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1. Introduction 

 

Love is one of the most common themes in literature, if not the most common 

one. Sometimes it is very obvious; sometimes it is hidden in one way or another. John 

Fowles’ novel The Collector is perhaps not classified generically as a love story, but love is a 

significant theme in it. Different kinds of love are mentioned, such as the love of a family, the 

love between a man and a woman and a human being’s love for beauty. Frederic Clegg, a 

butterfly collector who works as a clerk at the Town Hall Annexe, sees and falls in love with 

the young, beautiful art student Miranda. He is rather obsessed with beauty and butterflies, 

two items closely connected in this story; the most beautiful thing he knows of is a rare 

butterfly which he has captured, killed and arranged in a jar where he can watch it whenever 

he wants to. It is Miranda’s beauty which catches his interest the first time he sees her. 

Miranda is obsessed with beauty too, in the form of art. She does not consider a 

dead butterfly beautiful, though. Life and the living are attractive, according to her, as 

opposed to death. The way she sees it, photographs are dead, hence ugly, whereas a painting 

is alive and beautiful: “When you draw something it lives and when you photograph it it dies. 

[…] All dry and dead” (55). Because of their shared interest in beauty, they have an important 

ideal in common, along with other ideals, points of view and personal traits. However, they 

belong to different classes of society. Critics differ in the ways they assign class to respective 

character, but I will follow Dominique Costa’s claim that Clegg is of the lower middle class 

and Miranda is of the upper class. Because of their differences in class, Clegg believes that he 

cannot make Miranda love him in everyday life, but in special circumstances he might be able 

to succeed in this. Later on, when he wins a large sum of money on the lottery, he sees his 

opportunity. After buying a cottage in the country and preparing it for Miranda, he kidnaps 

her and keeps her locked up in the cellar. She is, as he sees it, his “guest” (30). Naturally, 

Miranda does not see it this way. She feels like a prisoner and despite the fact that Clegg 

usually buys her everything she wants, he eventually refuses to buy the medicine the sick 

Miranda asks for and desperately needs, since she has caught pneumonia. Consequently, 

Miranda dies in the cellar, without Clegg making any great effort to save her.  

The narrative structure of this story is of major importance. The first part is 

Clegg’s story. He is the narrator and tells everything about how he first observes Miranda, 

then kidnaps her and, finally, he tells about the days when she is his guest. The second part of 

the story, almost the same length as the first part, is narrated by Miranda as her diary. It 

begins when she is locked up in the cellar and ends, of course, when she dies. Thus, the reader 
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is given two versions of the same story, but from two narrators whose reliability one must 

question. The last two sections deal with Clegg and his view of Miranda’s death and what 

happens afterwards. Because of this narrative structure, the reader can clearly form an idea of 

what the characters are like, what they think and what they feel. There are always two sides of 

a story, and by letting both protagonists narrate the same set of actions, the reader may 

compare the two and see the different perceptions of the same event. It is also possible to see 

the failing interaction between the characters and how they are unable to communicate in a 

functional way. Because of the interaction problems, they are both very lonely and isolated. 

As for Clegg, he seems to have chosen loneliness, but Miranda is a social person. However, as 

we will see, they have the same type of isolated mind, characterized by selfishness and 

prejudice. 

 

1.1 Aim and Approach 

  

In this essay, I will look into the theme of love and how it both connects and 

separates the two characters. They often discuss love in their respective narrations; their 

dreams of love are revealed and the reader learns what they think it takes to make somebody 

love them. Clegg believes that he can make Miranda love him, if only she knew him. She, on 

the other hand, sees her beauty and body as a resource in achieving her goal of being loved.  

Perry Nodelman argues that Clegg and Miranda actually want and dream of the same kind of 

pure and innocent love, but due to their prejudices, they cannot see this similarity (334-338). 

First, I will investigate what view Clegg has of love, then Miranda’s view, and finally 

compare the two. Furthermore, I will sort out why the two characters look upon love the way 

they do. Is it because of their social background, or is it mainly because of their previous 

experiences of people of a different sex and the psychological impact it has left on them? Is it 

even a question of gender, i.e. do their stereotypical views of people of the opposite sex 

prevent Clegg and Miranda from having a successful relationship? How do the many 

paradoxes, such as their ignorance of similarities between them, affect their view of each 

other? Is it impossible for them to see more than what meets the eye, because of their 

obsession with beauty? Finally, I will discuss the symbolism of the butterfly, how Miranda is 

compared to a butterfly and how the ending is a result of what one might refer to as “the 

butterfly effect”. The definition of this is, as J. Gleick put it in 1984: “The notion that a 

butterfly flapping its wings today in Peking might affect the weather next month in New 
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York” (Internet 11). In other words, something small and insignificant, such as a butterfly, or 

in the case of The Collector, Miranda, may, at a different time or place, cause a catastrophe. 

The love Clegg feels for Miranda is, in the beginning, very innocent, but ends in disaster 

when he becomes a murderer. Obviously, Clegg associates Miranda with butterflies and he is 

obsessed with both. These two observations make it fair to ask if the butterfly is a proleptic 

symbol pointing towards the disastrous end, or if it is only connected to beauty.    

 

     

1.2 Previous Research 

 

The main source for this essay will be John Fowles’ The Collector, originally 

published in 1963. The edition I will use is published by Vintage in 2004. Furthermore, I will 

use Perry Nodelman’s article “John Fowles’s Variations in ‘The Collector’”. This article does 

not deal primarily with love, but focuses on paradoxes, narration, differences and similarities 

found between the two protagonists. Nodelman claims that Clegg and Miranda have similar 

views of love. However, it is not something that brings them closer to each other, but instead 

it separates them. He supports this thesis with the argument that both characters are too self-

involved to get to know one another, which one understands when reading their respective 

stories.   

