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WOMAN’S THIRD AGE:
THE SEVEN SISTERS BY MARGARET DRABBLE

Abstract
Margaret Drabble’s The Seven Sisters (2002) evolves the middle-aged Candida 

‘the age of ageing’. Rendered redundant by her husband Andrew, headmaster of 

replaced by Anthea Richards, Candida has abandoned Suffolk and relocated in 
-

interestingly structured novel. Drabble’s narrative style is poignant; neverthe-

the unusual construction of her narrative. The aim of my essay is to explore 
The Seven Sisters,

so-called woman’s third age phase, concurrently pinning down Drabble’s pecu-
liar narrative style of utilizing various disciplines regarding mythology, intertex-
tuality, gender and psychology. 
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_________________________

The Seven Sisters (2002) evolves Candida Wilton’s 

-
ify Candida’s age, she implies that it is near 60. Abandoned for another woman 

daughters Ellen, Isobel, and Martha, Candida leaves Suffolk and relocates herself 
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of the interestingly structured novel. Drabble’s narrative style is poignant; she is 
-

The Seven Sisters refutes 

novel spiced with the intellectual respectability open to readers whose education 
The

Seven Sisters is also regarded as very depressing by some reviewers, despite the 
unusual construction of her narrative. Thereby, the aim of my paper is to explore 
Drabble’s The Seven Sisters 
woman’s third age phase, concurrently pinning down Drabble’s peculiar narrative 
style of utilizing various disciplines regarding mythology, intertextuality, gender 
and psychology. 

The Seven Sisters -

Wilton herself, writing on her laptop about her solitary life in London after the 

friends following the steps of Aeneas, the seventh sister being their Italian tour 
-

ary after her suicide and comments on her mother’s diary, accusing her mother for 

that the narrator has been Candida throughout all the four chapters, including the 
third person narration. She has not committed suicide, and she has been trying to 
relate the events through different lenses. Regarding her style, Rubenstein states 
that Margaret Drabble’s increasing incorporation of postmodern narrative con-
cepts in her novels has its roots in her earlier thematic concern with fragmenta-

I suggest that besides relocating the readers’ conception of Candida’s identity 
three times, Drabble’s postmodern narrative style basically serves for mapping 

abandoned both by her husband and her three daughters. Hence, the diverse nar-
rators serve for her efforts of moralistic purposes, which are seeing oneself both 
from a neutral and from a daughter’s point of view. Through these perspectives, 
Candida reveals different realities about herself and her relations with her family 
and friends. 

Furthermore, the title The Seven Sisters -
sions to various meanings. Apart from the alternate name for the Pleiades constel-
lation and the mythological allusion to the nymphs in the train of Artemis, it is 
the name of a train station in London and in fact it is what Candida manages to 
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as part of Candida’s vivid imagination. After her divorce, Candida moves to Lon-

the motorway and the railway from her window, she gets interested in the sky, 

can see the constellations of the Great Bear, Cassiopeia, the Seven Sisters and the 

As she spent most of her married life in Suffolk, it is possible to hold that the 

a nun enters a convent in search of her god, so I entered my solitude. I felt fear, 

différance
différance

is possible only if each so-called present element, each element appearing on 
the scene of presence, is related to something other than itself, thereby keeping 
within itself the mark of the past element, and already letting itself be vitiated by 

difference would be not only the play of differences with language but also 
the relation of speech to language, the detour through which I must pass in order 

in general, governing all the relations of usage to schemata, of message to code, 

Fundamentally, the theme of sisterhood and womanhood dominates the novel 
more than the mythological or intertextual allusion to Virgil. In fact, Drabble’s 
use of the term ‘sisters’ is ironic because although her narrator Candida is a sin-
gle child, she somehow maintains six friends, and their relationship alludes to 
the controversial theme of sisterhood. Giobbi states that the theme of sisterhood 
with its symbolical and psychological implications has been pervasive in wom-
en’s literature since Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1992: 241). For Giobbi,
Austen is caught between her attraction to Marianne’s spontaneity and Elinor’s 
reserve, so Elinor’s self-restraint and Marianne’s indulgence in sensibility are 

Aeneas in a postmodern fashion in the way that the seven sisters/friends fol-
low his footsteps, Drabble repeats Austen’s attraction with highly diverse seven 
women, enabling Candida to compare and contrast herself with them with the 

diverse perspectives, as alternatives of selfhood. During her initial solitary life in 
Aeneid

[b]ecause its very existence seemed so anachronistic and so improbable. 
Because I thought it would keep my mind in good shape. Because I thought 

friend that I would not have known in my former life.
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Already I was wary about making friends with the kind of person who would 
want to be friends with a person like me. (10) 

her from making friends easily. When the Virgil class is cancelled and the build-
ing is transformed into a Health Club, a woman her age in the club tries to make 

That woman who told me on my second visit that I’d got my costume on 
inside out was lying. I hadn’t. It was a ploy. She wanted to engage me in 

I said, coldly, something like, ‘No, I haven’t’, and pulled one of my towels 

probably also said, ‘Thank you.’ I’m not very good at being very rude. But 

sure that I never change in the same section as her again.
She was an older woman, like myself. She had hoped she had spotted a 
weakling in need of protection. I avoided her. In fact, come to think of it, I
haven’t seen her for months. Maybe she’s moved away, or died. (11)

and old age, and she elaborates on her own death by faking her suicide in the 

-
teer work, visiting a man in prison in Wormwood Scrubs. She never reveals why 
she has took up the task, but the nature of their relation unveils Candida’s am-

Scrubs makes few demands on me. He is safely locked up, and he can’t get out. 

