Queey Classics
Radcly®fe Hall's “The well of Loneliness”

BY ERNIE MCLEOD

Though Radclyffe Hall’s “The
Well of Loneliness™ is probably the

- most famous lesbian novel of all

time and is still a best seller today,
neither it nor its author have ever
enjoyed an easy popularity. As
Esther Newton states in her article
“The Mythic Mannish Lesbian:
Radclyffe Hall and the New
Woman”; “Heterosexual conserva-
tives condemn The Well for
defending the lesbian’s right to
exist; lesbian feminists condemn it
for presenting lesbians as different
from women in general.”’

Since it was first published in
1928, “The Well of Loneliness” has
been loved and loathed in perhaps
equal measures. Unlike Virginia
Woolf’s “Orlando” (published the
same year to far less notoriety), 1t
contains little timeless ambiguity or
literary hipness. Italso lacks a reas-
suringly romantic happy ending a
la E-M. Forster’s “Maurice.” What
it does contain is a brave and com-
pelling argument put forth with old-
fashioned excess. You’ll likely
wince at Hall’s “sexual inversion”
theories (influenced by certain sex-
'dlogists of the day), but it’s hard not
to find a kemel of truth in much of
what she writes, or to deny the
power of her convictions.

Marguerite Radclyffe Hall was
bomm in England in 1880, was

known as Peter as a child, and
called herself John. Her early years
were privileged but unhappy, her
care left mainly to nannies. When
her father died in 1898, she inherit-
ed a fortune, enabling her to live
lavishly. She published poetry and
two well-received novels before
“The Well” appeared. An outraged
editorial (calling the novel “moral
poison”) was followed by a trial
which declared the book “obscene
libel.”” It was banned in Britain and
endured a court battle in America as
well. Hall continued to write nov-
els, none of which contained overt
lesbian themes or matched
“Well’s” success. In 1907 she met
Mabel Batten, with whom she
lived after Batten’s husband died.
Her longest relationship was with
Batten’s cousin, Una Troubridge,
and her novels are dedicated to
“Our Three Selves,” meaning her-
self, Batten and Troubridge. From
all reports Hall was an unpleasant
person with political leanings
against feminism and towards fas-
cism. She apparently demanded
absolute fidelity from her lovers but
applied less rigorous standards to
herself. _
“The Well of Loneliness” is
undoubtedly an autobiographical
work, its grandeur matching the
oversized nature of its author’s life.
It follows Stephen Gordon from
early childhood at her beloved fam-
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 ily estate, Morton, through her adult
exile as a writer in Paris. Outlining
the plot in any detail would far
exceed the confines of this article;
let’s just say there’s no shortage of
melodrama along the way. What
the novel is really concerned with,
however, is what it means to be
bom with a gender orientation and
sexual desires at odds with societal
expectations. From birth, Stephen
sees herself and is seen by others as
an oddity, a girl who should have
been a boy. As she grows older, her
longing to love women “the way a
man loves a woman” colors every
facet of her existence. “The Well” is
ultimately a plea for understanding
and compassion towards -those
who, in society’s eyes, “have no
right to love.”
Eventually the novel focuses in
on the relationship between e ; 5
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