Silvana Caporaletti’s article “Reading the End in the Beginning of John 

Fowles’s ‘The Collector’ ”has a linguistic approach. It analyses the thirty first lines of the 

novel and how they bring forth Clegg’s personality and his view of Miranda. It also 

investigates how these thirty lines affect the reader and his or her view of what has just been 

read. Since it focuses only on the first few pages of the book; thus I will use it when analysing 

Clegg and his idea of love.  

Gender, written by Claire Colebrook in 2004, discusses different readings of 

gender in literature. It deals mainly with feminity and gender balance. Consequently, I will 

use it when analysing the role of men and women as Clegg and Miranda think of it and how 

their relationship fails because of gender issues.  

Dominique Costa’s article “Narrative Voice and Focalization: The Presentation 

of the Different Selves in John Fowles’ The Collector” mainly deals with narrative structure 

and how it affects the story. It also briefly mentions how Clegg and Miranda perceive each 

                                                 
1 http://dictionary.oed.com 2006-05-26 
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other and discusses how their personal traits are revealed in their language use and in what 

they actually say.  

Geoffrey Hemptonstall has written “The English Novel in the Twentieth 

Century: 5 – John Fowles”. This text treats not only The Collector, but also other stories by 

John Fowles. Hemptonstall brings forth different aspects of The Collector, such as Miranda’s 

role as the object of love, the narrative structure and intertextuality. The two latter approaches 

are the most common ones when it comes to previous research made on Fowles’ debut novel. 

Clearly, one can find evidence of intertextuality; especially Shakespeare’s play The Tempest 

and the classic story of The Beauty and the Beast are echoed in The Collector. However, 

intertextuality is beyond the scope of this essay. A Lacanian reading of this novel is also 

possible, but I have chosen not to do so. Apart from previously mentioned approaches, most 

critical articles deal with the theme of social class or other differences between Clegg and 

Miranda. The similarities, however, are sometimes mentioned, but they are not closely 

analysed or even given much thought. Thus, I have not been able to find any article dealing 

exclusively with the theme of love, but a close reading of the novel has provided textual 

evidence of the importance of this theme and of significant similarities and differences 

between Clegg and Miranda.         

 

2. Analysis 

 Both characters in The Collector are very complex and paradoxical. How they 

act does not always support what they say, and their unreliable narrations make the reader 

question whom to trust. It is difficult to pin down exactly what Clegg and Miranda are like, 

and a first-time reader of the novel is often too preoccupied with the plot to analyse the 

characters. However, after having worked on this analysis, I have discovered that one sees the 

novel in a completely different way when the focus is shifted from the plot to the characters.  

  

2.1 Clegg’s view of love 

 Clegg is a character with little experience of love and human relationships. 

Therefore, he does not know what he truly can expect from a relationship with Miranda. What 

he wants is purity, perfection and uniqueness: “I always thought of her like that, I mean words 

like elusive and sporadic, and very refined – not like the other ones, even the pretty ones. 

More for the real connoisseur” (9).  

Clegg has many psychological scars. From a very early age, he has been let 

down and abandoned several times: 
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 My father was killed driving. I was two. That was in 1937. He was drunk, but Aunt 

Annie always said it was my mother that drove him to drink. They never told me what 

really happened, but she went off soon after and left me with Aunt Annie, she only 

wanted an easy time. [...] I don’t care now, if she is still alive, I don’t want to meet her, 

I’ve got no interest. […] So I was brought up by Aunt Annie and Uncle Dick with their 

daughter Mabel. (11)  
 

Despite the fact that Clegg is an orphan, he does have a family, but the loss of his parent has 

affected him anyway. The reader can sense bitterness in the quoted passage, and a feeling 

that Clegg distances himself from his new family. The strongest bond a child has is the one 

with its parents, and both of these bonds have been broken in the case of Frederick Clegg. It 

is not of his own free will he has been abandoned, and this has affected him.  However, the 

only person in this family who cared about Clegg was Uncle Dick, who died a few years after 

Clegg’s mother had abandoned him. The relationship between Clegg, Aunt Annie and Mabel 

is rather chilly. After winning the pools, Clegg pays for a trip for his family to Australia, but 

does not accompany them himself: “[…] I didn’t want to be any more with Aunt Annie and 

Mabel” (15).  

 Naturally, these experiences of death and abandonment have affected him 

significantly. One can easily assume that he is afraid of being abandoned again, which may 

be a reason why he will not risk the possibility that Miranda leaves him when she is sick. 

Therefore, he refuses her the help of a doctor. Of course, he would be convicted and sent to 

prison if she would tell anybody about the kidnapping, but because he does not express any 

fear of being imprisoned, it is likely that he is more afraid of being alone. Perhaps the two 

fears are related, which is why Clegg refuses Miranda medical help. 

 As previously mentioned, it is pure and perfect love that Clegg wants. He 

despises women who are sexually experienced and claims that they disgust him. His ideal 

woman is as “pure” as he believes himself to be. When he visits a prostitute, he explains his 

failure there by claiming that the woman was not as he wanted her to be: “I was too nervous, 

I tried to be as if I knew all about it and of course she saw, she was old and she was horrible, 

horrible. I mean, both in the filthy way she behaved and in looks. She was worn, common” 

(14). This passage does not only indicate Frederick Clegg’s idea of what women should be 

like, but it also reveals his low self-esteem. Throughout the novel, the reader can sense 

Clegg’s inferiority complex, as he thinks about the people Miranda is surrounded with: “The 

only times I didn’t have nice dreams about her being when I saw her with a certain young 
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man, a loud noisy public-school type who had a sports car” (10). Clegg is obviously jealous 

of the “young man with a sports car”, not only because he enjoys Miranda’s company, but 

also because he is of the upper class.  In his narration, Clegg makes it very clear that he does 

not like people from the upper class: 
 

