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Wise Children By Angela Carter

Wise Children by Angela Carter is a captivating novel that explores themes of identity, family, performance, and the
fluidity of truth. Published in 1991, this vibrant and inventive work showcases Carter’s mastery in blending fairy-tale
elements with sharp social commentary. As a postmodern celebration of theatricality and storytelling, Wise Children offers
readers a rich tapestry of characters and narratives that challenge traditional notions of morality and heritage. In this
article, we will delve into the key themes, characters, and stylistic features of Wise Children by Angela Carter, providing a
comprehensive overview for those interested in its literary significance and enduring appeal.

Overview of Wise Children by Angela Carter

Plot Summary

Wise Children centers around the lives of the Fox sisters, Dora and Nora, who are twin theatrical performers. The narrative
unfolds through their lively storytelling, revealing their background, family secrets, and the intricate web of relationships
that define their existence. As descendants of a famous Shakespearean actor, their lives intertwine with themes of
inheritance, fame, and the blurred lines between truth and fiction. The novel explores their personal struggles, the decline
of their careers, and their efforts to preserve their family legacy amid societal changes.

Historical and Cultural Context

Published in the early 1990s, Wise Children reflects Carter’s engagement with contemporary issues such as gender roles,
class dynamics, and the decline of traditional theatrical institutions. It also pays homage to the rich history of British theater
and Shakespearean drama, weaving these elements into its narrative fabric. Carter’s playful language and inventive



storytelling challenge conventional literary forms, positioning the novel as a postmodern critique of cultural hierarchies.

Key Themes in Wise Children by Angela Carter

Family, Heritage, and Identity

Wise Children explores the complexities of family relationships and the importance of heritage. The twin sisters’ identities
are deeply rooted in their theatrical lineage, yet they grapple with societal expectations and personal desires. The novel
questions what it means to belong and how lineage shapes one’s sense of self. Carter emphasizes that family is not solely
defined by blood but also by shared stories, performances, and cultural memory.

The Power of Performance and Storytelling

Performance is a central motif in Carter’s novel, symbolizing the fluidity of identity and the performative nature of social
roles. Dora and Nora’s careers as actresses highlight how personas are constructed and reconstructed. The narrative itself is
a theatrical performance, with storytelling serving as a means of survival and self-expression. Carter celebrates storytelling
as a way to challenge societal norms and to preserve truth amid chaos.

Feminism and Gender Roles

Carter’s portrayal of the twin sisters underscores themes of female agency and resistance. Both Dora and Nora are
independent women who defy traditional expectations of femininity. The novel explores how women navigate a patriarchal
society, reclaiming their narratives and asserting control over their lives and careers. Carter’s witty and subversive writing
highlights the importance of female solidarity and empowerment.
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Mockery of Social Hierarchies

Throughout Wise Children, Carter satirizes class distinctions and societal pretensions. The characters often parody
aristocratic and theatrical pretensions, exposing the absurdity of social hierarchies. This critique underscores the novel’s
playful tone and its challenge to dominant cultural narratives.

Major Characters in Wise Children by Angela Carter

Dora and Nora Fox

The twin sisters and central protagonists, known for their wit, resilience, and theatrical flair.1.
Both are performers who have lived through personal and professional tumult, embodying themes of performance and2.
authenticity.

Melchior Hays

Their father, a charismatic Shakespearean actor with a complicated past.1.
His relationships and secrets significantly influence the sisters’ lives and the family’s history.2.

Clara and Melchior’s Family

The novel features a cast of characters connected through complex familial ties, including other actors, aristocrats, and1.
working-class figures.
Their interactions highlight the social stratification and cultural conflicts explored in the narrative.2.



Stylistic Features and Literary Devices

Blending of Fairy Tale and Reality

Wise Children employs fairy-tale motifs, such as magical inheritance and archetypal characters, to create a fantastical yet
grounded narrative. Carter’s use of allegory and symbolism enriches the story’s layers of meaning.

Playful Language and Wordplay

Carter’s signature linguistic wit is evident throughout the novel. Her inventive use of language, puns, and theatrical jargon
enhances the novel’s lively tone and engages readers in its playful deception of reality.

Nonlinear Narrative and Multiple Perspectives

The story is told through the voices of Dora and Nora, often shifting in perspective and time. This narrative technique
emphasizes the fluidity of memory and truth, aligning with Carter’s postmodern aesthetic.

Intertextuality and Allusions

Carter references Shakespeare, classical mythology, and British theatrical tradition, creating a rich tapestry of intertextual
connections that deepen the reader’s understanding of the novel’s themes.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance
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Reception

Wise Children was widely praised for its humor, inventive style, and poignant exploration of family dynamics. Critics
appreciated Carter’s ability to blend high culture with popular storytelling, making the novel accessible yet intellectually
challenging.

