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related realist conventions as small casts of middle-class characters, life-like prose
dialogue, realistic settings (especially sitting rooms), and thematic concerns and
principles of character construction reflective of the scientific insights of the age
of Darwin and Freud. Thus, Williams stated, “It is not in the separated conventions
that naturalism defines itself: it is in the structure of feeling to which, as serious
conventions, they relate.”"

Distinguishing between “society drama” for the entertainment of fashionable
London audiences—or, as one reviewer of the Criterion production of The Mollusc
wrote, “smart people in these late-dining days™'*—and “social drama” concerned
with pressing social issues and popular with audiences commonly perceived as
political and sexual radicals,'* George Rowell has suggested that, although “Davies’s
work looks forward as well as back,”!¢ it belongs more to the category of “society
drama” than to the category of the “social drama” inspired by Ibsen. Indeed, Linda
Hutcheon has defined parody as “repetition with critical distance that allows ironic
signalling of difference at the very heart of similarity,”'” and it might be argued
that the realist conventions and modes of discourse that Davies put to comic use in
The Mollusc were more than what Williams called “naturalist habit,”'® dissociated
from the critical structure of feeling out of which they grew. Instead, Davies’s
comic deployment of such conventions in effect constituted a parodic attempt to
negate or at least defuse the threat of the modern figure of the rebellious woman at
odds with her environment—both on the stage and off—by co-opting her into
“society drama” to reinforce the status quo. Thus, although Allardyce Nicoll
remarked that “[n]Jo doubt for many of the avant garde this comedy must have
seemed sadly lacking in theoretical social comment,”"® The Mollusc did in fact
offer “theoretical social comment,” but this comment was conservative, reactionary,
and fundamentally opposed to the critical structure of feeling that gave rise to
modern drama.

The Mollusc concerns a married woman, Dulcie Baxter, whose passive-
aggressive behaviour disrupts the lives of her husband Dick Baxter, her brother
Tom Kemp, and her children’s governess, Miss Roberts. Tom describes his sister
as a “mollusc,” by which he means not simply that she is lazy but, rather, that she
uses “all [her] energy and ingenuity in sticking instead of moving,” in “[doing]
nothing, when it would be so much easier to do something.”?® Tom also remarks,
however, that what he calls “molluscry” “can ruin a life so, not only the life of the
mollusc, but the lives in the house where it dwells.”?! At the start of the play, Miss
Roberts wants to give notice because she feels she is insufficiently qualified to
continue teaching the children, but Dulcie will hear none of it, preferring the easier
route of letting things remain as they are. Complications ensue when Tom arrives
from America and falls in love with Miss Roberts, which in turn causes Dick to
feel that he also is in love with the governess, who has, of late, taken his “molluscing’
wife’s place as his constant companion. When Dulcie catches Dick and Miss Roberts



Fall 2003 47

in what appears to be a compromising situation, she takes to her bed, choosing to
control the situation by having both her husband and Miss Roberts dance attendance
on her. When Tom makes her realize that she might lose her husband’s affection
and fidelity through her selfish unwillingness to release Miss Roberts, Dulcie finally
comes to her senses and resumes her wifely duties, and Tom and Miss Roberts are
free to marry.

In his introduction to Davies’s collected plays, Hugh Walpole situated Davies
within a long line of great comic dramatists including Wycherley, Congreve,
Sheridan, and Wilde,? and in the sense that The Mollusc draws on long-established
comic traditions, Walpole was correct: Dulcie is a comic type not unlike Moliere’s
imaginary invalid Argan, and like Argan, she is an example of what Northrop Frye
called an “obstructing” or “blocking” character.? It is worth noting, however, that,
according to Frye, while such blocking characters are often the title characters and
the characters of greatest comic interest, they are not, technically speaking, the
protagonists of the plays in which they figure. Rather, in comedy, the technical
protagonist is typically the young male hero whose desire for the young female
heroine is obstructed by the blocking character, even though, as in many of Moliere’s
comedies, “[t]he technical hero and heroine are not often very interesting people”
compared to the blocking characters.?* According to Frye’s analysis, the basic comic
plot structure from Greek New Comedy onwards is as follows: “a young man
wants a young woman,” but his desire meets with opposition in the form of a
blocking character who is often parental or is in some other way in “closer relation
to established society.”? “The obstacles to the hero’s desire, then, form the action
of the comedy, and the overcoming of them the comic resolution.”? “[N]ear the
end of the play some twist in the plot enables the hero to have his will,” and the
play ends with “some kind of party or festive ritual,” most often a wedding or at
least the promise of one.?’