I remember a night we went out and had supper at a posh restaurant […] Everything in the 

room seemed to look down at us because we weren’t brought up their way. […] If you ask 

me, London’s all arranged for the people who can act like public schoolboys, and you don’t 

get anywhere if you don’t have the manner born and the right la-di-da voice – I mean rich 

people’s London, the West End, of course. (14) 

 

The expression “la-di-da” is frequently used by Clegg. According to the Oxford English 

Dictionary Online, la-di-da means “A derisive term for one who affects gentility; a ‘swell’” 

(Internet 2)2. He also refers to upper class men as “public schoolboys”, and usually continues 

by describing them as noisy, silly and arrogant. It is interesting to note how Clegg at first does 

not seem to consider Miranda as a girl from the upper class as such, but later on he changes his 

mind: “Of course it was very educated, but it wasn’t la-di-da, it wasn’t slimy, she didn’t beg 

the cigarettes or like demand them, she just asked for them in an easy way and you didn’t have 

any class feeling” (18).This is how he first describes Miranda and, in this case, her voice. Later 

on, when Miranda is dead, he says: “I ought to have seen that I could never get what I wanted 

from someone like Miranda, with all her la-di-da ideas and clever tricks” (282). Obviously, 

Clegg’s feelings for Miranda have changed. He realises the class difference between him and 

Miranda, and its significance, but not until just before Miranda dies: “There was always class 

between us” (41). Because of his lower class background, Clegg cannot truly consider himself 

as someone moving upwards in society after he has won the money. His loathing of upper class 

behaviour is too firmly rooted in his mind. When Miranda asks him to give money to charity, 

he does not do it, and he reveals his idea of rich people and charity: “I know rich people give 

sums, but in my opinion they do it to get their names published or to dodge the tax-man” (73). 

When it comes to people of the upper class, Clegg has a very cynical point of view. 

  Both characters in the novel stay completely the same as the action moves forward, 

although Miranda sometimes seems to be rather static. There are clear markers in the text that 

suggest a development, especially in the case of Frederick Clegg. At first, he is introduced as 

an innocent, naïve young man who is slightly socially handicapped. He has a very romantic 

                                                 
2 http://dictionary.oed.com 2006-04-26 
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view of love at that time, the kind of romantic love we can read about, for example, in Romeo 

and Juliet: “I can’t say what it was, the very first time I saw her, I knew she was the only one. 

[…] I used to have daydreams about her, I used to think of stories where I met her, did things 

she admired, married her and all that. Nothing nasty, that was never until what I’ll explain 

later” (10). 

The romantic view is one Clegg holds on to throughout the book. When Miranda is 

dead, he thinks about what he will do then. The romantic ideal that fills his dreams is expressed 

ad absurdum, which makes it obvious that he is not completely in touch with reality at that 

moment. All he can think of is how everyone else will see them and how they will think that 

the love between him and Miranda was a pure and perfect one:   

 
All I had to do was to kill myself […]. I started thinking how I could do it, how I could go 

into Lewes as soon as the shops opened and get a lot of aspros and some flowers, 

chrysanths were her favourite. Then take the aspros and go down with the flowers and lie 

beside her. Post a letter first to the police. So they would find us down there together. 

Together in the Great Beyond. We would be buried together. Like Romeo and Juliet. It 

would be a real tragedy. Not sordid. (276) 

  

This scene is, apart from the letter to the police, very much alike the scene in Romeo and Juliet 

when Romeo commits suicide. However, the idea of Miranda and pure love connected to each 

other changes as Clegg turns into an emotionally numb man, likely to become a serial killer: “I 

did it scientific. I planned what had to be done and ignored my natural feelings” (282). 

Suddenly, his romantic ideal and eternal love for Miranda has become something “scientific” 

and has nothing to do with emotions. Silvana Caporaletti describes Clegg’s lack of emotion in 

speech already in the first few pages of the story: “On the whole the vocabulary used by the 

narrator is flat, conventional and unimaginative, possibly symbolic of his intellectual and 

emotional shallowness” (285). Frederick Clegg has gone from being an innocent young man 

with poor social skills to an obsessive, callous serial killer. Fowles does not write that Clegg 

will become a serial killer, but the way he lets Clegg think about kidnapping another girl after 

Miranda’s death gives the reader the impression that history will repeat itself. However, he is 

still very naïve when it comes to life and death. “The Great Beyond” as an expression for death 

suggests a romantic mind, but the fact that he believes that taking some aspirins will kill him is 

rather naïve. The amount of aspirins he would have to take in order to end his life is much 

larger than he thinks. 
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As an entomologist and a character with rather obsessive traits, Clegg strives to 

find the perfect specimen of whatever creature he finds. He marks clearly what he thinks of 

non-perfect “specimens”, such as his disabled cousin Mabel: “I think people like Mabel should 

be put out painlessly […]” (16). However, Clegg later on compares Miranda to a disabled 

person when he thinks about how their relationship fails to work out. Then, he does not want 

her to be put out like an animal: “Anyway after she used to write down almost every day what 

we had to buy, she used to tell me how to cook it too, it was just like having a wife, an invalid3 

one you had to do the shopping for” (49). It is noticeable how Clegg separates Miranda from 

other human beings, and how he sees her as superior to everyone. She is perfect, no matter 

what she does. She is the most precious, rare and beautiful butterfly in his collection, an idea I 

will return to later on in the essay.  

 Frederick Clegg is twenty-five years old, as Miranda reveals to the reader during 

a dialogue between the two. Thus, he is quite young, and since he has not had any “normal” 

relationship before, he does not know much about real-life love. Therefore, he has to get his 

ideas from somewhere else. It is not clear, however, what his main source of inspiration is. 

