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ABSTRACT 

This study explores masculinity in a variety of Gothic texts spanning the 1790s to 

the I990s. I argue that the Gothic mode works to contaminate realism, i.e., ideological 

reality, by introducing an unassimilable force. Thus works such as 77?̂  Mon/í, Invasion of 

t/ie Body Snatc/ ers, Dracu/a, and The Is/and of Doctor Moreau all introduce an 

unassimilable element—daemon, aHen, vampire, and Beast People, respectively—which 

threatens ideological reality by exposing the limits of that reality. I use a Lacanian 

framework to articulate this unassimilable element as being similar to Lacan's formulation 

of the objetpetit a. 

My project focuses on one particular Western ideological category, traditional 

masculinity, and the Gothic's treatment of that category. I focus on ways in which the 

Gothic reveals the tension between the historical experience of men and women and the 

myth of masculinity as whole and dominant, rather than concealing the fissures that 

threaten to expose the male subject as a subject like the female one, one lacking and 

iricagiable_of_ever achieving wholejiess and mast^ry: the female subject position is the 

Symbolic condition oía// subjects from a Lacanian viewpoint. 

The first section of my study, "MascuHnity and the Body," estabHshes crucial 

issues regarding masculinity, heterosexuality, and the body, and the representation of them 

in Gothic texts. In the first chapter of this section I discuss The Monk, Dracu/a, and 

Invasion of the Body Snatchers. In the second chapter of this section I explore 77?̂  

Ita/ian, Psycho, and Dressed to Ki//. 
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After establishing key issues of the Gothic and masculinity in the first section, 

which examines texts ranging from the late eighteenth century to the present, I focus my 

attention on a particular historical period, the nineteenth century, examining both 

nineteenth-century texts and twentieth-century representations of the nineteenth century. 

Part Two is entitled "Masculinity and Science." In the first chapter of this section I analyze 

Frankenstein, "The Birth-mark," and "Rappaccini's Daughter." In the second chapter I 

examine "Green Tea," The Strange Case ofJeky//andHyde, and "Olalla." 

Section Three of my study explores masculinity and imperialism. The first chapter 

of this section focuses on The Is/and of Doctor Moreau, "The Speckled Band," and Heart 

ofDarkness. The second chapter of this section examines Jane Eyre, "The Villa Désirée," 

and Wide Sargasso Sea. 

The concluding chapter of my dissertation focuses on The Piano and its attempt to 

(re)vision the Gothic and its exploration of masculinity for a late-twentieth-century 

audience. 
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CHAPTERI 

INTRODUCTION: MASCULINITY AND THE GOTHIC 

In the foHowing study I begin with the premise that the Gothic is a mode in which 

ambiguities about gender hegemony are expressed. In Gothic Writing, 1750-1820: A Ge-

nea/ogy, Robert Miles discerns the Gothic's tendency "to turn upwards hidden discursive 

seams, to reveal concealed lines of power" (5). Asking the often-posed question "what is 

'Gothic?'" Miles replies that "my short answer is that the Gothic is a discursive site, a 

'carnivalesque' mode for representations of the fragmented subject" (4). Miles' beHef in 

the possibility of the Gothic mode revealing the fragmented subject beneath the apparently 

stable one—Jonathan Harker's reflection disturbed by an unseen Dracula, for example—is 

a view shared by two other theorists whose works underlie my project. 

David Punter's classic study of Gothic fiction The Literature of Terror discerns 

five main approaches to a definition of the Gothic: (1) The Gothic as a moment in liter-

ary/cultural history (roughly I760s to 1820s); (2) The Gothic as plot "machinery," i.e., 

haunted casties, endangered virgins, etc; (3) The Gothic via Robert Kieley as representa-

tive of the difficulties of narrative; (4) The Gothic as representative of a Freudian view 

that its particular subject matter (incest, rape, transgressions) must find expression only 

through displacement (hence explaining Kieley's theory); (5) The Gothic as anti-realism, 

"as the representative of a particular antagonistic attitude towards realism" (20). Defini-

tion number five is the one I favor. My project relies upon viewing the Gothic as a mode 
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which circulates throughout literature and film from the mid-eighteenth century to the pre-

sent, as a particular means of resisting and/or re^ve^ingjliê, (ideolagical) "reality" of mod-

ern culture. For Punter, the Gothic pioneered by RadcHffe and Lewis is a mode 

"'bracketed' from reality from the very outset" (85). Punter hence challenges the frequent 

critical assumption that the Gothic is an "escapist" genre, arguing that "the Gothic is re-

vealed as not an escape from the real but a deconstruction and dismemberment of it" (97). 

