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Abstract 
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Schwab subverts common gender stereotypes in the portrayal of the character 
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learns to escape the confining gender expectations of her early life and 

develops into a hero. 
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1 Introduction 

In the 2020 fantasy novel The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue by V.E. Schwab, the 

titular character Addie, a woman born in 17th century France, makes a deal with a dark god to 

get away from an arranged marriage and is cursed to be forgotten by everyone she meets. 

Until one day, more than three hundred years later, when she meets Henry, a troubled young 

man who struggles to find his place in the world, and the first real person to remember Addie. 

Interspersed between scenes from modern day New York, where most of the story takes 

place, are glimpses of Addie’s life throughout history as she struggles with the boundaries of 

her curse. The reader follows Addie’s journey as she grows from a young girl confined in a 

gender stereotypic role, learns how to navigate the world as a woman, and eventually steps 

into the role of hero. By exploring the representation and portrayal of female characters in 

fantasy, this essay aims to analyse if The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue subverts or reinforces 

gender stereotypes in the portrayal of main character Addie LaRue, and to discuss her role as 

a hero. 

Historically, the fantasy genre has been dominated by male authors writing about 

male protagonists, often with one-sided female characters without any real agency (Dassler 

2). The Women’s Rights Movement of the 1960s and 1970s changed how female characters 

were portrayed in fantasy, but while they slowly became more realistic and well-rounded, 

they were often defined by sexual traits or portrayed stereotypically (Dassler 11). Today the 

genre reflects more encompassingly on the concerns and desires of its female characters and 

sees a wider range in character depictions (Mains et al. 180). The stereotypes have not 

completely disappeared, but modern texts are more complex and thus invite to nuanced and 

contradictory interpretations of characters (Nilson 35). Especially the twenty-first century has 

seen many female protagonists take up traditionally male hero roles; this has led to debate, 

with some scholars accusing these characters of embodying masculine traits instead of 
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allowing women to be heroes in their own right (Mains et al. 180). The concept of heroism 

has been debated and reconsidered to include typically feminine traits previously carrying 

negative connotations (Campbell 283). 

I have not found any previous studies on The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue, but other 

works of fantasy have been studied in regard to gender stereotypes. One example is Eliza T. 

Dresang’s analysis of Hermione from J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, which emphasizes 

how the author’s word-choice facilitates stereotypic characterisation in a character that she 

otherwise does not consider a stereotype (223). Further, Valerie Estelle Frankel writes how 

many of the female characters in George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire are 

realistically ambiguous, but all their appearances relate to the men in their life rather than 

their own agendas (31, 37).  

Previous research on the topic of female characters in fantasy often seems to focus on 

popular series such as Harry Potter, A Song of Ice and Fire, and The Lord of the Rings. The 

Invisible Life of Addie LaRue was chosen as the subject for this essay with this in mind; 

having been published in 2020, it is relatively new and has not been the subject of academic 

analysis before. Because stereotypes are used in media to emulate and affect gender norms 

(Moody 175), the analysis of contemporary fiction is important. It allows us to identify and 

be aware of stereotypes and how women are represented in literature and other media. The 

added perspective of heroism is of interest in the fantasy genre because of how it has evolved 

from a traditionally masculine concept into one that allows for a wider range of 

characteristics.  

This essay argues that V.E. Schwab subverts common gender stereotypes in the 

portrayal of Addie LaRue by showing how she learns to escape the confining gender 

expectations of her early life and develops into a hero.  
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2 Women in Fantasy 

2.1 Female Characters as Stereotypes 

When examining the characteristics of the modern female fantasy hero, a short look at 

the evolution of female fantasy characters over the last century is useful to understand the 

discussion surrounding the modern female hero. Up until the second wave of the Women’s 

Rights Movement in the 1960s and 1970s, fantasy literature was dominated by male authors 

depicting strong male heroes (Dassler 6). Jessica Dassler explains that even the few female 

authors who wrote in the genre tended to follow the traditional narrative of strong heroic 

men, and women who were either damsels in distress, evil, or non-existent (7). She mentions 

examples such as T.H. White’s classic The Once and Future King (1958), where the female 

characters from the Arthurian tale are one-dimensional and either evil or stupid (5), and J.R.R 

Tolkien’s famous The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955), where female characters such as 

Galadriel and Arwen, while far from damsels in distress, are still relegated to being helpers 

and side characters (6). Dassler is far from alone in this observation; Mains et al. state that 

“[t]oo often in literature, female characters have been restricted to roles defined in relation to 

the male hero: the sexy temptress, the damsel in distress, [or] the virginal bride who is the 

object of his quest and the reward for his heroism” (180). Even the female protagonists, they 

claim, are often portrayed in passive rather than active roles (180). 

