
sarah waters tipping the velvet
Sarah Waters' Tipping the Velvet is a groundbreaking novel that has left an indelible
mark on LGBTQ+ literature since its publication in 1998. Waters, a Welsh author known
for her historical fiction, intricately weaves themes of love, identity, and the complexities
of sexual orientation through her vivid narratives. Tipping the Velvet, set in Victorian
England, not only explores the experiences of its protagonist but also sheds light on the
broader societal attitudes towards sexuality during that era. This article delves into the
key themes, characters, and historical context of Tipping the Velvet, as well as its impact
and legacy within the literary world.

Overview of the Novel

Tipping the Velvet follows the life of Nancy Astley, a young woman from Whitstable, who
becomes enamored with a male impersonator named Kitty Butler. The novel chronicles
Nancy's journey of self-discovery and explores her romantic and sexual relationships with
both women and men, ultimately leading her to confront the limitations and possibilities of
her identity in a society that demands conformity.

The narrative is rich with historical detail, capturing the vibrancy of Victorian London and
its underground culture. Waters employs a lush, descriptive writing style that immerses
readers in the sights, sounds, and experiences of the time. The novel not only serves as a
love story but also as a critique of the rigid societal norms surrounding gender and
sexuality.

Key Themes

Sexual Identity and Exploration

At its core, Tipping the Velvet is a profound exploration of sexual identity. Nancy's journey
reflects the struggles many individuals face when reconciling their desires with societal
expectations. Key elements include:

- Discovery of Self: Nancy's initial attraction to Kitty Butler ignites her exploration of her
own sexual orientation.
- Fluidity of Sexuality: The novel portrays the fluidity of sexual identities, demonstrating
how desire can transcend strict categories.
- Societal Repression: Waters illustrates the constraints imposed by Victorian society,
which often leads individuals to suppress their true selves.



Gender Roles and Performance

The theme of gender roles is intricately tied to the performance aspect of the characters’
lives. Kitty Butler's role as a male impersonator serves as a focal point for examining
gender expectations. Key points include:

- Subversion of Gender Norms: Kitty’s performances challenge traditional gender roles,
allowing women to experience freedom in their expression.
- Theatricality of Life: The novel suggests that life itself is a performance, where
individuals often play roles dictated by societal norms.
- Empowerment through Performance: For Nancy, engaging with the theatre allows her to
explore her identity in ways that would be impossible in her everyday life.

Socioeconomic Class and Mobility

Waters also addresses the theme of class and its influence on personal relationships and
opportunities. Key aspects include:

- Class Distinctions: The novel highlights the stark contrasts between the lives of the
working class and the upper class in Victorian society.
- Economic Independence: Nancy’s journey towards economic independence through her
work in the theatre underscores the link between class and personal freedom.
- Social Mobility: The narrative illustrates how characters navigate the complexities of
class, with some finding opportunities for movement while others remain trapped.

Main Characters

Tipping the Velvet features a rich cast of characters that contribute to the novel's
exploration of love, identity, and society.

Nancy Astley

Nancy is the novel's protagonist, a spirited and naive young woman whose love for Kitty
Butler sets off a transformative journey. Her character evolves from a simple girl in a
seaside town to a complex individual grappling with her identity and desires.

Kitty Butler

Kitty is a charismatic male impersonator who captures Nancy's heart. Through her
character, Waters explores themes of performance, gender, and the allure of the
unconventional. Kitty embodies both freedom and the constraints of her own choices,
representing the duality of empowerment and vulnerability.



Supporting Characters

A range of supporting characters enriches the narrative, including:

1. Daisy: A fellow performer who symbolizes the camaraderie and competition within the
theatre world.
2. Sir Geoffrey: A wealthy man who represents the upper class and its complex
relationship with lower-class women.
3. Florence: A woman who becomes an important figure in Nancy's life, challenging her
perceptions of love and loyalty.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate Tipping the Velvet, it's important to consider the historical context of
Victorian England. The era was marked by strict social hierarchies, rigid gender roles, and
a burgeoning interest in sexuality and the arts.