Rosemary Jackson's discussion of the Gothic in her work Fantasy: The Literature 

of Subversion coincides with Miles' and Punter's views in her assessment of the genre as 

one which, through its non-realistic mode, houses the potential for questioning and per-

haps subverting the dominant order. Jackson distinguishes between two types of fantasy 

literatures: those motivated by a nostalgia for "a lost moral and social hierarchy" (2), a 

type represented by C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, and others; and a fantasy motivated by a 

desire which "is a disturbing element which threatens cultural order and continuity" (3-4), 

a type represented by the works of Poe, Pynchon and others. Clearly the Gothic as mode 

is aligned with the disturbing fantasy for which Jackson provides a taxonomy. For Jack-

son, as for Miles, the power of the Gothic resides in its abilityJoj£^ealJines^^ 

which are concealed in realist texts. Jackson comments that disturbing fantasy "has to do 

with inverting elements of this world, re-combing its constitutive features in new relations 

to produce something strange, unfamiliar, and apparent/y 'new,' absolutely 'other' and 

different" (8). Jackson's Lacanian-based analysis discerns in Gothic narrative a desire, 

endlessly metonymic by nature according to Lacan, which remains "open, dissatisfied, 

endlessly desiring" (9). For Jackson the Gothic displays a desire to revert to the imaginary 
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realm—^vampires negate the symbolic, eHminating the reflected self, the ego, the mirror 

stage—which, through its analysis of the presence and failure of that desire, expresses ex-

treme dissatisfaction with the current symbolic order: "they [disturbing fantasy texts] ex-

press a desire for the imaginary, for that which has not yet been caught and confmed by a 

symbolic order, yet the self-mutilation, cruelty, horror and violence which theY^hayeJ^o 

employ to re-turn to the imagijiary suggests its inaccessibility" (91). For Miles, Punter, 

and Jackson, it is only through the non-realistic that the Gothic can begin to ask questions 

about ideological "reality." 

I want to implicate these theorists' views of the Gothic with the work of a Laca-

nian critic, Slavoj Zizek, in order to fiirther articulate how the Gothic as non-realistic 

mode refiises to accept ideology as reality. Zizek argues that 

ideology is not simply a "false consciousness," an illusory 
representation of reality, it is rather this reality itself which 
is already to be conceived as "ideologicaf'—''ideo/ogicaf^ 
is a socia/ rea/ity, whose very existence imp/ies the non-
know/edge of its participants as to its essence—that is the 
social effectivity, the very reproduction of which implies 
that individuals "do not know what they are doing." 
(Sub/ime 21) 

Thus what is accepted as reality—or as realism in art—is in fact an acceptance of the 

dominant ideology of a given society as ontological truth. Realism as aesthetic stance may 

be read as an endorsement of hegemony rather than an attempt to scrutinize its "reality." 

Reading reality from a Lacanian perspective, Zizek reverses the notion of the non-realist 

as escapist, and posits the realist mode as the escapist one: "'reality' is a fantasy-

construction which enables us to mask the Real of our desire ... the fimction of ideology is 

"BSBWîJy 
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not to offer us a point of escape from reality but it offers us the social reality itself as an 

escape from some traumatic, real kernef' (Sub/ime 45). Lacan's reading of Freud's discus-

sion of the "father, can't you see I'm burning dream" in The Interpretation of Dreams 

suggests that the Real is present in the dream: the dreamer awakens to escape the Real of 

desire, and enters the social (SymboHc) reality as an escapist gesture. For Lacan the dream 

is close to the Real: when we awaken we blind ourselves to the fact that we are nothing 

but ''the consciousness ofthis dream'' (Lacan, Four 76). 