According to Dassler, the second wave of the Women’s Right Movement changed 

how female fantasy characters were portrayed, especially by female authors, who started 

writing well-rounded female protagonists (9). Marion Zimmer Bradley wrote The Mists of 

Avalon (1982), a retelling of the Arthurian legends from the perspective of the female 

characters, to promote powerful, intelligent, and independent female characters while taking a 

jab at patriarchal society at the same time (Dassler 9-10). Dassler claims that male authors 

took longer to move away from stereotypical character representation, with popular tales such 
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as William Goldman’s The Princess Bride: S Morgenstern’s Classic Tale of True Love and 

High Adventure (1973) falling back into the old narrative of unintelligent damsels and strong, 

courageous males (8-9).  

Stereotypes in media have served to easily connect the audience with the characters 

by using recognizable or clichéd characteristics, but stereotypes can be problematic because 

of how they affect societal norms and constrict individual identities (Silverman 372-73). 

Stereotypes are “overly simplified conceptions, images, or beliefs about individuals and 

specific social groups” (Silverman 372). Stereotypical portrayals of women in media often 

see them in the roles of housewives, caretakers, or as sexual objects (Pilcher and Whelehan 

167). Other common gender stereotypes identified by Pilcher and Whelehan claim that 

women are “emotional and unpredictable” and that “men are rational and instrumental, bad at 

housework and like sport” (167). Silverman claims that men are often stereotyped as 

aggressive, detached, and insensitive, while women are stereotyped as passive, nurturing, and 

caring (373). Furthermore, she writes that stereotypical gender roles place men “away at 

work, with few emotional ties to their families,” and women at home with the children (373). 

Pilcher and Whelehan explain the concept of stereotypes as a cognitive method in our minds 

that helps us understand our experiences by classifying people into groups, but they 

emphasize that stereotypes also “exist at a collective level” in society (167). Nickianne 

Moody states: “The representation of women in popular culture continuously reproduces 

norms and ideologies concerning gender through conventions such as stereotypes, and these 

often work to sustain patriarchal values” (175). Similarly, Silverman argues that gender 

stereotypes are problematic because they present deviations from the norm as something bad, 

and “creates ideas about one gender being better than another” (373). While the focus of this 

essay is on the portrayal of a female character, and as seen above, the discussion of 

stereotypes is often based on the comparison between male and female, it should be noted 
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that these stereotypes also “perpetuate the idea that only male and female genders exist” 

(Silverman 373).  

While no previous academic analysis of The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue was found 

at the time this essay was written, other works of contemporary fantasy have been analysed 

with a focus on the representation of female characters. As mentioned, modern fantasy 

literature has largely moved away from one-sided stereotypical characters, but that does not 

mean that today’s fantasy literature lack stereotypical portrayals. Female characters depicted 

as strong and independent might be a positive step away from the stereotypical gender role of 

the damsel in distress, but Valerie Estelle Frankel claims that many females written as strong 

are defined by that one trait and have no other personality, while male heroes tend to have 

weaknesses and flaws that make them more interesting (40-1). Furthermore, she argues that 

even women such as those in George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (1996-), who are 

realistically ambiguous and complex (37), all seem to dedicate their lives to the goals of the 

men in their lives rather than their own (73).  

According to Moody, a defining feature of modern popular texts is the ambiguity; one 

and the same text can evoke different interpretations in readers and sometimes even seem to 

contradict itself (174-75). Maria Nilson repeats the same argument in connection to J.K. 