Literary Significance

The novel is considered a celebration of performance arts and storytelling, affirming Carter’s place as a leading voice in
postmodern literature. Its themes resonate with contemporary discussions on gender, identity, and cultural heritage,
making it relevant for modern readers and scholars.

Conclusion

Wise Children by Angela Carter stands as a vibrant testament to her literary genius and inventive storytelling. Through its
engaging characters, playful language, and profound themes, the novel offers a unique perspective on family, performance,
and identity. Its rich interweaving of fairy-tale motifs, social critique, and feminist insights makes it a must-read for fans of
postmodern literature and those interested in the transformative power of storytelling. Whether approached as a humorous
homage to theatrical tradition or a serious meditation on human relationships, Wise Children continues to captivate and
inspire readers around the world.

Wise Children by Angela Carter: A Rich Tapestry of Heritage, Identity, and Spectacle Angela Carter’s Wise Children stands as
a masterful piece of postmodern literature that challenges traditional notions of family, identity, and storytelling. Published
in 1991, the novel is a vibrant, theatrical exploration of British theatrical traditions, Shakespearean echoes, and the
complexities of inheritance, all woven together through Carter’s signature blend of wit, surrealism, and incisive social
commentary. In this review, we will explore various aspects of the novel—its themes, characters, narrative style, and



cultural significance—delving deep into what makes Wise Children a compelling and enduring work.

Introduction to Wise Children Angela Carter’s Wise Children is often
celebrated as her final novel, a love letter to the world of theater, a critique
of class and privilege, and a celebration of sisterhood and resilience. The
novel’s narrative revolves around the twin sisters, Dora and Nora Chance,
who are former chorus girls and now aging performers. Their lives are
intertwined with a web of theatrical heritage, royal lineage, and the shifting
landscape of British society. The novel is characterized by its playful tone,
metafictional elements, and a deep engagement with theatricality and
storytelling. Carter’s distinctive voice combines humor, tragedy, and a keen
eye for social critique, making Wise Children both entertaining and thought-
provoking.

Thematic Depth and Cultural Significance

1. Family, Heritage, and Inheritance
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At its core, Wise Children interrogates the notions of family and
inheritance—not just in biological terms but also cultural and theatrical. The
twin sisters, Dora and Nora, embody a sense of inherited legacy rooted in the
theater and their unconventional family history. - Bloodlines and Royalty:
The novel humorously suggests that the Chance family is descended from
royalty, with an ongoing theme of legitimacy versus illegitimacy. This raises
questions about societal hierarchies and the fluidity of lineage. - Theater as
Heritage: The theatrical background of the sisters symbolizes a cultural
inheritance that is passed down through performances, stories, and
traditions, emphasizing the importance of storytelling in shaping identity.

2. Class and Social Justice

Carter vividly critiques class structures prevalent in Britain, highlighting the
disparities between the working class and the aristocracy. - Class Mobility:
The Chance sisters’ backgrounds reflect a world where social mobility is
possible but fraught with difficulties. Their journey from chorus girls to aging



performers underscores both the glamour and the precariousness of
theatrical life. - Critique of Privilege: Through satirical portrayals of
aristocratic characters, Carter exposes the absurdity and cruelty of inherited
privilege, often juxtaposing their superficial elegance with moral and
emotional bankruptcy.

3. The Power of Storytelling and Spectacle

Carter’s novel is a celebration of storytelling as a form of resistance and
empowerment. - Metafictional Elements: The novel frequently blurs the lines
between fiction and reality, with characters aware of their roles as
performers and storytellers. - Theatricality: The entire narrative is imbued
with theatrical devices—monologues, stage directions, and performance
metaphors—highlighting life’s performative aspects.

4. Feminism and Female Agency

Wise Children is a distinctly feminist work, emphasizing female resilience,
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agency, and sisterhood. - Sisters’ Solidarity: Dora and Nora’s relationship is
central, illustrating solidarity among women in a patriarchal society. -
Reclaiming Voice: The novel empowers its female characters to tell their
stories, challenge societal expectations, and redefine their identities.

Character Analysis

Dora and Nora Chance

The twin protagonists are vibrant, complex characters embodying the
contradictions and richness of life itself. - Dora: Outspoken, fiercely loyal,
and pragmatic, Dora often acts as the matriarchal figure, anchoring the story
with her wit and resilience. - Nora: More reflective and romantic, Nora often
explores themes of love and longing, providing a counterpoint to Dora’s
brashness. Their relationship reflects themes of sisterhood, loyalty, and the
tension between independence and dependence.