This emphasis on dreams as closer to the Real than the ideological "reality" taken 

as the Real is suggestive for the Gothic mode. A commonplace of criticism of the Gothic 

is the observation that as a mode it attempts to capture the workings of dreams. Punter, 

for example, argues that "Gothic fiction becomes a process of cultural self-analysis, and 

the images which it throws up become the dream-figures of a troubled social group" 

(425). Utilizing Zizek's analysis of social reality as an ideological dream provides a means 

of theoretically articulating the non-realist as a potentially subversive technique, a tech-

nique which refiises the realm of ideological realism for a method closer to the Real of 

desire. 

The Gothic's particular method of undermining realist assumptions should be 

broached here. In my opinion, the Gothic works not so much to break entirely with real-

1 

ism, but slowly to contaminate it by introducing an unassimilable force. Gothic texts as 

diverse as The Monk, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Psycho, and The Is/and ofDoctor 

Moreau begin in ostensibly realist worlds—medieval Spain, 1950s America, and late 

-!!-.W'«llJi!í»...í,Ut,V 
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nineteenth-century South America—but the texts gradually undermine the stabiHty of 

those ideological worlds through the introduction of an unassimilable element—a daemon, 

outer-space plants, Mother, and the Beast People, respectively—which spoils that reality 

by introducing a piece of the Real which threatens to reveal the limitations of a particular 

ideology. One way of theorizing the unassimilable which characterizes the Gothic is 

through Lacan's conception of the objet petit a. The objet a serves as force which threat-

ens to expose the limits of Symbolic meaning. Lacan comments that the objet a is "the 

object that cannot be swallowed, as it were, which remains stuck in the guHet of the signi-

fier" (Four 270). Paradoxically, the objet a is an effect of the Symbolic itself it represents 

the little bit of being which disturbs symboHc reality, yet isin itself a void, an effect of a 

Hnguistic system in which being is impossible. As Parveen Adams comments apropos of 

jouissance, "it is the real, that which Lacan famously announced is impossible. But that 

does not mean it is irrelevant. It irrupts and disturbs the life of the symbolic order. That 

which comes to the symboHc from the real, Lacan caHs the objetpetit a" (186).The objet a 

is a fantasy, but one fiieled by the Real of desire, and hence a powerfiil fantasy-object. As 

Zizek conmients apropos of his analysis of The Ma/tese Fa/con, "the objet a is that sur-

plus, that elusive make-believe that drove the man to change his existence. In 'reality' it is 

nothing at all, just an empty surface (his life after the break is the same as before), but be-

cause of it the break is nonetheless worth the trouble" (Looking 8). The objet a serves as 

the fantasy which motivates questioning of the Symbolic as such: embodying the desire for 

being it threatens to disrupt the ideological as reality. 
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The unassimilable and frequently supernatural figures which haunt the Gothic may 

be read as bits of the Real which through their fantasy enactments express dissatisfaction 

witlUhe_currentS^ Hence the impossible one-sex bodies of Rosario/Matilda, 

Dracula, and the plant replicants represent an intrusion of the Real, a desire for wholeness, 

for an existence preceding sexual difference, one the historical one-sex model provides a 

means of imagining. Similarly, the beast-man figures of Jekyll/Hyde, the^eastJPeo^le, and 

the Spanish family of "Olaha" also illustrate a desire for unity, for an illusory time, fihered 

through the Darwinian imagination, when humans and animals_were_Qne, when, as Jeky// 

and Hyde imagines, for example, manliness could be lived on an instinctual, simple level, 

not on a Symbolic level plagued by gaps between the signifier and signified. Yet these un-

assimilable figures never allow escape into illusory wholeness to become an alternative to 

Symbolic existence—these works leave the gaps in the Symbolic open. Thus becoming a 

replicant or a vampire (both states of imaginary wholeness) means becoming horrific, non-

human. Likewise, Jekyll's dream of an essential bestiality in man is revealed as an illusion 

constructed by him, one which destroys him and then destroys itself The objet a reminds 

the subject of all one gives up to become a Symbolic subject, yet does not provide imagi-

nary wholeness as an aHernative, but merely as a way of highlighting the limitations of the 

