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Mary Robinson's 1797 novel, Walsingham, or the Pupil
of Nature, like a dozen or so other novels written by British
women during the last decade of the eighteenth century,
contains a number of original poems ranging from sonnets to
ballads. The tension that results from its juxtaposition of
historically respectable poetry with the historically
disreputable novel has broad relevance. Read together with
the novel's plot (in which the hero's male nemesis turns out to
be a woman in masculine dress) and with Robinson's colorful
biography (including her experience as an actress who
specialized in ‘"breeches" roles), the hybrid form of
Walsingham questions the conventional eighteenth-century
equation of form-whether it be genre or gender--with worth.
Indeed, such traditional valuations turn out to be only
superficial, like clothing that may disguise its wearer.

Filled with cases of confused or concealed identity,
duplicity, secrecy, and deception, the world of Walsingham is
very much like the "carnival" described by M. M. Bakhtin, "a
world inside out" (Rabelais 11). Eleanor Ty elaborates on the
radical potential of Bakhtin"s carnival: "In its celebration of
what society and law see as unstable and negative, it can be
read as a protest. . . of the established order. Theatricality,
masks, multiple figures, and role playing are essential parts of
the carnival" ("Desire and Temptation" 107). There are, in
fact, two masquerade balls in Walsingham, both of which
involve instability and confusion that are important to the
plot. Bakhtin's theory, then, is helpful in explaining the
confusion in Walsingham as not merely chaos but as a protest
against traditional order that limits while it defines, that
confines while it protects.

As I will show, the theme of gender-switching or cross-
dressing in Walsingham constitutes a special instance of
masquerade, which so convincingly confuses two traditionally
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