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Helen Oyeyemi’s 2011 novel, Mr. Fox, is a rich and enthralling marvel. On the
surface, a series of interlaced adaptations of Bluebeard, Fitcher’s Bird, Mr. Fox, and
the ballad of Reynardine; beneath the surface, a teeming and provocative wonder-
land that opens those adaptations and their intertexts to the workings of gender and
race, romance and desire, imperialism and geopolitics. The novel begins with a
challenge: Mary Foxe, a muse conjured by the writer St. John Fox, appears after an
extended absence, clearly no longer content to comply with the terms of his
imagination. Boldly defiant, she returns to inspire not literary genius but a contest
of narrative wills, a struggle for control of St. John’s stories. At stake is his authorial
identity, one Mary hopes to transform from villainous “serial killer,” based on his
pattern of killing off his female characters in gruesome and violent acts perpetrated
by his purportedly sympathetic male characters, to more conscientious and thought-
ful writer, more conscientious and thoughtful man (4).

The precise terms of the challenge are never made clear to St. John, nor to the
reader, but he consents to the game nonetheless, albeit with some trepidation, and
that game structures the remainder of the novel as Mary and St. John narrate and
renarrate, negotiate and renegotiate their own and each other’s stories. Formally
experimental, Mr. Fox is at times focalized through St. John, at times through Mary,
and on occasion through St. John’s wife, Daphne. While such fluctuations in per-
spective are not in themselves necessarily experimental, they become so in Mr. Fox
as the focalizations shift and slip in intentionally and productively ambiguous ways.
So, too, the narrative voice. And the genders. As such, it is often unclear who is
narrating any given story, whether told in the first person or the third person, and
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in several cases one character might hijack another character’s narrative mid-story,
breaking through the story’s immediate boundaries to return to the novel’s frame
tale.

The novel’s experimental form and its thematic focus on reimagined versions
of Bluebeard and its variants help give meaning to the tales that seem, on first read,
to fall outside the Bluebeard tradition, particularly the three stories that explicitly
revolve around non-European characters and settings: “Like This,” set in Paris
among a community of Yoruba ancestral spirits attached to the story’s protagonist,
Brown; “Hide, Seek,” set in Asyut, Egypt, and Osogbo, Nigeria; and “My Daughter
the Racist,” set in an unnamed country, occupied by American or European forces,
in the Middle East or North Africa. With these three stories, the violence of
European traditions—whether literary, as in the tales of Bluebeard, Fitcher’s Bird,
Mr. Fox, and Reynardine, or geopolitical, as in histories of war, colonialism, and
imperialism—tesonates with the ever-present shades of violence implicit in western
understandings of romantic love. “Like This,” for instance, is a story of love, desire,
murder, resurrection, separation, and eternal union between a Yoruba woman and
an Englishman. Though “seriously in love,” the woman one day “stamped her foot
and wished her man dead,” and he died (90). Desperate to have him back, she calls
on all her magic—"“books and candles and all the tears she could cry”’—and
sacrifices all the children she might have had, which returns him to her; not so much
grateful as exhausted, he says they can’t go on and he drives her to Paris, where he
leaves her on a seemingly random street (89—90). She takes nothing with her but
what she has on: “a brown dress, flat brown shoes, and a shabby coat of the same
colour” (91). The narrator now refers to her as Brown, to be distinguished from
Blue, a woman who welcomes Brown to Paris, to a house where she is to live, where
she is to write, a woman whose skin color matches Brown’s but who is otherwise
better looking, tidier, smaller, sweeter, warm, a woman who claims that she was
meant for the Englishman. Indeed, the idyllic life Blue comes to share with the
Englishman seems to suggest that they were meant for each other. Despite
appearances, however, the Englishman still longs for Brown, and when he sends
Blue away he falls into a stupor.

