calls "the constraints of 

beauty" (5), American authors are taking a stand against the beauty 

industry, whether they are doing so consciously or not. Conscious 

effort, it seems to me, is one trait that distinguishes those ugly 
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woman stories written by women from those written by men. While 

authors of both sexes seem willing to explore the creative potential 

of using the ugly woman character, there are generally subtle 

differences in how they use those characters. Women authors like 

Sarah Bird, Doris Betts, Katherine Dunn, Anne Tyler, Alison Lurie, 

and Barbara Rex, are more likely to use the ugly woman character to 

make a direct comment on the injustice of the beauty system. Often, 

though not always (see Beattie, for instance), they tell their stories 

from the viewpoint of the ugly woman character, thus allowing the 

reader access to her angry or painful thoughts concerning her own 

ugliness or another character's beauty. They also tend to include, 

whether through authorial intrusion or through the thoughts or 

words of the character, long passages on the injustice of the beauty 

system. On the other hand, male authors—like Russell Banks, Barry 

Hannah, Peter S. Beagle, and Robert Granat—are more likely to paint 

the image of the ugly woman as she is seen through the eyes of the 

central male character. Although this view does not necessarily 

make her less heroic, it does keep the focus on the male and how he 

is able to adjust his expectations of womanhood to incorporate this 

new type of female. In effect, this gives the male character at least 

"equal billing" with the female, since a large part of the theme 

becomes the success of his "sensitivity training," so to speak; 

through heroic effort he overcomes his masculine training, and 

actually begins to accept an ugly woman as a human being. 
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While it may appear on the surface that female authors 

utilizing the ugly woman character are rejecting beauty outright, in 

actuality, they share with male authors what Wolf calls "the search 

for radiance, a beauty that has meaning" (60). What it seems to me 

they are trying to do is to expand the definition of beauty to include 

more than just a narrow selection of nearly unattainable physical 

traits, and at the same time to exclude from the definition what 

they see as artificial standards of beauty created by the beauty 

industry: cosmetic surgery, high-priced makeup, depilatory creams, 

etc. Their central message is not that beauty is undesirable; it is 

that glamour is no substitute for it. That is why in many 

contemporary women's novels, according to Wolf, "the battle 

between the overvalued beauty and the undervalued, unglamorous but 

animated heroine" is central (60). 

The result, if I may cop an old phrase, is a new version of the 

"loathly lady" character. Wolitarsky found the Medieval 

manifestation of her was neither 

portrayed as a passive woman nor. . . [as] a pathetic victim of 

a curse. Rather, she is in control. She gains power over the 

vulnerable knight, who is desperate to save his own life. 

Furthermore, each of these ladies provides her own answer to 

the riddle, and each gains sovereignty over her knight after the 

wedding (47). 

The modern loathly lady, however, does not exercise power over men 

so much as power over own "sovereignty." Like her Medieval 
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counterpart, "She gains the level of respect that a beautiful woman 

is given automaticaly by the laws which govern the courtly code of 

love" (52-53.) She is able to overcome generations of self-limiting 

female socialization to become a self-determining individual, more 

outspoken, less dependent, more powerful, and more heroic than her 

beautiful counterpart. As Fahnestock suggests, when a character's 

outer appearance is allowed to "deviate from the standard of 

beauty," her personality is allowed to be imperfect too. She 

continues: "The face remains an accurate mirror of the character, 

for the heroine of irregular feaures is capable of irregular conduct" 

(Fahnestock 330-31) 

Hopefully, with the continued increase in the ugly woman 

story, there will be a decrease in the type of literature which "tends 

to portray the woman who demonstrates initiative, strength, 

wisdom, and independent action—the ingredients of the heroic life— 

not as a hero but as a villain" (Pearson and Pope 6). In the most 

extreme examples of the ugly woman tale, ugliness is not just 

accepted, but nurtured and welcomed—some characters, like those in 

A Slipping Down Life or Geek Love, actually deforming themselves to 

keep others at bay and thus assure that they will have to rely on 

more substantial traits than beauty to make their way. In these 

books, ugliness serves as savior to the woman for whom beauty 

would be too great a temptation to letting one's life slip by without 

real effort to achieve. 
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In terms of the ugly woman character, American literature has 

come a long way since its depiction, in the nineteenth century, of 

the powerless and passive old maid, who was neither a good nor evil 

character, just one irrelevant to the male world, and thus to society 

at large. Although a few old maid characters are still being used who 

exhibit similar traits, most twentieth century reincarnations of her 

allow her more power, at least in terms of the ability to rail against 

her "fate" and to exercise her sexuality. No longer neutral, the 

modern-day ugly woman character—for better or for worse—has more 

control over her own life, and sometimes over the lives of others. 
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iLiterature in some other countries shows a similar concern. 

The novels of British authors Barbara Pym and Anita Brookner, for 

instance, are built around plain, old maid-type characters. Fay 

Weldon's Life and Loves of a She-Devil is a classic portrayal of the 

ugly woman's rise to power. Canadian Margaret Atwood's Ladv Oracle 

is one of the most psychologically real ugly woman novels I've read. 

An example from the 1920s is German author Lion Feuchtwanger's 

The Ualv Duchess, based on a real-life duchess. 
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