Symbolic. While some Gothic works reject the objet a, reaffirming the status quo 

(Dracu/a, The Monk), others use the objet a as a means of reimagining the SymboHc order 

(The Ita/ian, The Piano). More commonly, however, the objet a contaminates the domi-

nant order, making belief in its systems as truth impossible (Psycho, Body Snatchers, The 

Is/and of Doctor Moreau, etc.). 
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For the purposes of my project, I focus on the Gothic's treatment of one particular 

aspect of Western ideology, traditional masculinity. I focus on how the Gothic reveals the 

tension between the historical experience of men and women and the jnyth of masculiiiity 

as whole and dominant, rather than concealing the fissures that threaten to expose the 

male subject as a subject like the female one, one lacking and incapable of ever achieving 

' C r̂vt/it/ftovi 
wholeness and ma^tei^—the female subject position is the SymboHc condition of all sub-

jects from a Lacanian viewpoint. In Ma/e Subjectivity at the Margins, Kaja Silverman ar-

gues that an interrogation of traditional male subjectivity becomes an interrogation of 

hegemony and hence of our "reality" itself Silverman argues that "our 'dominant fiction,' 

or ideological 'reality' solicits our faith above all else in the u^iÛLHt^^^ family, and the 

adequacy of the male subject" (Ma/e 15-16). Hence works, like many Gothic ones, which 

question the adequacy of the male subject, which disalign penis from phallus, place "the 

2 

real world," (i.e., ideological world) in question. Some Gothic works, like Dracu/a, trope 

the inability of the inakjub»JÊcUoj£pi:£;smiLd^^ 

others, like The Piano, figure this disalignment of phallus and penis as positive and erotic. 

Thus while the Gothic frequently reveals male lack and hence subverts dominant notions 

of masculine plenitude, it also frequently demonizes this lack and dispels it by the end of 

the work, yet at other times firmly detaches the phallus from the penis. While Gothic texts 

trope male lack in various ways, I argue that the Gothic provides an area where male lack 

can be revea/ed whether its revelation produces horror, as in Dracu/a, or pleasure, as in 

The Piano. 
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In Lacanian terms lack is the condition of aH subjects, male and female. The domi-

nant fiction, however, places lack on the female subject and encourages the male subject 

to disavow his own lack. For Lacan, refiisal to accept one's lack is an imaginary illusion. 

Jane Gallop argues that 

Lacan's major statement of ethical purpose and therapeutic 
goal, as far as I am concerned, is that one must assume 
one's castration ... we are inevitably bereft of any masterftil 
understanding of language, and we can only signify our-
selves in a symbolic system that we do not command, and 
that, rather, commands us. For women, Lacan's message is 
that everyone, regardless of his or her organs, is "castrated," 
represents not a loss but a gain. Only this realization, I be-
lieve, can release us from 'phallocentrism.' (Reading 20) 

I would argue that, not only "for women" but also for men, assuming one's castration is a 

positive goal, one which, for the male subject in particular, allows an access to pleasure 

deniedbyphallocentrism. COí^Hvng ^ t ír^^>.S)^^^^^ <^^' b^^cl^^ raStAÍ^Ww^ 

Silverman persuasively argues that qualities associated with femininity, such as 

lack, specularity, narcissism, exhibitionism, and receptivity, are qualities which define the 

subject in general, whether male or female. For Lacan the subject may choose to align 

himself or herself with femininity or with masculinity. Lacan states that "all speaking be-

ings, whoever they may be and whether or not they are provided with the attributes of 

masculinity—attributes which have yet to be determined—are allowed to inscribe them-

selves on this [feminine] side. If they do so, they will allow of no universality, and_mlLb@-

thaíJiot-alF-("Love" 150). However, aligning oneself with traditional masculinity is align-

ing oneself with a misrecognition of wholeness whereas femininity represents an alterna-

tive to that, a position which acknowledges lack. Silverman states that "since the category 



9 

of masculinity has traditionally been a very restrictive one, those defying its conditions 

generally find themselves relegated to the more accommodating category of femininity" 

(Ma/e 342). This is an issue with which I wrestle in this study: are non-traditional mascu-

linities feminine or are they to be classified under some as yet undefined term? Is Baines in 

The Piano a feminine figure despite his physically masculine appearance? Is the creature in 

Frankenstein feminine because marginal even though he is housed in a male body? I un-

derstand feminine to mean the "not-aH" marginality outHned by Lacan, not exclusively at-

tributes associated with the female subject. As Chapter VII indicates, the female subject is 

as likely as, if not more likely than, the male subject to support the myth of masculine 

wholeness. 