Victorian Attitudes towards Sexuality

Victorian society was characterized by a moral code that often suppressed open
discussions about sexuality. Key points include:

- Censorship and Suppression: Literature and art were heavily censored, and discussions
of LGBTQ+ identities were largely taboo.
- The Rise of the 'New Woman': The late 19th century saw the emergence of the "New
Woman," a figure who challenged traditional roles and sought independence.
- Underground Communities: Within the constraints of society, underground communities
existed where individuals explored their identities away from the public eye.

Theatrical Culture

The theatre served as a vital space for exploring gender and sexuality during this time.
Important aspects include:

- The Role of the Music Hall: Music halls provided a platform for performers like Kitty
Butler, allowing for the subversion of traditional gender norms.
- Influence of Queer Culture: The theatrical world was often a refuge for queer individuals,
offering a sense of belonging and acceptance.

Impact and Legacy

Tipping the Velvet has had a lasting impact on literature and LGBTQ+ representation. Its



vivid portrayal of queer love and identity has resonated with readers, making it a seminal
work in the genre.

Influence on Literature

1. Pioneer of Lesbian Fiction: Waters' work paved the way for greater representation of
lesbian narratives in mainstream literature.
2. Historical Contextualization: By setting her story in a specific historical context, Waters
has inspired other authors to explore LGBTQ+ themes within rich historical backdrops.

Cultural Reception

- Adaptations: The novel was adapted into a successful BBC miniseries in 2002, further
cementing its place in popular culture.
- Critical Acclaim: Tipping the Velvet received widespread praise for its intricate
storytelling and character development, establishing Waters as a leading voice in
contemporary literature.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Sarah Waters' Tipping the Velvet is more than just a historical romance; it
is a profound exploration of identity, societal constraints, and the fluidity of love. Through
the compelling journey of Nancy Astley, Waters invites readers to reflect on the
complexities of gender and sexuality, both in the past and the present. Its enduring impact
on LGBTQ+ literature and culture underscores the importance of representation and the
power of storytelling to challenge societal norms. As readers continue to discover Nancy's
story, Tipping the Velvet remains a poignant reminder of the struggle for authenticity in a
world that often demands conformity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Tipping the Velvet' by Sarah
Waters?
The main theme of 'Tipping the Velvet' is the exploration of sexuality and identity,
particularly focusing on lesbian relationships in Victorian England.

Who is the protagonist of 'Tipping the Velvet'?
The protagonist of 'Tipping the Velvet' is Nancy Astley, a young woman who falls in love
with a music hall performer named Kitty Butler.



How does 'Tipping the Velvet' portray LGBTQ+
representation?
'Tipping the Velvet' portrays LGBTQ+ representation by providing a rich depiction of
lesbian relationships and the challenges faced by queer individuals in a repressive
historical context.

What is the significance of the title 'Tipping the Velvet'?
The title 'Tipping the Velvet' refers to a euphemism for lesbian sexual activity, symbolizing
the exploration of hidden desires and the challenges of expressing one's true self.

What historical context is important for understanding
'Tipping the Velvet'?
Understanding the Victorian era's social norms, particularly regarding gender roles and
sexuality, is crucial for interpreting the struggles and experiences of the characters in
'Tipping the Velvet.'

What narrative style does Sarah Waters use in 'Tipping
the Velvet'?
Sarah Waters employs a first-person narrative style in 'Tipping the Velvet,' allowing
readers to closely follow Nancy Astley's personal journey and emotional experiences.

How does 'Tipping the Velvet' address issues of class
and gender?
'Tipping the Velvet' addresses issues of class and gender by depicting the protagonist's
navigation through different social strata and the constraints placed on women in society,
especially in relation to their sexual autonomy.

What impact has 'Tipping the Velvet' had on
contemporary LGBTQ+ literature?
'Tipping the Velvet' has had a significant impact on contemporary LGBTQ+ literature by
paving the way for more diverse and nuanced portrayals of lesbian relationships, inspiring
subsequent works that explore similar themes.
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