Because of his anti-social personality, it is not unlikely that he has learnt about love from 

reading books. His romantic view of love and his comparison between his and Miranda’s 

relationship and that of Romeo and Juliet suggests that he has at least some general knowledge 

of the most popular love story in the history of literature. This famous tragedy by Shakespeare 

is not the only love story that ends with suicide; that list can be made long. Tristan and Isolde, 

a medieval fairytale ends in the same way, as does German poet Goethe’s The Sorrows of 

Young Werther. He often utters clichés which rely on literature as his source of inspiration 

concerning love: “What she felt, I felt” (78). An everyday person with a somewhat richer social 

life and a more open mind would know that this cliché is usually not true and that the love one 

reads about in a novel rarely is like love as it is experienced in real life. Other sources of his 

idea of love might be his parents, who did not have a healthy relationship, and Aunt Annie and 

Uncle Dick. Not much is revealed of their relationship, hence the reader cannot judge whether 

it had a good or bad influence on Clegg.      

 Because of his lack of experience, Clegg has a very immature idea of what 

women are like and how they should behave. He bases this idea on the few women he has had 

any kind of deeper social connection with; that is his mother, his aunt, his cousin and the 

prostitute. He has not yet realised the differences between individuals. His idea of gender roles 

                                                 
3 My emphasis 
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is quite conservative, with the man as the superior dominant partner and the woman as the 

caring person who looks after the home and the family. Claire Colebrook writes: 

  
Modern man has neither parents nor children. He is, ideally, a fully independent, 

autonomous and self-determining unity, a being of pure decisions and self-creation. By 

contrast, ‘woman’ is figured as the guardian of the private sphere, maintaining all the 

sentimental attachments, virtues and partial sympathies that men must abandon in order to 

become individuals engaged in exchange. (106-7) 

         

Clearly, there is a difference in the things which are considered male and female. Clegg seems 

to share some of these ideas, such as the one that men cannot have “sentimental attachments” 

or depend on others. This is shown especially when he talks about his potential new victim and 

the mistake he made by choosing Miranda as his guest: “I ought to have got someone who 

would respect me more. Someone ordinary I could teach” (282). This clearly indicates Clegg’s 

desire to be the superior one in the relationship, which he cannot be with Miranda. She uses her 

class, education and temper to abuse Clegg mentally by complaining at everything he says or 

does, claiming that he is not good enough or by taking her fury out on him. Actually, he lets 

her do this. One can only speculate how Miranda would have changed if she was not allowed 

to behave as a spoilt child. Also, Clegg is prejudiced when it comes to women: “She was just 

like a woman. Unpredictable. Smiling one minute and spiteful the next” (56). Obviously, 

unpredictability is a trait Clegg connects with the female sex. When Miranda is allowed to see 

the house for the first time, he also suggests that women often complain: “Her making 

criticisms like a typical woman” (52). What proof he has for these statements is never revealed, 

but one can guess that they are nothing but prejudice, and again, Clegg’s inexperience with 

women shows.  

Clegg’s inexperience and longing for pure emotional affection is obvious. Shortly after 

Miranda has been kidnapped, she asks Clegg why he did it. Her first guess is money, which is 

not the case: “’The only other thing is sex. You want to do something to me.’ […] It shocked 

me. It’s not that at all. […] I’m not that sort4” (36). Clegg emphasizes the fact that he does not 

want to rape Miranda, and that he thinks sex is disgusting. By claiming that he is not “that 

sort”, he distances himself from other kidnappers, and even from human beings. Love without 

sex is his ideal and he wants all the romantic things in love: “I’d be holding you, I said. That’s 

all. We would be sleeping side by side with the wind and the rain outside or something” (101). 

                                                 
4 My emphasis 
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This dream which Clegg has signifies his dislike of sex and his tribute to pure, innocent and 

romantic love. The “us against the world” cliché is obvious, as they are together inside and 

everything outside of their “bubble” is tumultuous, with wind and rain. They are safe and 

happy when everybody else may be unhappy and in danger. Clegg’s need for security is clear. 

As already mentioned, he did not get any security from his parents and it has affected him 

badly.  

 Thus, Clegg is inexperienced when it comes to love and thinks of it as a romantic 

unity where two people are ‘as one’. He was abandoned by his mother, and ever since, he 

seems to feel as if he does not belong anywhere, except with Miranda. 

 

2.2 Miranda’s view of love 

 

The first thing about Miranda the reader is presented with is a description of her class and of 

her beauty. This is also the way Clegg sees her, and probably many with him. As for Miranda 

herself, she enjoys beauty too, but in the form of art. She is an art student, and the eldest 

daughter of a Doctor Grey. Her mother is an alcoholic who Clegg describes as quite la-di-da, 

with too much make-up. In this novel, which is full of paradoxes, it is rather amusing to find 

out Miranda’s family name, after having read how Clegg sees her and what he thinks of her. 

Clearly, she is anything but grey. Her given name, Miranda, on the other hand, means 

“something, that is, to be looked at, to be admired” (Caporaletti 288). This given name seems 

to be more suitable than the family name. When she writes her baby nickname ‘Nanda’ in a 

letter, Clegg states his preferences when it comes to names and beauty: “I prefer Miranda, I 

said. It was the most beautiful for me” (68).   

 It is easy for the reader to sympathise with Miranda, since she is the victim in the 

kidnapping. However, a close reading of the text shows that she is not the innocent and perfect 

girl she appears to be. Like Clegg, she is inexperienced and naïve, but she is also very spoilt 

and appears to think herself better than others, although she claims not to think like this. 