Aligning oneself with the "not-all" feminine position means acknowledging one's 

lack and one's inability to b£3hê_-Sulyect_supposed_t^^ In Lacanian theory, "the 

subject supposed to know" is a position no subject can occupy. Zizek observes that the 

analyst is the figure who reveals the impossibility of this position: "therefrom the Lacanian 

notion of the analyst qua envers (reverse) of the Master: of somebody who holds the place 

of Master, yet who, by means of his (non)activity ... renders visible the distance that sepa-

rates the Master from the place it occupies, i.e., the radical contingency of the subject who 

occupies this place" (Enjoy 103). Along these lines, one might refigure Joan Riviere's 

concept of femininity as masquerade and read masculinity as a masquerade of méconnais-

sance, of misrecognition of wholeness which can lead to fascism on many levels, since fas-

3 

cism is a search for an illusory wholeness. Zizek, like Silverman, emphasizes the 
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masquerade of masculinity by arguing that the place the female subject is positioned in is 

the place all subjects effectively occupy, the place of the negative, of lack. Zizek argues 

that "if woman does not exist, man is perhaps simply a woman who thinks that she does 

exist" (Sub/ime 75). Hence the male subject position encourages a misrecognition of be-

ing, where there is only a void. Zizek fiirther emphasizes the masquerade of masculinity by 

stating, "it is the phallus, the phaHic predicate, whose status is that of a semblance, so that 

when we throw off its mask, a woman appears" (Negative 189). Masculinity is the mas-

querade that hides lack, the condition of all subjects, but a condition which has been at-

tributed almost exclusively to the female subject and to those occupying the structural 

position of the feminine. 

The question remains: why should the male subject want to relinquish the phalHc 

mask? One problem approached in many of the texts I examine is the eroticization of phal-

lic mastery. Montoni, Rochester, and Ambrosio are erotic in their attempts to achieve 

mastery, yet the Gothic is uncomfortable with this mastery, undermining it, revealing its 

ineffectiveness. The Gothic demon lovers both eroticize and question masculine whole-

ness. The Gothic impasse as I have come to see it is the inability to imagine an alternative 

totraditional masculinity. To find an alternative, one may implicate Lacanian theory with 

these texts. Giving up traditional masculinity allows the male subject access to his body 

according to Gallop's reading of Lacan: "by giving up their bodies, men gain power—the 

power to theorize, to represent themselves, to exchange WOinefî  to reproduce offspring 

with their name. AIl these activities ignore bodily pleasure in pursuit of representation, re-

production, production" (Daughter 67). GiHes Deleuze also emphasizes that the position 



11 

of the traditiûiial^ale-subj^t is a problematit one, not for the female subject exclusively. 

but for the male subject himself In Masochism: An Interpretation of Co/dness and Cru-

e/ty, Deleuze posits the male masochist as a subject so uncomfortable with traditional 

masculmity that he turns to the scene of masochism in order to have the father imago liter-

aUy beaten out of him. Deleuze states, "the tortures are in effect directed at the father, or 

at his likeness in the son. We argued eariier that the masochistic fantasy is less an instance 

of 'a child being beaten' than oí afather being beaten ... what is beaten, foresworn, and 

sacrificed, what is ritually expiated, is the father's likeness" (99-100). The male masochist, 

uncomfortable with the traditional identification of the male subject with the masterfiil fa-

ther, seeks to renegotiate the symbolic order through masochism. Gallop and Deleuze 

provide specific articulations of what the male subject has to gain from refiising his phaHic 

legacy. 