Rowling’s portrayal of Hermione Granger in the Harry Potter series (1997-2007), suggesting 

that the complex, contradictory nature of many modern texts lead to many possible 

interpretations of their characters (35). According to Nilson, there is no consensus among 

scholars on how to interpret the character of Hermione; some see her as a stereotype, others 

as a feminist icon (Nilson 34). Eliza T. Dresang argues that Hermione is a caricature and not 

a stereotype, which allows her to be empowered in her role in a way she would not be if she 

were a stereotype (221). However, while Dresang does not consider Hermione to be a 

stereotype, she still admits that there are stereotypical elements to her character. She writes 



 

6(22) 

 

that the gender stereotypic language J.K. Rowling uses to describe Hermione and her actions 

plays a major part in how her character is interpreted; words such as “wail,” “squeal,” and 

“whimper” are used to describe Hermione’s actions while the language used for the male 

characters is “much calmer, more reasoned” (223). She also cries more often than is 

believable for the role she plays in the books, Dresang argues, and is often described as acting 

“hysterically” (223). Dresang’s argument would suggest that the character’s role in the story 

and the author’s description of the character might differentiate in how they present the 

character in regard to stereotypes, but that both aspects affect the overall interpretation. While 

the analysis in this essay does not focus specifically on the author’s word choice, it 

investigates whether the protagonist in The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue conforms to 

stereotypical assumptions about female characters in fantasy by exploring both the 

protagonist’s role in the story and how the author portrays that role. 

2.2 The Female Hero 

The opinions on what constitutes a “strong female character” are divided, and the task 

of empowering female characters and give them space to grow beyond the stereotypes has 

been approached differently by different authors. Dresang states that “[o]ne way that authors 

have attempted to depict strong, independent female characters is through role reversal, that 

is, by placing women in adventurous roles that have typically been the province of men” 

(225). This is something seen in both books and in film, where especially the beginning of the 

twenty-first century saw many female protagonists “modeled after the conventionally 

masculine hero” (Mains et al. 185). Mains et al. also explain that “[a]t times, the female hero 

must adopt a male disguise,” but that it is not always necessary because female characters can 

take up roles that are conventionally male (181). They argue that in those cases, the female 

characters often adopt characteristics typically associated with masculinity, such as agency, 

competitiveness, physical toughness, forcefulness, aggressiveness, violence, independence, 
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and rugged individualism” (184). They question whether these characters are popular because 

the traditional action narrative appeals to a male audience, or because the portrayal of strong 

women in these roles appeals to a feminist audience (179). However, they also note that it is 

possible to escape the pitfalls of the conventionally masculinised hero by allowing “a wider 

emotional, physical, and psychological range” in characters (186).  

Some people praise the depiction of women holding positions typically assigned to 

men, while others argue that female characters who embody stereotypically masculine traits 

are essentially just “men with breasts” (Mains et al. 179). There is no consensus among 

readers or scholars on how to interpret these characters, and Mains et al. describe two of the 

most opposing views: “that women can be heroes without having to imitate men, or that a 

woman in that position must be referred to as a shero” (179). The term shero will not be used 

for the analysis in this essay, but there is still value in discussing the use of terms such as hero 

in connection to modern female fantasy protagonists.  

Not all strong and independent characters need necessarily be heroes, but the 

evolution towards more empowered female characters allows them to fill the role of hero in a 

way they have not been able to earlier. Lori M. Campbell introduces the anthology A Quest of 

Her Own: Essays on the Female Hero in Modern Fantasy (2014) by establishing that the 

evolution of the female fantasy character that started in the 1960s has carried on well into the 

modern day, continuing a trend of empowered female characters ready to “live up to the 

mantle of hero” (5). While she presents no clear definition of the female hero in her 

introduction, she cites Joseph Campbell’s barebones definition of hero from The Power of 

Myth (1988): “a hero or heroine … has found or done something beyond the normal range of 

achievement and experience. A hero is someone who has given his or her life to something 

bigger than oneself” (qtd. in Campbell 6). Campbell’s definition of hero is the one found 

most relevant to this essay, but it is of some interest to examine other definitions of the term 
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to understand its importance in connection to female characters. Merriam-Webster suggests 

the term “hero” might refer to “a mythological or legendary figure often of divine descent 

endowed with great strength or ability,” “an illustrious warrior,” or “a person admired for 

achievements and noble qualities.” Similarly, the Oxford Learner’s Dictionary defines “hero” 

as “a person who is admired by many people for doing something brave or good,” but also 

suggests it might refer to “the main male character in a story, novel, film, etc.”. It is not 

difficult to imagine why the passive, overlooked female characters of earlier fantasy have not 

lived up to the mantle of hero when one has these definitions in mind. While the female 

characters of today’s fantasy have largely moved away from the one-dimensional stereotypes 

and might in some cases even fit the stricter definition of heroes, Campbell’s definition will 

be used in this essay as it is much broader and allows for a revaluation of the concept of 

heroism. 