Nodelman observes: “Miranda quickly descends from being the blameless victim into a mere 

flawed human being” (335). The more one reads of her narration, the more obvious her 

unreliability as a narrator becomes. She is not only a prisoner in Clegg’s cellar, but she is also a 

prisoner in her own selfish mind. The sympathy the reader has for her in the beginning fades 

away more and more. In Clegg’s narration, Miranda appears to the reader as a victim, an 

innocent girl who has been cruelly kidnapped by an insane man. On the other hand, when the 

reader is presented with her own narration, one is allowed to see some of her not very pleasant 
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traits. Suddenly, her likeability has decreased and she is not the pure and perfect woman Clegg 

describes her as. As mentioned by Nodelman, this is a book of many paradoxes, and the two 

characters’ relationship and personalities are both paradoxical. Both of them claim to be very 

different from the other, but they are in fact very much alike: “[…] Not only is Miranda’s diary 

a variation of Clegg’s narrative, but Miranda is herself a variation of Clegg – a version of the 

same character” (Nodelman 338). Given both of the narrations, one can see that Clegg and 

Miranda share a number of personal traits, ideals and interests. There are only two things that 

separate them in any significant way: gender and class. Apart from these two, it is likely that 

Clegg and Miranda would find at least something to build a friendship on. However, their 

failure to communicate makes it impossible. Miranda says: “We never give each other a 

chance” (126).       

 Miranda claims that she is a person who dislikes the class system and that she 

does not care about class. However, from time to time she shows contempt for Clegg and most 

of all his class:  
 

‘That’s not fair. I’m not a snob. I hate snobs. I don’t prejudge people.’ 

[…] 

 ‘Some of my best friends in London are – well, what some people call working class. In 

origin. We just don’t think about it.’ 

Like Peter Catesby, I said. (That was the young man with the sports car’s name.) 

‘Him! I haven’t seen him for months. He’s just a middle-class suburban oaf.’ (40)     
 

Within the short span of this dialogue between Clegg and Miranda, she is able to say that she 

first of all does not like snobs and that she does not care about class. Just seconds later, when 

she explains her disliking of Peter Catesby, she cannot help mentioning his middle-class origin. 

With that, she loses all her credibility when it comes to class and prejudice.  

Above all, Miranda often uses clichés, words and sentences that were obviously not 

made up in her head, but heard or read somewhere else. This is a habit she shares with Clegg, 

and it is likely that it is something that could be explained by their shared view of love, because 

Miranda is also a romantic who dreams of pure love. As unconventional, rebellious and open-

minded as she wants to be, Miranda has an old-fashioned view of love:  

 
 ‘[…] I can’t marry a man to whom I don’t feel I belong in all ways. My mind must be his, 

my heart must be his, my body must be his. Just as I must feel he belongs to me.’ 

I belong to you. 

 11



‘But you don’t! Belonging’s two things. One who gives and one who accepts what’s given. 

You don’t belong to me because I can’t accept you. I can’t give you anything back’. (84-5) 

 

This passage suggests that Miranda actually does think of love in almost exactly the same way 

as Clegg, but because of the fact that they “do not know each other’s motives” (Nodelman 

336), they cannot see the similarity. Their prejudice concerning class and gender, and also their 

self-involvement stop them from seeing what the other person really is like. 

 As an art student, Miranda loves beauty and purity, but unlike Clegg, she does 

not necessarily consider perfection as something beautiful. However, she has a very 

pronounced idea of what is beautiful and what is ugly, and the importance of aesthetic ideals. 

She breaks some of Clegg’s pots when she is allowed to walk around in the house after her 

bath: “I’ve broken all the ugly ashtrays and pots. Ugly ornaments don’t deserve to exist” (130). 

The idea, or even obsession, with beauty is shared by both protagonists in Fowles’ novel. In 

fact, Miranda’s statement that ugly things do not deserve to exist is very much alike Clegg’s 

idea that disabled people like Mabel should be “put out painlessly”. One thing separates their 

views: what, or who, is their main source of inspiration when it comes to beauty and love. As 

already mentioned, Clegg has probably been inspired by books or TV, whereas Miranda has 

been affected by G.P.. He is an artist much older than Miranda, and he is known for his 

promiscuous love life. After Miranda’s first meeting alone with G.P., her aunt Caroline, who is 

also attracted to him., speaks her mind about the fact that Miranda has seen him: “Darling, you 

know I’m the last person to be a prude, but his reputation… there must be fire, there’s so much 

smoke” (156). Of course, Miranda knows about G.P. and his affairs by the time she writes her 

diary in the cellar. Her admiration for him. is very strong, however, and like the young, naïve 

girl she is, she sees his negative side as something positive: “His promiscuity is creative. Vital. 

Even though it hurts. He creates love and life and excitement around him; he lives, the people 

he loves remember him” (246). Miranda never gives any clear explanation as to how 

promiscuity is creative. It seems as if she considers him. to be faultless, just as Clegg thinks 

herself to be. G.P.’s promiscuity is seen as something positive instead of something negative, 

merely because she refuses to think of him as a ‘bad’ person.  

 The influence G.P. has on Miranda is obvious. He even has a set of rules on how 

to be a great artist. They deal with everything from pride in one’s class and nationality to 

where a real artist has to stand politically. It may seem strange to let someone else decide for 

which party one should vote, but Miranda does not seem to mind. In her mind, her life is 
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divided into two parts: pre-G.P. and post-G.P.. The irony of her uncritical admiration of G.P. is 

revealed through her ruminations on him:  
 

It’s not just that he’s seen so much more life. Had so much more artistic experience. And is 

known. But he says exactly what he thinks, and he always makes me think. That’s the big 

thing. He makes me question myself. How many times have I disagreed with him? And 

then one week later with someone else I find I’m arguing as he would argue. Judging 

people by his standards. 