Masculinity as a masquerade may be articulated with Gothic texts which frequently 

reveal the fragility of the phallic mask. While reactions to this fragility vary, the Gothic is 

preoccupied with the precarious alignment of phallus and penis. From Ambrosio's loss of 

his position as whole and untainted monk, to the depletion of the vampire hunters' blood 

supply, to Kurtz's loss of his European ego, to Rochester's maimed body, the Gothic 

continually reveals the gulf between the myth of masculinity and the actual male subject. 

The first section of my study, "MascuHnity and the Body," establishes crucial is-

sues regarding masculinity, heterosexuality, and the body, and the representation of them 

in Gothic texts. In Chapter II, using Thomas Laqueur's study of the one-sex anatomical 

model, I examine ways in which the epistemological shift from a one-sex model to a two-
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sex model disrupts masculinity. The two-sex model, which relies on the naturalization of 

gender at a biological level, places masculinity precariously at the unstable level of the 

body. The Monk, Dracu/a, and Invasion of the Body Snatchers examine the interconnec-

tions between masculinity, the body, and historical moments, through supernatural meta-

phors for the one-sex body which stain traditional gender alignments. Daemon, vampire, 

and replicant reveal unstable bodies which undermine the naturalized sexual difference 

which forms the framework for the two-sex model. 

Chapter III analyzes an issue central to the Gothic—possession—yet examines 

how that issue is played out when it is the male body which is possessed. The possessed 

male body (whether psychologically, physicaliy, or demonically possessed) threatens the 

concept of the traditional male subject as master. Thus the possessed bodies of Vivaldi, 

Norman Bates, and Robert Elliott disturb traditional masculinity and traditional hetero-

sexuality. The trope of possession in these works serves to reveal the ineffectuality of tra-

ditional conceptions of the masculine and the heterosexual. These works reveal the male 

subject to be frighteningly unstable (Schedoni, Bates, and, most evidently, Elliott), yet find 

difficulty in imagining alternatives to this contaminated masculinity. This chapter estab-

lishes what I see as the Gothic impasse: the inability to imagine ahernatives to the con-

taminated traditional masculine role. 

After establishing key issues of the Gothic and masculinity in the first section, 

which examines texts ranging from the late eighteenth century to the present, I focus my 

attention on a particular historical period, the nineteenth century, examining both nine-

teenth-century texts and twentieth-century representations of the nineteenth century. Part 
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Two examines masculinity and science, with Chapter IV focusing on the advent of modern 

Baconian science, and Chapter V discussing Darwinian science. In Chapter IV, I examine 

texts in which the powerfiil Baconian metaphors of the virile, masculine scientist pene-

trating a resistant feminine nature serve to disrupt heterosexuality. For Victor Franken-

stein, Aylmer, and Rappaccini, attempting to live up to the Baconian ideal resuHs in the 

obliteration of the feminine and hence in the impossibility of heterosexual relation. 

Significantly, these three works also contaminate the feminine as possible alternative to the 

masculine, revealing it as an effect of masculinity not its binary opposite. 

Chapter V traces the compHcation of the Baconian system via Darwin's conception 

of an uncontrollable feminine nature that threatens because it can no longer even meta-

phorically be mastered by the scientist. In the Darwinian system scientific metaphors no 

longer serve traditional masculinity, but antagonize it. The stable masculine subject is 

threatened internally by a biological connection to animals. In these works the scientist 

does not wrestle externally with the disruptive feminine (as is the case with Victor and 

Aylmer) but do so internally. "Green Tea," Je/cy// and Hyde, and "Olalla" explore the im-

plications of Darwinian theory for the traditional male subject. 

Section Three of my study explores masculinity and imperiaHsm. Chapter VI ex-

amines the concept of British manliness as a crucial support for the imperial project. Fin-

de-siéc/e racial theories which displaced the animal within to the imperial Other were con-

structed ostensibly to support the British male subject, allowing the Other to serve as the 

irrational which defines British purity and reason. As The Is/and ofDoctor Moreau, "The 

Speckled Band," and Heart of Darkness illustrate, however, contact with the imperial 
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Other frequently serves the opposite purpose, contaminating British masculinity by re-

vealing its similarity to the Other. Prendick becoming a Beast Person, Roylott importing 

"India" to England, and Kurtz becoming Africanized all illustrate the instability of an im-

perialism which attempts to define itself in relation to stable masculinity. These three texts 

also significantly reveal the imperial Other to be a creation of the British: Noble's Island, 

India, and Africa serve as the unconscious of British rationality, paradoxically undermining 

reason through fantasy-construction rather than supporting it. 