Having established the basic definition of hero, let us move on to the characteristics 

typical of the modern female hero in fantasy. Campbell writes that it is difficult to define 

what a modern female fantasy hero is, because she is complex. While Campbell identifies 

qualities such as “strength, courage, [and] a willingness to self-sacrifice” as something shared 

by both male and female heroes, she finds the modern female hero often complicates and 

problematizes the typical tropes, thus making it easier to define what the female hero is not, 

rather than what she is (283). Three of the points she makes about female heroes is: “At first 

glance, she is not likely to succeed”, “[s]he is not overly burdened by gendered or other social 

expectations”, and “[s]he is not a superhero” (283-84). With the term superhero, Campbell 

refers to “a figure of idealized perfection or masculinesque power” (284). Instead, she claims 

that female heroes have flaws, can make mistakes, and “does not always have good 

intentions,” but ultimately, they show “superior bravery, assertiveness, and intelligence” 

(284). 
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Exploring female heroism in its own right can broaden the concept of heroism and 

which characters are considered heroes, which allow us to look at male heroes in a different 

light as well. Miriam F. Polster argues that revaluating the concept of heroism to “include 

some previously overlooked heroic behaviour by men as well as women” allows women to be 

recognized as heroes without having to take up typically masculine characteristics (qtd. in 

Campbell 7), and John H. Cameron further explores the discussion of this topic by 

questioning if a trait such as compassion is considered “a mark of female heroism in a way 

that it is not for a male hero?” (193). Exploring the differences further, Apolline Lucyk uses 

the character Polly Whittacker from Diana Wynne Jones’s Fire and Hemlock (1984) as an 

example of a female hero whose heroic achievements differ from the typically masculine: 

“While a masculine hero would usually physically fight someone or something to save 

someone, Polly’s ultimate conflict is internal … which is not a characteristically masculine 

struggle” (177). Furthermore, Melissa Wehler describes how Neil Gaiman’s Coraline “does 

not find power through princes, knights, or fairy godmothers, but through a journey of self-

discovery and affirmation” (111). As shown, the portrayals of female characters have 

changed and evolved over time, and so has the concept of heroism. 

Campbell points out that modern fantasy can challenge typically feminine traits being 

seen in a negative light, but also question the “notions of “masculine” and “feminine” being 

rigidly applied to what are in reality human qualities” (284, emphasis in original). Similarly, 

Moody describes the concepts of femininity and masculinity as “unstable” and constantly 

remade; they have different meanings at different points in history (175). She argues that 

popular fiction contributes to and influences the processes in which the meanings of these 

concepts are changed and remade. This is something that is also noted by Campbell, who 

states that while today it is necessary to differentiate between female and male heroes, at 
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some point in the future we can hopefully discuss heroes without the need to specify gender 

(7). 

3 Analysis of Addie LaRue 

3.1 Escaping the Stereotypical Role 

When the reader first meets the character Addie LaRue in V.E. Schwab’s The 

Invisible Life of Addie LaRue, she is heavily burdened by the social expectations of her 

gender and is shown as confined in a stereotypical gender role. As a girl in a Catholic village 

in early 18th century France, there are strict perceptions of what is suitable behaviour for her. 

For example, she goes with her father on his trips to a market in a nearby city until the year 

she turns twelve, when she is no longer allowed because it is not considered proper for a girl 

her age (22). When she is older there is talk of her getting married, but Addie dreams of a life 

free from marriage, where she belongs to only herself: “She is at odds with everything, she 

does not fit, an insult to her sex, a stubborn child in a woman’s form” (30). Addie is trapped 

by the expectations placed upon her by her surroundings and does not feel like she fits into 

the mould of what a woman is expected to be. One of the typical traits for female fantasy 

heroes that Campbell mentions is that “[s]he is not overly burdened by gendered or other 

social expectations” (284). Clearly this is not the case for young Addie, who at this point is 

not much of a hero. Addie is feeling burdened by the expectations placed on her as a woman 

because she is pressured to live up to them: “The world should be getting larger. Instead, she 

feels it shrinking, tightening like chains around her limbs” (30). Instead of challenging those 