 He’s chipped off all (well, some of, anyway) my silliness, my stupid fussy frilly ideas 

about life and art, and modern art. My feyness. I’ve never been the same since he told me 

how he hated fey women. I even learnt the word from him. (143)    
 

This passage shows not only G.P.’s influence on Miranda, but also her obsession with him. 

Nodelman observes: “Miranda’s obsession with G.P. strangely parallels Clegg’s obsession 

with her” (338). Again, there is an important similarity between the protagonists. However, the 

main difference is that Miranda lets G.P. change her, both her opinion on different things as 

well as her self-image, whereas Clegg stays almost the same throughout his relationship with 

Miranda.  

The passage above shows what Miranda thinks of herself as she was before. The 

expression “stupid fussy frilly” suggests that Miranda thinks she has become a better human 

being since she met G.P. However, she cannot abandon those ideas completely. Like Clegg, 

she is a romantic who dreams of love as a pure emotion without any physical expression: “In 

these daydreams there isn’t much sex, it’s just our living together. In rather romantic 

surroundings” (235). Again, a parallel can be drawn between Miranda’s fantasy of her life with 

G.P. and Clegg’s fantasy of his life with Miranda. The idea of eternal love, which is often 

connected to romantic ideals, is not present in Miranda’s dreams, however. Instead of a happy 

relationship, she dreams about G.P treating her badly, deceiving her and finally leaving her. 

This is a quite interesting parallel to her current situation. In her dreams, she is victimised and 

does not seem to mind it, but when she is the victim of a kidnapping in real life, she does 

everything she can to escape.  

 One of the problems that keeps Miranda and Clegg apart seems to be power and 

control. Clegg expects her to be what Nodelman calls “the ‘maiden in distress’” (334), but 

from time to time she is actually the one in power: “The power of women! I’ve never felt so 

full of mysterious power. Men are a joke. We’re so weak physically, so helpless with things. 

Still, even today. But we’re stronger than they are. We can stand their cruelty. They can’t stand 
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ours” (248). Clegg, on the other hand, has traditional values and views of gender roles. He does 

not think that women should be in power, yet he cannot stay in power when Miranda shocks 

him by taking the upper hand in the relationship. 

    Miranda’s young age and naivety are important to bear in mind when analysing 

her rebellious behaviour. The most important thing to remember, besides her age, is her upper 

class background. The behaviour she sees as unconventional is, both to Clegg and the reader, 

sometimes just evidence of the fact that she is a spoilt upper-class girl. She also complains a 

great deal, and makes it sound as if she were five years old: “He5 doesn’t believe in God. That 

makes me want to believe” (121). This shows Miranda’s desperate attempt to separate herself 

from Clegg; she despises him and does not want to be like him. Ironically enough, this means 

that he makes her question herself, just like G.P. once did. Miranda seems to have had many 

conversations with G.P., and it is likely that he has said something about religion during those 

and Miranda has thought about it. Now she has to do the same thing all over again. The 

immature behaviour and the complaining are shown early on in her narration: “I’m going to cry 

again. It’s so unfair (128). These words could just as well be uttered by an eight-year-old who 

wants to get a pony for her birthday as by a twenty-year-old who is kidnapped and locked up in 

a cellar. Another example is when she is exposed to the camera: “I didn’t like the flashlight. It 

hurt my eyes” (129). Naturally, it is painful for Miranda who has not seen daylight for more 

than a week when she all of a sudden is photographed with a flashlight. The way she expresses 

her complaint is very childish, though. This may make the reader lose sympathy for Miranda, 

whereas she was the character one felt empathy for in Clegg’s narration. Miranda is aware of 

her beauty and this is an example of the cliché that pretty girls are preoccupied with their 

appearance: “[…] I never let other girls see that I know I am pretty […] (145). This comment 

reveals Miranda’s high self-esteem. When discussing the narrative structure of the novel, 

Nodelman also observes:  
 

Miranda’s narration is as self-involved as is Clegg’s. In part one, Clegg thinks only of his 

obsession with Miranda; one of the surprises of part two is how rarely Miranda thinks of it, 

for as Clegg rightly says at the end, her diary ‘shows she never loved me, she only thought 

about herself and that other man all the time’. (336)    
 

Again, Miranda’s view of Clegg, her view of herself and how they are compared to each other 

is paradoxical. Her self-image is not the same as the image the reader gets of her. Because the 

                                                 
5 Clegg (my note) 
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two narrations are juxtaposed in the novel, the reader is able to see the similarities, but the lack 

of interaction between the narrators does not give Clegg and Miranda the opportunity to see the 

same. 

 The one similarity Miranda sees and finds positive is their need for cleanness. 

When Miranda is thinking about kissing Clegg, which she really does not want to do but feels 

that she has to, she notes: “I am sure I can do it. At least he’s scrupulously clean. He never 

smells of anything but soap” (236).  Interestingly, Miranda first thinks about love and Clegg, 

and eventually it ends with a comment on his cleanliness. This shows that she does not know 

Clegg, just as he does not know her. To her, he is a monster and she is a butterfly.    