-
ships, it also reveals her inability to control unless the person is safely locked up. 
Candida also divulges that her relationship with her husband has ended because 
of her frigidity, hence she oscillates between inferiority and narcissism. Christo-
pher Lasch maintains that in clinical literature, narcissism serves as more than 

Lasch likewise notes that psychoanalysis, a therapy that grew out of experience 
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-

their reliving happy experiences or treasuring them in memory. They avoid close 

frigid relationship with her husband and friends, Candida’s relationship with her 
three daughters has also been shallow. Additionally, she believes that they have 
taken sides with her husband Andrew. Thereby, Candida’s analysis of her rela-
tionships with the few people around her is shaped by her variable narrators. Only

own faults from Ellen’s perspective, which brings about a transformation in their 
relationship.

Another controversial standpoint in Drabble’s The Seven Sisters is the auto-
biographical narration of Candida Wilton. Primarily, the text is disclosed to be an 

Yet, by Drabble’s postmodernist incorporation of fragmentation, self-writing at-
tains an extraordinary turn by third persons. Janette Rainwater in Self-therapy

(9), does not lead to a chronic immersion in current experience. On the contrary, 
it is the very condition of effectively planning ahead. According to Rainwater, the 
art of being in the now generates the self-understanding necessary to plan ahead 

-

of an autobiography, and so ‘autobiographical thinking’ becomes a central ele-
ment of self-therapy (54). However, putting Rainwater’s and similar self-actual-
ization therapies about the emergence of contemporary ‘post-traditional’ culture 

-
nal anchors and restraints supplied by others – rooted in ideas of obligation, duty 

2004: 127–8). Candida’s autobiography likewise concerns not only the past, but 
also future plans and choices. In Modernity and Self-identity (1994), Giddens

-
ated by abstract systems, and in which the reordering of time and space realigns 
the local with the global, the self undergoes massive change. Therapy, including 
self-therapy, both expresses that change and provides programmes of realizing it 

less integrated set of practices which an individual embraces, not only because 

particular narrative of self-identity (80). Thus, durable sexual ties, marriages and 
friendship relations all tend to approximate today the pure relationship. In condi-
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tions of high modernity, the pure relationship comes to be of elementary impor-

someone with whom one has a relationship unprompted by anything other than 
the rewards that that relationship provides (82). 

father is dead and her mother is in a care home. Candida implies that she does 

-
cal stance, she accuses Andrew for deceiving her with Anthea and marrying her. 

fault with her own behavior as well, though solely for the last few years of her 

I did not conduct myself like a lady in those last few years in Suffolk. I had 
small tantrums over small things and slept much in the afternoons. I behaved 

support from my husband and gazed at my handsome daughter Isobel with 

preferred to sleep alone. I made the excuse that this was because I slept so 

when I stopped Hormone Replacement Therapy. I still have night sweats, 
though they should have stopped long ago. I no longer sweat during the day, 

happened to me and my marriage, if Jane Richards had not drowned herself 
in the Lady Pond? From that death, Andrew and Anthea took life, and now 

very place. I wade in, but only up to my knees. (74)

Although Candida starts with the analysis of her menopausal period, she believes 
that she loses her husband because Anthea’s daughter Jane commits suicide and 
while trying to console her, Andrew is drawn to Anthea. This trauma evokes the 

-
ter and tries to regard things from her daughter Ellen’s point of view. The events 
reviewed by Ellen’s narration bring about self-criticism again and reveal that 
Candida has always been a frigid woman, not towards her husband only, but her 
three daughters as well. She even goes as far as saying that Andrew probably had 
an affair with Anthea’s daughter Jane as well, reasoning that that must be why 
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the daughter committed suicide walking in a lake. Nevertheless, when she takes 

doubts about that possibility. Since she continuously assesses her relationships, as 
maintained by Giddens above, the third age revealed by Candida oscillates between 

cooks a Hungarian goulash for her dinner guests, and her husband criticizes her in 

Candida accuses her husband for his manners towards her, besides adultery. 
As to the relationship with her daughters, Candida claims her three daughters, 

Isobel, Ellen and Martha have sided with Andrew. She blames Andrew for having 

loved them, when they were little, in a programmed biological maternal manner, 

fault that he forced them to take sides, but I do feel, in an old-fashioned way, that 

that among her daughters Candida has the most positive relation with Ellen who, 
she says, was the foremost of her daughters to visit her in her new home. She 