expectations and trying to forge her own path, she is passive and dreams in secret of a life she 

does not believe she can have because she has yet to realise that gender norms exist or can be 

challenged.  
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Schwab uses Addie’s role to call attention to the stereotypes and their harmful effects 

instead of reinforcing them herself. While Addie at this point fits more into the role of 

passive stereotype than that of hero, Schwab’s portrayal of Addie presents the role as 

troubling by emphasizing Addie’s unwillingness and powerlessness: “Three and twenty—and 

then gifted like a prize sow to a man she does not love, or want, or even know” (36). At no 

point is the reader made to believe that Addie being forced into marriage is something good 

or moral that she should accept because it is natural or expected. Schwab might put her 

character in a stereotypical role, but she topples that same stereotype by depicting it as a 

confining, repressive stereotype enforced by society. Recalling the previous discussion about 

female characters as stereotypes and Dresang’s argument about J.K. Rowling’s Hermione 

being portrayed with stereotypic language without actually being a stereotype (223), Schwab 

seems to show more awareness of how she presents her characters to her readers. In the 

novel, Addie might dismiss her dreams of running away as “madness” (37), but the way 

Schwab portrays her shows the reader that Addie is not ready to stand up for the independent 

life she wants because she still thinks being a housewife is what a woman is supposed to 

aspire to. Considering Silverman’s argument that a problematic aspect of stereotypes is that 

they present norm deviations as a bad thing (373), it is clear that Addie is heavily influenced 

by gender norms and stereotypes. This is something that Schwab makes obvious in her 

portrayal of Addie by clearly showing the harmful effects the stereotypes have on her. 

Addie develops and grows throughout the course of the novel, and the first steps away 

from the stereotypical role she is first presented in comes when she starts to cross various 

kinds of boundaries in her life. Perhaps the most obvious one is when she makes the deal with 

the dark god, who she later starts referring to as Luc, and goes from being a regular human to 

being an immortal one (Schwab 47-8). This is also the place where the novel, in terms of 

genre, crosses over into fantasy, which helps push Addie onto the path of development that 
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takes her away from the stereotypical role when she is not ready to take that step on her own. 

Another boundary she crosses is the one that makes it possible for her to make the deal in the 

first place, namely Addie breaking the rules about which gods she prays to. The old woman 

in Addie’s village who first taught her about the gods, specifically told her that “no matter 

how desperate or dire, never pray to the gods that answer after dark” (Schwab 26, emphasis 

in original). When faced with her impending marriage though, Addie is desperate enough to 

make one final attempt at a prayer and cross that line. The result is the deal with Luc that 

causes everyone to forget her, and which forces her to become independent because she can 

no longer rely on her parents or neighbours to support her. Although independence was what 

she wished for, and is, as previously mentioned, a trait often recognized in strong characters 

and heroes (Mains et al. 184), the abrupt way it is suddenly forced upon her shows how 

unprepared she is to take care of herself without any support from her parents. At one point, 

she finds herself hungry and lost on the streets of Paris: “She stands there until she realizes 

she is waiting. Waiting for someone to help. To come and fix the mess she’s in. But no one is 

coming. No one remembers, and if she resigns herself to waiting, she will wait forever” 

(Schwab 127-28). Although it was her deal with Luc that gave her freedom from expectations 

of marriage, it did not free her from her own experience and self-perception. True 

independence, and learning to rely on herself, is still something she has to learn. 

A key step in Addie’s growth and development as a character is her learning to cross 

gender boundaries. While the deal with Luc forced Addie out of the stereotypical role she 

was first placed in, Schwab portrays how she grows into a self-aware and independent 

character by showing how Addie herself learns to recognize and cross gender boundaries. 