 

2.3 The butterfly analogy 

  

Collecting butterflies is one of two hobbies Clegg has (the other one is 

photography). It is his passion, indeed his obsession. Already in the first page of the novel, he 

compares Miranda to a butterfly: “Seeing her always made me feel like I was catching a rarity 

[…]. A Pale Clouded Yellow, for instance” (9). What he alludes to is Miranda’s long blond 

hair, which obviously reminds him of the wings of a certain specimen of butterfly. The image 

of Miranda as a butterfly is significant until the very end of the story. When Clegg kidnaps 

Miranda, he gives her the same anaesthetic as he uses to kill butterflies, in order to add them to 

his collection, namely chloroform and CTC. In fact, he compares the entire process of 

kidnapping to catching a butterfly: “It finally ten days later happened as it sometimes does with 

butterflies. I mean you go to a place where you know you may see something rare and you 

don’t, but the next time not looking for it you see it on a flower right in front of you, handed to 

you on a plate, as they say” (26). After he has caught Miranda, he says: “It was like catching 

the Mazarine Blue again or a Queen of Spain Fritillary” (31). All these comparisons to a 

butterfly make it obvious that Clegg is not interested in Miranda as a person, but as a beautiful 

creature. He has collected her just as he collected butterflies before; the same method and the 

same reason for doing it. “I just wanted to have her […]” (95), Clegg claims. He gives no 

particular reason for collecting butterflies either; he just wants to “have them”, too.  

 Furthermore, the butterflies Clegg collects are perfect specimens. If they are not 

perfect, he rejects them. The same thing happens with Miranda. When she tries to seduce him, 

he realises that she is not “perfect” in the sense he would like her to be, and his affection for 

her is drastically reduced. She is not perfect; hence she is not worthy of his love. Nodelman 

analyses the result of the attempted seduction: “Having become for Clegg a symbol of the 
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corruption of an ideal, Miranda is now evil; he must dispose of her, and replace her with a new 

ideal” (342). Clegg sees everything as black or white, but not grey. To him, it is not 

conceivable that Miranda simply made a tactical mistake: instead she is “evil”. He cannot keep 

her as his guest any longer as he has before, but instead she becomes his prisoner. Nodelman 

says: “Miranda actually dies of physical contact and the end of love: she catches the cold that 

kills her when she kisses Clegg, and dies of it because he no longer finds her worthy of his 

care” (342). Ironically, it is when Miranda shows she is human that Clegg ceases to care for 

her. Before the attempted seduction and after her death, she is a ‘butterfly’ to him, but when 

she is ill, she is human. A parallel between the killing of a butterfly and negotiating with 

Miranda is drawn:  

 
It was like not having a net and catching a specimen you wanted in your first and second 

finger […], coming up slowly behind and you had it, but you had to nip the thorax, and it 

would be quivering there. It wasn’t easy like it was with a killing-bottle. And it was twice 

as difficult with her, because I didn’t want to kill her, that was the last thing I wanted. 

 (40-1)    

 

As already mentioned, Clegg uses chloroform and CTC as an anaesthetic both when he kills 

butterflies and when he kidnaps Miranda, but as he says, you have to “nip the thorax” if you do 

not have a killing-bottle. In a way, this is what he does when he refuses to give Miranda the 

proper medicine to cure her pneumonia. The ability to support the body with oxygen is 

prevented both when the thorax is “nipped” and when pneumonia is left untreated.  

 Clegg does not consider himself guilty of killing Miranda, however. He claims 

that a doctor would not have been able to help her, and he even seems to blame Miranda: “I 

had the same feeling I did when I had watched an imago emerge, and then have to kill it. I 

mean, the beauty confuses you, you don’t know […] what you should do” [80]. Implicitly, 

Clegg blames Miranda’s beauty for his failure to help her. This is mentioned in the beginning 

of the novel, when he talks about how beautiful he thinks Miranda is on a certain occasion. 

However, Geoffrey Hemptonstall argues that Clegg’s narration constitutes: “Clegg’s self-

justifying and pathetically inadequate account” [263]. Hence, one needs to look more closely at 

the issue of Clegg’s guilt.  

 Not only does Clegg see Miranda as a butterfly, she sporadically compares 

herself to one, too. When they are talking about entomology, she says to Clegg: “[…] You’ve 

collected me. […]. You’ve pinned me in this little room and you can come and gloat over me 
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(44). What she suggests is that Clegg sees and treats her like one of the butterflies in his 

collection. She expresses this feeling also in her diary: “I know what I am to him. A butterfly 

he has always wanted to catch” (123). Although the communication between her and Clegg is 

poor, this is a statement which is more or less true. A butterfly is liked because of its beauty, 

not because of its personality or function in nature. With Miranda, it is the same. She is 

beautiful and that is one of her most striking features. The parallels she draws between 

butterflies and herself are justified, especially when it comes to Clegg and how he sees the 

beautiful “creatures”. Miranda is not wrong when she refers to the butterflies in Clegg’s 

collection as “my fellow-victims” (127). She also points out that the items in his collection are 

dead; something that foreshadows the disastrous ending, thus the butterfly is a proleptic 

symbol. Already in the beginning of her narration, she seems to feel, or know, intuitively how 

everything will end: she will be collected and die, just like a butterfly. 

 The kidnapping was never planned to happen in reality, according to Clegg: “All 

this time I never thought it was serious. […] I’ll never do it, this is only pretending” (24). All 

his careful planning was never “serious”, yet he goes through with his plans. His initially rather 

innocent obsession with Miranda ends with a disaster when, through neglect, he murders her. 

This is an example of the butterfly effect as it is explained in the introduction of this essay.  

Clegg could never foresee that he would kill Miranda. He did not see anything but a beautiful 

butterfly flapping its wings in front of him. Also, his life has changed when Miranda dies and 

he goes to Lewes to buy flowers to make people understand that his suicide will be a romantic 

gesture. There he sees Marian, who is almost a copy of Miranda. He reveals that he considers 

having Marian as his “guest”, just as he did with Miranda. “But it’s still just an idea” (283), he 

says. Just like he was toying with the idea of kidnapping Miranda, he toys with the idea of 

doing the same thing to Marian. The innocent crush he initially has on Miranda leads to his 

probable metamorphosis into a serial killer. 