-
ther. She sees through both of us. She has wisely decided to remove herself. She 

father (47). Since Isobel expressed the view that Candida was wasting family 
money by insisting on living alone in London after the divorce, she relates that 

sums up giving a harsh description of her daughters as follows:

My daughter Isobel
adultery and into the arms of the wounded Anthea. In her eyes, her father 
can do no wrong, and I can do no right.
Ellen, the second-born and the least favoured, has removed herself from 
the blood-soaked family arena. She has denied her kith and kin and her 
inheritance. She is cool and dry and far away.
Martha, the youngest, the afterthought, the little baby of the family, is as 
thick as thieves with her stepmother, Anthea, and she endeavors day and 
night to steal favours that were once awarded to her hard and grasping sister 
Isobel. (48) (emphasis original)
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more accurate and insightful self-knowledge is that it helps to reduce depend-

Candida tries to free herself from depending on her husband and daughters by 

-
I am happy now -

my relationship to my family should be, in these latter days, in these survival 

wrong that I don’t know how to read him, how to speak of him, how to remember 
him, how to think of him anymore. He is like a great blank in my memory. He is 

with Ellen by attending to her wedding in Finland. 

and the addition of the Italian tourist guide is a random and an arbitrary choice. 
Candida’s diary criticizes all her friends ruthlessly, starting with her friend Julia 
Jordan who has become a famous author. Julia has been a high school friend and 

think that my dull life can be of much interest to her, yet she is very faithful to me. 

am a wicked woman. Her sins are of commission, mine of omission. Both are 

-

They co-opted me, and I failed to prevent them from doing so. That is how it hap-

friendship with Sally Hepburn, a social worker, in her new life as well, introduc-
ing her as follows:

explanation, but Sally is not a delicate woman. She was my neighbour, I
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has a maddening habit of assuming that I share all her problems and all her 
weaknesses. She is two years younger than me, yet she seems to go ahead, 

lives. How they entwine about one another and strangle one another (41). 

sisters.

her new life, therefore; contrary to the friends she had attained during her school 

Virgil class mentor Mrs. Jerrold, and when she receives a positive reply, visits her 
in her home. Her respect to Mrs. Jerrold’s old age, vitality, and her being a poet 
prevents Candida from making negative comments about her, and she manages 
to include Mrs. Jerrold on the Italian Journey. Her last friend is also from her 
Virgil class: Mrs. Barclay. Cynthia Barclay used to be Mr. Barclay’s housekeeper 

Barclay and Candida talk about their Virgil class, and when Candida receives a 

she announces her good fortune to. At Mrs. Barclay’s, by Mrs. Jerrold’s inclusion, 
they plan a trip to Cartage and Naples, following the footsteps of Aeneas, sailing 

all of us seemed to be remarkably free and had various dates to choose from. I
suppose that’s not very surprising at our age. We are of the third age. Our depend-

negative feelings she narrates about her former friends Julia and Sally, Candida 
includes them on the trip and manages to form the six sisters. For the addition 

-
tronize her. She has always thought she was patronizing me. I wanted to turn the 
tables. To make her eat at my table. Or did I want to be kind? That seems unlikely. 
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-
ing the two women from Suffolk, connecting the spinster, Sally, and Candida, 

also aware that she has turned into another person, a multiple, polyphonic person, 
who need not pretend to be stupid, who can use long words and make classical al-

on with Candida’s experimental polyphonic stance by impersonating her daugh-

diary in the laptop. Rewriting Candida’s life from Ellen’s voice, by the next epi-
sode, Drabble surprises the readers that neither Candida committed suicide nor 
Ellen has been narrating; it has been Candida impersonating Ellen throughout the 
chapter. Head holds that Drabble supplies some of the most interesting examples 

an event: when Candida tries to put back an old Christmas tree over the fence, 
-

ages is a means of expressing her pessimistic views, and her changes in narrative 
-

modern theories (136). In line with Rubenstein’s comment, Candida’s last words 

with Diana Cooper-Clark in Atlantic Monthly, Drabble complained of her sense 
of the pressure on the contemporary woman writer to produce politically correct 

marriage, it’s going to be seen as a mistake; if I end with a woman alone, it’s go-
ing to be regarded as a triumph. All you can do is to write about how it seems to 

textualism as an ethical tool rather than one of indiscriminate ontological plu-

194).

suggest that Drabble’s Candida partially reconciles with both her past and new 
life. However, although Rubenstein calls it depression, ending her narration in 

-
als have all but disappeared; the bereaved are ignored, or expected to be back in 
a normal life as soon as possible (1998: 267). Considering the betrayal by her 

-
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tion between life and death arises because of not being able to mourn her loss. 

lost loved one inside and kept him or her there, attacking ourselves rather than 

hand there is an implicit or even explicit recognition of the implacability of death, 
the normality of grief and the never-endingness of mourning. On the other hand, 
there is the desire to iron all this out, turn it into a positive experience and avoid 

into Craib’s contention, apparently,

[i]n a society which is increasingly frightening, we can think of change as 
always positive, when in fact it is arguable that it is increasingly destructive 

for dying – and that we are as isolated and threatened as everybody else 
(1998: 275). 
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