Although being forgotten by her family and village set her free from their expectations of 

marriage and duty, it does not mean she can immediately escape all boundaries placed on 

women by society. As a lone woman in the streets of Paris in the 18th century, Addie faces 
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much judgement and scorn from people she meets. She is mistaken for a whore, turned away 

when she seeks shelter in a church, and often watched with distrust and suspicion by vendors 

and people in the street (Schwab 128-29, 157). Schwab depicts these struggles as something 

Addie learns to work around by dressing up as a man: 

Freedom is a pair of trousers and a buttoned coat. A man’s tunic and a tricorne hat. If 

only she had known. The darkness claimed he’d given her freedom, but really, there is 

no such thing for a woman, not in a world where they are bound up inside their 

clothes, and sealed inside their homes, a world where only men are given leave to 

roam … To think, Addie might have saved her soul, and simply asked for these 

clothes. (197, emphasis in original) 

Here, Addie has come to understand that it is society’s gender norms that has made her life so 

difficult, and she realises that the freedom she so desperately sold her soul for is actually 

freedom all men have. When dressed as a man, she can walk the streets without being 

bothered or scorned by others (197). Mains et al. write that “[a]t times, the female hero must 

adopt a male disguise” (181); women dressing as men in order to escape the rules and 

boundaries of their society is nothing new. But it does exemplify how female characters, in 

this case Addie, can be aware that there is nothing inherent to being women that stops them 

from heroic acts or freedom. It is the beliefs, expectations, and attitudes of their surroundings 

that limit them, and those can at times be worked around by, for example, wearing a male 

disguise. 

Having been cursed to a lonely existence where no one remembers her, Addie learns 

to survive on her own without the support of people around her, and her independence 

becomes part of her identity. To survive on her own, Addie learns how to steal and 

manipulate to get food and clothes. Her first meeting with Henry is when she steals a book 

from his bookshop, and the moment when she realises that he can remember her is when she 
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comes back the day after and tries to trick him into giving her a new book (Schwab 161-62). 

Addie and Henry quickly become friends and lovers, and for the first time in three hundred 

years, Addie does not need to rely only on herself anymore. This becomes challenging for her 

when Henry disagrees with her habit of stealing. When he confronts her and tells her not to 

steal when she is with him, she gets very defensive: 

“You aren’t alone,” he says. “You have me.” 

“I know, but you shouldn’t have to do everything—be everything.” 

“I don’t mind—” 

“But I do!” she snaps, thrown by the anger in her own voice. “I’m a person, not a pet, 

Henry, and I don’t need you looking down at me, or coddling me either. I do what I 

have to, and it’s not always nice, and it’s not always fair, but it’s how I survive. I’m 

sorry you disapprove. But this is who I am.” (Schwab 395) 

This scene shows how defensive Addie gets when her actions are questioned and some of her 

more dubious moral choices are brought to light. The stealing was a necessity for her survival 

before she met Henry, but when he argues that it is wrong no matter the circumstances, “[h]er 

face burns with shame” as she recalls having it pointed out to her “that someone will pay for 

every bite she takes” (Schwab 394). Clearly, she is not as unbothered by it as she first 

pretends. Despite this, Addie continues to value her independence and freedom higher than 

the possibility of an easier and more comfortable life that she could have if she allowed 

Henry to support her. This highlights one of the moral dilemmas Addie has to navigate 

because of her curse. Does she give up thievery, and thus an important aspect of her 

independence, to let Henry provide for her because she feels guilt and shame over her own 

methods for survival? Or does she hold on to her pride and lifestyle because she does not 

wish to be dependent on another? The struggle these questions present is not a physical 

enemy Addie can defeat, and there is no definitive right answer on how to manage the 
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situation. Ultimately, it is an internal conflict she is facing, which, as Lucyk points out, is a 

struggle female protagonists are often faced with (177). In the end, Schwab avoids forcing 

her main character to negotiate that struggle by having Henry and Addie avoid the discussion 

until they part ways at the end of the novel. 

In her portrayal of Addie, Schwab has avoided the simple role reversal that Dresang 

mentions, where a female character is put in a traditionally male role characterised by 

typically masculine traits (Dresang 225). Being a female is an important aspect of Addie’s 

story because of how it affects her life; her deal with Luc might not have come to pass at all 

had she been a man and not been pressured into a marriage she did not want. Looking at the 

list of characteristics Mains et al. identify as typically masculine: “agency, competitiveness, 

physical toughness, forcefulness, aggressiveness, violence, independence, and rugged 

individualism” (184), it is not a list that perfectly describes the character of Addie LaRue. 

However, it is not as easy as all of these traits either fitting or not fitting to describe her. 