 

3. Conclusion 

 

   To sum up, Clegg and Miranda can be seen as very different from each other at 

first, but a close analysis of the two characters reveals that there are some important things they 

have in common. Both of them want pure emotional affection, without any physical 

connection. To them, love is a bond, which is nothing but spiritual. Sex is only for other 

people, or even animals. They are both obsessed with beauty and with a person they claim to 

want to spend their life with. In Clegg’s case it is Miranda, but she only wants to be with G.P. 
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They hate dirt and have prejudice about class and, perhaps most in the case of Clegg, gender. 

Clegg is of the opinion that women should be pure, innocent and weak. He despises people 

from the upper class; calls them la-di-da and attention seekers. Miranda, on the other hand, 

thinks that men are jokes. Yet her dream about G.P. leaving her suggests that she wants men to 

be in power. Her idea of class is that lower middle class, or working class, people are not as 

good as those from the upper class. Nevertheless, she claims to be free from class thinking.  

Both of them lack experience of romantic relationships and love, and it is their selfishness that 

prevents them from communicating properly with each other. When it comes to family 

situation, they are both from more or less broken families. Clegg was abandoned by his mother 

and his father dies rather early. Miranda’s parents are still married, but her mother is an 

alcoholic, too preoccupied with herself to see her children’s needs. Both protagonists feel very 

lonely, but are unable to communicate this feeling to their peers.   

 On the other hand, there are many differences between Clegg and Miranda too. 

Class is the most relevant one, but also gender. They have different views on what is beautiful 

and what is ugly. Clegg considers perfection beautiful, but Miranda thinks that most things that 

are alive are beautiful, even if they are not complete or perfect. Miranda wants to break rules 

and do innovative things, whereas Clegg is conservative and traditional. Some ideas of the 

“modern man”, as Colebrook defines the word, can be found in Clegg, such as the self-

alienation from one’s family and the inability to show any emotions. Clegg distances himself 

from Aunt Annie and Mabel when he chooses not to accompany them to Australia, and he is 

emotionally rather cold. However, generally speaking, he is conservative and has traditional 

values of love.  

 Clegg’s view of love is based on literature, prejudice and his inexperience. He 

has seen romantic love on TV or read about it, and that is the foundation of his ideas. Miranda, 

on the other hand, is inspired by the people she has met, especially G.P.. Class is very 

important to both of them; Miranda thinks that she is better than people of lower class than her 

own, and Clegg has an inferiority complex when it comes to class. Gender is of less meaning, 

however. Clegg has prejudice about women, which is based on the few women he has had 

some kind of connection with: Aunt Annie, Mabel, his mother and the prostitute. All in all, one 

might believe that Clegg and Miranda could be able to avoid the tragic ending if only they had 

been able to communicate. They are in fact very similar to each other, but they cannot see it.  

Both Miranda and Clegg connect beauty with love, and they love beautiful 

things. They both think butterflies are beautiful, but Clegg prefers them dead in his collection, 

whereas Miranda loves them when they are alive. However, the parallel is clear; a butterfly 
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means beauty and beauty means love. Clegg loves Miranda, Miranda is beautiful, and thus she 

is a butterfly. This may sound absurd, but I am quite sure that this is the way Clegg, aware of it 

or not, thinks of love.    

 The butterfly effect can be found in the novel. Miranda is constantly connected 

and compared to a butterfly, because they are both beautiful. Thus, she is the butterfly that, by 

flapping its wings, causes a hurricane on the other side of the world, so to speak. Her mere 

presence and beautiful appearance are the reasons why Clegg wants her as his “guest”, and 

their failed relationship eventually leads to Miranda’s death. Afterwards, Clegg sees another 

woman, just as beautiful as Miranda, and thinks about having her as his new “guest”. He 

changes: from an innocent romantic to a serial-killer. It is Miranda’s beauty which catalyses it. 

The butterfly can also be seen as a proleptic symbol, although it is not always very clear. A 

butterfly is very fragile and its life is short, which is also concords with Miranda.    

 What conclusion can I draw, based on what I have discovered in this analysis? I 

would say that there are more similarities than differences between Clegg and Miranda, but 

they may be difficult to discover. The reader is often too preoccupied with the eerie plot, and 

therefore forgets to see the love story hidden within this complex novel. However, when one 

starts to look for textual evidence pointing towards romantic love and similarities, there is 

much to be found. It is the search for it that is crucial. In fact, some of the scholarly articles I 

have used for this essay such as the one written by Heptonstall, show clear sympathy for 

Miranda and describe Clegg as a monster. Others, which may focus more on the theme of love, 

point out that Miranda is not the sweet and innocent victim one at first may think. There are 

many paradoxes, such as the protagonists’ views on themselves and each other, which took me 

some time to figure out, but I dare say that the novel would be less interesting without them. 

The Collector is a multi-layered novel with many twists and turns. I have had numerous 

moments of utter confusion and frustration, but I have enjoyed writing this essay. Now that I 

have finished my analysis and close reading of the novel, I note that my view of it, and 

especially the protagonists, has changed radically. After my first reading, I saw Miranda as a 

victim and Clegg as a scary monster. Now, I have realised that Miranda was not an innocent 

girl, but actually created her own destiny. Of course, Clegg is not entirely a victim of 

circumstances, but he is less monstrous than what I first thought. All the small details John 

Fowles has put in this novel have made me think and question almost everything narrated, and 

I have to confess: I know less about the ‘true’ plot of the novel now than I did after the first 

time I read it. I cannot decide whom to trust, because both Clegg and Miranda are unreliable 

narrators. The Collector is, like I mentioned in the introduction, perhaps not considered to 
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primary be a love story. In fact, I find it difficult to attach a distinct genre label to it. That is 

what I consider to be the most amazing feature about this novel: every time one reads it, there 

is something new to be found. Even the smallest detail can change one’s whole view of the 

story.       
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