Chapter VII examines imperialism and masculinity through the prism of three 

feminine Gothic texts. The central concern of these texts is the eroticization of the imperial 

master who through his contact with the Other is eroticized, while simultaneously his 

"other" sexuality must be rejected because of its foreign quality. Jane Eyre and "The Villa 

Désirée" illustrate ways in which feminine desire supports the concept of the imperial 

master, as Jane and Mildred look to the male subject for a wholeness which will complete 

them. Wide Sargasso Sea approaches the problem of feminine desire and imperial mastery 

from a different angle: as the imperial Other, Antoinette Cosway, eroticizes the British im-

perialist Rochester, constmcting an image of him as whole, Feminine desire's participation 

in the eroticization of the myth of masculinity is strikingly revealed in these three texts. 

In my conclusion I examine a contemporary Gothic text (Jane Campion's The Pi-

ano) which overcomes the Gothic impasse by creating an ahernative male subject in the 

character of George Baines. Baines accepts his lack, aligning himself with liminality rather 

than with phallic wholeness, and the major achievement in the film lies in its ability to 

eroticize male lack. By giving up the phallus, Baines gains access to sexual pleasure. By 
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showing Ada (and the audience) his naked body, Baines explodes the power of the phal-

lus, which can play its role only when veiled, according to Lacan. As Luce Irigaray notes, 

"once the penis itself becomes merely a means to pleasure, pleasure among men, the 

pha//us /oses its power (193) it can be extended to heterosexual models. The character of 

Baines appears to enact Silverman's suggestion that the only way to refigure the male 

subjectjs to eroticize the lacking male subject in representations. Only through represen-

tations of male lack which encourage "intense_erotic investment" on the part of the audi-

ence can male subjectivity be renegotiated (Ma/e 71). The Piano uses the Gothic mode to 

reveal the limitations of the current Symbolic order and also to imagine an alternative to 

that order in which masculinity and heterosexuality can be imagined apart from power re-

lationships based in binary oppositions of dominance and submission, wholeness and lack, 

centrality and marginality. 
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Notes 
1 

Jackson opposes texts which begin in otherworidly settings (e.g., The Hobbit and 
many surreal and science-fiction texts) to texts of fantasy which begin in the realm of real-
ist fiction and then "proceed to break that assumption of realism by introducing what— 
within these terms—is manifestly unreaL' (34). Jackson sees the latter type of fantasy as 
the type which possesses the potential to dramatize "the impossibility of arriving at defini-
tive meaning or absolute reality" (41). In "The Uncanny," Freud makes a similar point, 
arguing that the truly uncanny tale is produced when the author "deceives us by promising 
to give us the sober truth, and then after all overstepping it" (250). 

2 

"Dominant fiction" refers to a predominant cultural script in which the subject is 
encouraged to recognize himself or herself The Western dominant fiction, for example, 
would include the association of masculinity with mastery and completeness, and of femi-
ninity with insuff ciency and lack. 

3 

Riviere, a student of Freud's, and a lay analyst, published "Womanliness as a 
Masquerade" in 1929, an article in which she argues that "the reader may now ask how I 
define womanliness or where I draw the line between genuine womanliness and the 
'masquerade.' My suggestion is not, however, that there is any such difference; whether 
radical or superficial, they are the same thing" (38). I am not disputing the argument that 
femininity is a masquerade—since subjects are made in culture, any subject position is a 
masquerade—^what I am arguing for is a recognition of masculinity as masquerade as well, 
a point usually elided by the fact that in Western culture masculinity is taken as the norm. 