Frye’s analysis of comic structure is supported by the original production
circumstances of The Mollusc, in which the role of the male hero Tom, whose
desire for the young heroine Miss Roberts is obstructed by the blocking figure of
his molluscing sister, was played by the actor-manager Sir Charles Wyndham. The
fact that Wyndham was, by that time, seventy years old undoubtedly accounts for
Davies’s otherwise inexplicable decision to assign the lover Tom the age of forty-
five and to make his life experience as a mature man a large part of his appeal for
the innocent and unprotected young governess/ingenue, Miss Roberts. Wyndham’s
portrayal of the romantic male lead despite his advanced age caused one reviewer
of the original production to remark on “this Wyndham rejuvenescence,” but
such self-showcasing on the part of the actor-manager regardless of the needs or
quality of the play was a defining aspect of the actor-manager system, so that
another reviewer commented that “[a]ltogether, Sir Charles may be congratulated
upon having hit upon so suitable a piece for the display of his own talent.””?® Indeed,
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While Cixous’s reading of Dora as a kind of comic heroine is perhaps overly
optimistic, Dulcie in The Mollusc is in certain respects similar to the late-nineteenth-
and early-twentieth-century figure of the hysteric, who, together with the novel
figure of the feminist, was a worrying cultural icon of “the woman question” in a
time of momentous change both on and off the stage.

Hysteria was a psychological disorder that manifested itself through a range
of physical symptoms, including partial paralysis, breathing difficulties, chronic
coughing, eating disorders, and a variety of speech disorders, including mutism,*
and as Elaine Showalter and others have noted, it became increasingly common
among women in the late nineteenth century. Although Freud eventually attributed
hysteria to repressed sexual desires, he and his colleague Josef Breuer initially saw
its causes as “the repetitious domestic routines, including needlework, knitting,
playing scales, and sickbed nursing, to which bright women were frequently
confined.”” Recent feminist critics such as Showalter and Gail Finney have
concurred with this earlier view, suggesting that hysteria and feminism were in
fact opposite extremes of a continuum of reaction against an oppressive patriarchal
social order, hysteria being repressed, internalized, and self-destructive, and
feminism being conscious, outward-directed, and constructive.’® This connection
between feminism and hysteria is at the heart of Cixous’s postmodern revision of
Freud’s case history of Dora in her 1976 play Portrait of Dora, in which the hysteric
is figured as proto-feminist, a quintessentially modern woman walking out on Freud
on January 1, 1900, signalling the dawn of a new age for women.* In actuality,
however, Dora never recovered, suffering from psychosomatic symptoms for all
of her life.%

Although Tom in The Mollusc expresses concern that his sister will actually
make herself ill through her behaviour,® the difference between Dulcie and the
turn-of-the-century hysterics, with their seemingly inexplicable physical symptoms,
is that Dulcie is faking it; and whereas Freud failed to “bring [Dora] to reason” as
her father requested,®? Dulcie eventually comes to her senses, at least as common
sense is assumed within the world of the play. Susanne Langer has suggested, with
reference to the origins of comedy in fertility rituals,® that whereas the fundamental
rhythm of tragedy is “self-consummation,” the rthythm of comedy is “self-
preservation.”®* Comic action, she argues, is generally based on “the upset and
recovery of the protagonist’s equilibrium, his contest with the world and his triumph
by wit, luck, personal power, or even . . . acceptance of mischance,”® and this
fundamental rhythm of “upset and recovery” reflects the fact that “[l]ife is
teleological” and, more specifically, that “to maintain the pattern of vitality in a
non-living universe is the most elementary instinctual purpose.” While Langer
means this argument primarily in relation to the comic hero’s overcoming of
obstacles to his desire rather than to the obstacles themselves—the blocking
characters—her argument about the association between comedy and “self-
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durability of Dulcie’s transformation: “Were those miracles permanent cures?
[Shakes his head.] We’re never told! We’re never told!”’® We do know, however,
that within the world of the play, the social conditions that gave rise to Dulcie’s
anti-social behavior have not changed, and so her comic reformation reads as a
kind of unconscious wishful thinking, as fanciful, perhaps, within the historical
context of first-wave feminism as the notion of women in power was for the ancient
Greek audiences of Aristophanes’s Lysistrata.
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