Several of these traits can be hinted in her character, and independence is, as previously 

mentioned, an important aspect of her character. Schwab does not portray Addie as an 

aggressive or violent person, but she is not demure or meek either. She has moments of 

anger, and stubbornness and defiance become two of her most prominent characteristics. At 

one point when Luc turns up to taunt her, she loses her temper and slaps him (371). He gets 

angry and retaliates by making her age decades in just a single moment, which forces her to 

suffer the physical pains of all the years she has lived (372). Then he asks if she is finally 

ready to surrender her life to him, and she tells him to “[g]o to Hell” (373). It becomes 

apparent here that Addie possesses plenty of inner strength and perseverance: “For all the 

pain, and terror, of this moment, Addie knows she will not give in. She has survived worse. 

She will survive worse. This is nothing but a god’s foul temper” (373). She might not fight in 
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violent physical battles, but she does not need physical prowess to be a strong protagonist 

when she has wit, patience, and inner strength. 

3.2 Addie LaRue as Hero 

With Joseph Campbell’s definition, a hero “has found or done something beyond the 

normal range of achievement and experience” (qtd. in Campbell 6). While Addie’s 

experience as an immortal who has lived for three hundred years certainly classifies as 

something beyond the normal range, it can be argued that this experience stems from 

something being done to her, rather than something she chose herself, and that the definition 

refers to something being actively pursued and achieved. Addie’s actions and what she has 

chosen to do with her life is then a question of more importance, especially if we consider the 

second part of Joseph Campbell’s definition: “A hero is someone who has given his or her 

life to something bigger than oneself” (qtd. in Campbell 6). Even though Addie escapes from 

the confined stereotypical role of her early life and develops into an independent, strong 

woman ready to pursue her own goals, those goals are at first only related to her. Because of 

her curse, Addie cannot leave traces of herself, such as writing or photographs, in the world, 

instead she dedicates her life to inspiring artists so that they can leave traces of her in their 

art: “I can’t hold a pen. I can’t tell a story. I can’t wield a weapon, or make someone 

remember. But art … is about ideas. And ideas are wilder than memories” (Schwab 320). 

This is her way of rebelling against her curse and the god she made the deal with. It is a 

boundary she cannot cross, but she does her best to work around it anyway. Although this 

reveals her dedication to her own private quest, she does it only for herself and not for a 

greater cause. While this might suggest that she is not a hero, it indicates how the portrayal of 

Addie subverts the traditional role of women who are only considered in relation to the male 

heroes or “dedicate their lives to the goals of the men in their life rather than their own” 

(Frankel 73). Addie’s life is dedicated to her own pursuit of meaning, not that of any man. 
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However, Schwab does turn Addie into a hero at the end of the novel, when she has 

Addie sacrifice her freedom to save the life of her friend and lover, Henry. Henry sold his 

soul to the same god, Luc, that Addie sold hers to, with the main difference that Henry only 

got one year to live while Addie got eternity (287-91). In an attempt to save him, Addie asks 

Luc to release Henry from his deal, and in exchange she will spend her life with Luc (524-

25). In her discussion of the female hero, Campbell stated that “strength, courage, [and] a 

willingness to self-sacrifice” was qualities found in heroes (283). With this in mind, it is not a 

stretch to argue that Addie is indeed a hero. The novel portrays her as a character who 

possesses great strength as she fights for survival, carves out a life for herself despite her 

curse, and patiently works to leave something behind of herself. And she shows both strength 

and courage when, every year on the anniversary of her deal, Luc comes back and asks if she 

is ready to surrender her life, and every year she says no (173). Furthermore, Addie’s 

sacrifice to save Henry arguably qualifies her for the hero role in the definition of Joseph 

Campbell, if one considers the life of another as “something bigger than oneself” (qtd. in 

Campbell 6). Looking at Lori M. Campbell’s list of what characterises the female hero, her 

first point is: “At first glance, she is not likely to succeed” (283). This fits Addie well when 

one considers how she started her journey. Campbell’s second point that “[s]he is not overly 

burdened by gendered or other social expectations” also finds Addie suitable, once she has 

broken free from the confining role of stereotype and woman in 18th century France. And as 

previously established, Addie is not “a figure of idealized perfection or masculinesque 

power,” which was Campbell’s third point (284). Wehler describes how it is possible for a 

female character to find power and become a hero “through a journey of self-discovery” 

(111), and that is exactly what Addie does. 