Meanwhile, Brown spends her days staring at the sheets of blank paper and the
raft of fountain pens provided for her, unclear as to what she is supposed to write
even when the notes slipped under her door tell her to “Write the stories” (90).
Trying to do so, she begins with “Once upon a time,” but nothing follows. She is
overcome with a sense of having lost something, though she is not clear what that
might be; she makes a list of everything she’s ever lost and roams the streets of Paris
searching. Thinking her grief may be for a loved one who has died, she walks
through Peére Lachaise; in the cemetery, she encounters Reynardine, who channels
her Yoruba ancestors, and they explain to her what she is to write: “Tell the stories.
Tell them to us. We want to know all the ways you’re still like us, and the all the
ways you’ve changed. Talk to us. We’re from a different place and time” (104).
When the spirits of Brown’s Yoruba ancestors return Reynardine to himself, he
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further encourages her to write the stories, but Brown is resolute—she wants what
she has lost. Reynardine finally agrees that if she writes the stories, he will return
what she has lost. So she writes and writes and writes, but when Reynardine upholds
his side of the bargain and delivers the Englishman to her, he is already dead. Brown
confronts Reynardine with her disappointment, her outrage at having been tricked,
and Reynardine dares her to join her man, dares her to “be lost together” with him
(108). Never having considered this option before, she is now happy to accept
Reynardine’s dare. At that, Brown and the Englishman find themselves entombed
together, a happy ending: “They were together, and there was no one else... In the
darkness they learnt to waltz. Then they lit the candle... And they let its flame warm
their stone house for a little while as they danced on behind their locked door”
(109). Here, it is not the European fairy tale formula—Brown’s attempt at writing
prior to her encounter with Reynardine begins and ends with “Once upon a time”—
that brings about the (un)conventional happily-ever-after but rather Brown’s writing
for her Yoruba ancestors, her continuing a tradition that grants significant agency
for her to tell her own stories, unmoored from the constraints of an entrenched
narrative inheritance: “Those stories,” her ancestral spirits instruct her, “belong to
us. It doesn’t matter what language they’re in, or what they’re about; they belong to
us. And we gave them to you without looking at them first. So now it’s time to see
what we’ve done” (104).

The themes and tropes and questions at play in “Like This” wend their way
through the novel’s other stories, moving beyond a critique of the violence lurking
in European narrative genres like the fairy tale to encompass similarities in other
European cultural mythologies. “Hide, Seek,” for example, calls attention to the
resonances between much western visual art and the dominant Bluebeard trope: the
dismembered woman or the woman in/as parts. In this stoty, a boy born to a poor
market family in Asyat is adopted by a wealthy widow, an art collector who “only
collected art that was body pieces, one considered piece at a time, painstaking finds
because she was looking for a collection that, when put together in a room, would
create the suggestion of a woman” (216). Around the same time, a gitl is born in
Osogbo with a heart too heavy to bear, “heavy because it was open, and so things
filled it, and so things rushed out of it” (218); in an effort to lighten her heart, she
seeks to give her love away, but it always returns to her until she finally decides that
“she had to hide her heart somewhere until she was big enough to keep hold of its
weight” (220). When the art collector and her adopted son finally acquire all the
body parts to evoke a woman, they realize their collection is in need of a heart, so
they travel to a west African shrine known for the sound of a beating heart, the
shrine where the girl has left her heart for safekeeping. Once there, the heart calls
to the boy, and his adopted mother senses that he knows where it is, although he
does not reveal to her that the heart has called to him. The boy will not take the
heart without its owner, so he arranges their art collection—their dismembered
woman—around the shrine and asks his mother for five days. When, on the sixth
day, he awakens and the heart’s owner has not come, he leaves. Like Bluebeard and
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Fitcher’s Bird and a great deal of European “high” art, “Hide, Seek” is not a love
story, though it seems at times to approach one as it exposes the dark underbelly of
gendered discourses that hold romance, desire, and beauty together with need,
possession, and violence.