Other Key Characters



- Vulva: The flamboyant and theatrical agent, representing the showbiz
world’s glitz and cutthroat nature. - Lenny: The charismatic actor and love
interest, whose relationship with Nora adds depth to her character. - The
Royal Family: Embodying the absurdity and privilege of aristocratic life, they
serve as satirical figures that critique social hierarchies.

Narrative Style and Literary Techniques

Metafiction and Self-Referentiality

Carter’s novel is steeped in metafictional devices, often referencing its own
storytelling process. - Characters sometimes break the fourth wall,
addressing the reader directly or commenting on their roles. - The novel
plays with the idea of stories within stories, echoing theatrical traditions of
monologues and soliloquies.

Language and Tone

- The prose is lively, colloquial, and richly poetic, capturing the theatrical
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spirit. - Carter’s humor ranges from satire and parody to slapstick, balancing
tragedy and comedy seamlessly.

Structural Choices

- The novel is structured like a theatrical performance, with acts and scenes
that mirror stagecraft. - Nonlinear chronology reflects memory, performance,
and the fluid nature of identity.

Symbolism and Imagery

- Theatre as a Microcosm: The theatrical world functions as a metaphor for
society at large, highlighting themes of performance, appearance, and
reality. - Costumes and Masks: Symbols of identity, disguise, and social roles,
reflecting how characters navigate societal expectations. - Royalty and
Nobility: Embodying the absurdity and constructed nature of social
hierarchies.

Critical Reception and Legacy



Wise Children has been praised for its exuberance, wit, and depth. Critics
have lauded Carter’s ability to blend high and low culture, creating a novel
that is both entertaining and intellectually rigorous. - Feminist Critique: The
novel is often discussed as a feminist celebration of female agency and
resilience. - Postmodern Innovation: Its playful narrative, self-awareness,
and theatricality exemplify postmodern literary techniques. The novel’s
enduring appeal lies in its universal themes—family, identity, and
storytelling—rendered through Carter’s distinctive voice and inventive style.

Conclusion: Why Wise Children Matters

Angela Carter’s Wise Children is a quintessentially vibrant, satirical, and
heartfelt novel that encapsulates her genius for storytelling. It challenges
readers to reconsider notions of inheritance—be they cultural, familial, or
social—and to celebrate the resilience and complexity of women navigating a
world rife with absurdity and spectacle. Through its theatrical structure, rich
symbolism, and sharp social critique, Wise Children remains a vital work that
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resonates with contemporary discussions on identity, gender, and
storytelling. It is a testament to Carter’s enduring legacy as a writer who
refused to shy away from the messy, beautiful realities of life, instead
choosing to dramatize them with wit, compassion, and unflinching honesty.
In essence, Wise Children is not just a novel about performers—it is a
performance of life itself, performed with courage, humor, and a touch of
magic.

Questions & Answers About wise children by angela carter

No Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of 'Wise
Children' by Angela Carter?

The main themes include family, identity, the nature of performance,
and the blurred lines between reality and illusion, all explored through a
witty and satirical lens.

2 How does Angela Carter incorporate
Shakespearean elements into 'Wise
Children'?

Carter draws heavily on Shakespearean motifs, especially from 'King
Lear' and 'Twelfth Night,' using them to explore themes of inheritance,
madness, and mistaken identities within a theatrical and theatricalized
family setting.

3 What role does the concept of
performance play in 'Wise Children'?

Performance is central to the novel, symbolizing both theatrical acting
and the performative aspects of identity and social roles, highlighting
how characters present themselves to the world.



4 Who are the main characters in 'Wise
Children' and what are their
relationships?

The main characters are the twin sisters, Dora and Nora Chance, who
are half-sisters of the famous actor Melchior Hazard. The novel explores
their complex family dynamics and their intertwined lives in show
business.

5 Why is 'Wise Children' considered a
celebration of theatricality and
storytelling?

The novel embraces the theatricality of life, emphasizing storytelling,
performance, and the art of illusion as essential aspects of human
experience and identity.

6 How does Angela Carter challenge
traditional family narratives in 'Wise
Children'?

Carter subverts conventional family stereotypes by portraying a lively,
chaotic, and unconventional family structure, emphasizing love, loyalty,
and resilience over societal expectations.

7 What is the significance of the title 'Wise
Children'?

The title suggests a paradox—the 'wise children' are those who, despite
their youthful naivety, possess a deep understanding of life, identity,
and the performative nature of existence, embodying wisdom gained
through experience.

Angela Carter, Wise Children, British literature, Play, Drama, Theatre, Shakespeare adaptations, Coming-of-age, Family
saga, Literary fiction
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