Although Addie’s sacrifice at the end of The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue is her 

ultimate heroic act, it can be argued that Addie agreeing to spend her life with Luc is also a 
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step back towards stereotype. From the beginning, Schwab portrays Addie as a seeker of 

freedom and independence; Addie made the deal with Luc in the first place because she did 

not want to be chained to a man. The female protagonist sacrificing her freedom for the sake 

of a man and agreeing to what is basically a marriage to a sadistic god, seems like moving 

towards the stereotypical role she held in the beginning, not away from it. One big difference 

though, is that she does it on her own initiative and, perhaps most importantly, it is clearly 

depicted as part of Addie’s grand plan to get Luc to free her: “semantics may seem small, but 

he taught her once that words were everything. And when she carved the terms of her new 

deal … she did not say forever, but as long as you want me by your side. And those are not 

the same at all” (540, emphasis in original). Addie’s plan is to use everything she has learned 

about Luc over her three hundred years of life and make him hate her so much that he no 

longer wants her: “And then, he will cast her off. And she will finally be free” (541). By 

portraying it as Addie’s clever and manipulative plan, Schwab presents the ending as the start 

of a century-long battle of wit and patience. Addie has found power through a journey of self-

discovery, and now she is a hero ready to go to war with her enemy.  

4 Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to analyse V.E. Schwab’s The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue 

and the portrayal of main character Addie LaRue to find out if she subverts or reinforces 

gender stereotypes. Addie’s role as a hero has also been discussed, especially the question of 

whether or not she qualifies for the hero role. A short history of the representation of female 

characters in fantasy was presented, establishing that the fantasy genre historically has been 

dominated by strong male characters taking up the roles of heroes, while women have been 

portrayed as one-dimensional stereotypes. Oftentimes, women were depicted in roles such as 

helpless damsel in distress, evil villain, or helper. The second wave of the Women’s Rights 
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Movement in the 1960s and 1970s started a change of how female characters in fantasy were 

presented, leading to portrayals of stronger, less stereotypical roles. 

After that followed an explanation of stereotypes and why it is important to recognize 

and challenge stereotypical portrayals in media because of how it influences norms and 

beliefs in our society. The discussion moved on to the exploration of the hero archetype and 

how it has historically been connected to stereotypically male characteristics, and how it has 

been a common occurrence to cast female characters in traditionally male roles to present 

strong female characters that appeals to the audience. The reception of these “strong female 

characters” has been mixed, with some scholars arguing that women should be allowed to be 

heroes without having to adopt traditionally masculine characteristics. Others, such as Lori 

M. Campbell, have argued that the concept of hero can be expanded to include traits which 

have typically been considered feminine and seen in a negative light. 

The analysis of Addie LaRue showed how she starts her journey in 18th century 

France confined and trapped in a stereotypically passive role of young girl who is expected to 

act and behave in a certain way. She starts to develop as a character and escapes the 

stereotypical role when she starts crossing boundaries and sells her soul to Luc, a god who 

promises her freedom but curses her to be forgotten by everyone. Because of this she is 

forced to become independent and learn to rely on herself for survival, and one way Addie 

does this is by dressing up as a man to avoid being harassed in the streets. Once Addie 

realises that social norms and boundaries can be crossed, she can start taking advantage of her 

freedom and grow into a character who is neither stereotypical damsel nor masculinised hero. 

Addie’s journey from a young girl who learns how to cross boundaries, steps into the 

shoes of a man, and finally learns to depend on herself and her own strengths, mirrors that of 

the female fantasy character through history. V.E. Schwab subverts stereotypes in her 

portrayal of Addie by creating a character who is defined by her inner strength, stubbornness, 
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and defiance, and who dedicates her life to her own goals rather than that of any man in her 

life. She presents a character who learns to see the gender norms of her surroundings and 

works out how to overcome them. Eventually Addie becomes a hero when she sacrifices her 

hard-won freedom and independence so that her lover Henry can live. While Addie still does 

not embody traditionally masculine hero traits, she is a female hero, who relies on her 

intelligence, patience, and inner strength to overcome the challenges she faces in life. The 

end of the novel sees Addie ready to go off and be a hero in her own way; one who combines 

intelligence, stubbornness, and endless patience to defeat her enemy. By depicting her 

journey from trapped in a stereotypical role to strong independent hero, V.E. Schwab 

subverts gender stereotypes in her portrayal of Addie and presents a character who learns 

how to fight and overcome the boundaries in her life. 
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