Running in, around, and through the Bluebeard-inflected stories at the center of
Mr. Fox is the story of St. John, Mary, and Daphne, a frame tale that similarly
disrupts and reimagines an enduring—and enduringly misogynistic—FEuropean
cultural discourse. Here, Oyeyemi anchors the myth of the female muse, passive
inspiration for male genius, to the Bluebeard tradition, thus inviting a consideration
of the many ways an ostensible paean borders on, perhaps collapses into, a
controlling obsession. Initially brought into being by St. John’s imagination, Mary
soon becomes her own person, at first figuratively as she shares her ideas and
opinions, as she challenges St. John’s sexism and pushes him to see morte in
Daphne, and then literally as she takes material form, befriends and encourages
Daphne’s ambitions, and finally walks away from the two of them. Moving back
and forth across the twentieth century, creating a transnational circuit of stories and
characters, articulating gendered and raced cultural conventions with the misogyny
and violence of the Bluebeard tradition, Mr. Fox encoutrages us to think and rethink
European literary and artistic traditions, suggesting not answers so much as
additional questions. It is precisely this invitation that draws me to Mr. Fox over and
over again, the questions giving wondrous shape to the multiple dimensions of my
work—fairy tale studies, critical race theory, feminism—in ways that help me
understand and appreciate even more fully their deeply imbricated impulses, their
deeply imbricated natures, histories, theoretical trajectories. Oyeyemi’s resistance to
allegory and ideological polemic in favor of cross-cutting, entangled, provocative
allusions and insights, critiques and reconsiderations that challenge the mythologies
at the heart of European literary and artistic culture, opens the novel to a wonderful
and rich excess of questions and inspires me to embrace the messy entanglements
implicit in my own research, the questions whose answers remain just beyond reach,
perhaps more important than those I feel I may have resolved.

A brief sampling of the fantastically dizzying intellectual queries I want to
consider with Oyeyemi: How and why is the novel’s transnational orientation
significant to the themes of gender, race, culture, narrative production, art, and
violence at play in Mr. Fox? What, if anything, does the novel’s transnationalism
have to do with a feminist reclamation of the muse, a feminist intervention into the
Bluebeard tradition? Alternatively, or perhaps complementarily, why might the
Bluebeard tradition be productive for a novel of transnational storytelling? And why
might Oyeyemi choose the Bluebeard tale type in order to structure her feminist
critique and reinvention of the muse? That is, how and why might women’s creative
agency be related to the themes of Bluebeard? How does violence motivate the
narrative? And what types of violence? If Mr. Fox is an obvious meditation on
Bluebeard and on the figure of the muse, it is also a meditation on love. As such,
what might it tell us about love? And what types of lover How might it challenge
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us to think love beyond the strictures of hegemonic, heteronormative, “Hallmark”
love? What role do sacrifice and/or lack of recognition and/or misunderstanding
and/or unrequited desires play in our understandings and theorizations of love and
desire and gender and violence?

These questions and many more proliferate with each reading of Mr. Fox, a
dazzling, brilliant novel that enchanted me on first read and that continues to
enchant me with every subsequent read. Even more than the intellectual
explorations Mr. Fox occasions, it is the novel’s cleverness, its unexpected narrative
turns, its stitching together of real and fantastic, its knowing and ironic asides amid
passages of sheer lyric beauty, what I understand and feel, bodily and emotionally,
to be a certain petfection in its crafting that has so moved me, that has so filled me
with awe and wonder, not only at what’s smart about Mr. Fox but also at what’s
captivating about it. The novel’s coda—two fox stories, two love stories, one tragic,
the other moving and hopeful—makes clear that Oyeyemi’s magical realism is more
like real magic. Along these lines, Mr. Fox is an escape artist of a novel, a novel that
resists hermeneutic attempts to contain it, at least my attempts to contain it in the
form of book reviews, articles, book chapters. In the end, Mr. Fox is a novel that
reminds us that reading matters, of course, but so, too, does magic.
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