CHAPTERII 

THE ONE-SEX BODYIN A TWO-SEX WORLD 

In the modern and postmodern Western world the body has traditionally been used 

as a means of representing masculine superiority and feminine inferiority. The conftision 

between phallus and penis has served to biologize mascuHnity as a visible plenitude: the 

erect penis symboHzes masculine superiority and virility while the hidden female genitaHa 

have been read as inferior and impotent. Readings of the body are crucial to gender 

identity because through them the body serves as the visible image of the subject's ego. 

Freud argues that "the ego is first and foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a surface 

entity, but is itself the projection of surface ... it may thus be regarded as a mental 

projection of the surface of the body" (Ego 26). Lacan deepens Freud's argument, 

suggesting that the body reflected in the already culturally framed mirror of the infant's 

world is a méconnaissance, an illusion of stability which the subject clings to, yet which is 

undermined at every point by psychic forces which threaten to reveal the corps morce/é. 

Kaja Silverman argues that "the subject's own bodily image is the first and the most 

important of all the objects through which it [the subject] attempts to compensate for 

symbolic castration" (Ma/e 4-5). Stable gender identity is predicated on the stability of the 

body itself Since the eighteenth century, the division of the human body into two sexes 

has been taken a priori, yet the stable, clearly sexed body is haunted by an older 

epistemological model. 

17 
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In Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, Thomas Laqueur 

argues that from the time of the ancient Greeks to the eighteenth century, European 

society viewed anatomy according to a one-sex model. Medical and philosophical treatises 

indicate that in this model woman and men were perceived as having the same anatomy, 

but the male body was perceived as a more perfect version of the same sex. Laqueur 

argues that the one-sex model performed the powerfiil ideological fiinction of promoting 

and preserving male cultural superiority: "in a public world that was overwhelmingly male, 

the one-sex model displayed what was already massively evident in culture more generally: 

man is the measure of all things and woman does not exist as an ontologically distinct 

category ... the standard of the human body and its representations is the male body" (62). 

The one-sex model, however, while endorsing male dominance, also underlined the 

flexibility of the body. Within this model biological sex itself was prone to fluctuation: 

tales of lactating monks and women spontaneously displaying male genitalia were common 

in pre-eighteenth-century folklore. In a world view where the body itself was mutable and 

liable to change from male to female and vice-versa, the social became the means of 

naturalizing sexual difference. Thus the social superiority of man over woman vis-á-vis the 

Great Chain of Being solidified sexual difference since man was placed hierarchically 

higher than woman. As Laqueur argues, within this model "social categories themselves 

are natural and on the same explanatory level as what we would take to be physical or 

biological facts" (29). Thus, within the one-sex model, social, not biological, difference is 

the mark of sexual differentiation. 
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The epistemological shift from the concept of one sex to that of two biological 

sexes may be seen as a moment when gender was potentially thrown into disorder. 

Switching from a system where the social is sexual difference to a system where difference 

is naturalized at the level of the body throws rigid concepts of sexual difference into flux. 

Stable masculinity, which had reHed on the social for its support, must now find its solidity 

in anatomy. Further, the new two-sex model is inevitably haunted by the older one-sex 

model, especially during the transition stage in the late eighteenth century. In this chapter I 

examine three Gothic texts (The Monk, Dracu/a, and Invasion of the Body Snatchers) 

which compHcate stable notions of mascuHnity by introducing a body in flux—a ghost of 

the one-sex model—which is at odds with eariy modern concepts of two biological sexes. 

I focus on these disparate texts because I want to suggest that the one-sex body 

reemerges as a metaphor at historical moments in which traditional gender alignments are 

in flux. Written during the epistemological shift from a one-sex to a two-sex body, The 

Monk wrestles with the diflficulties of naturalizing sexual difference at the level of the 

body, especially within a 1790s climate in which the body politic has proven mutable due 

to the French Revolution. As contemporary British commentators on the Revolution make 

clear, the gendering of the Revolution is implicated with an attempt to naturalize sexual 

difference in late-eighteenth-century British society. For Edmund Burke and Mary 

Wollstonecraft alike, the "unnaturalness" of women openly storming Versailles in October 

1789 illustrates the "unnaturalness" of the Revolution and reactions to it. For Matthew 

Lewis, the one-sex body of Rosario/Matilda must ultimately be a demonic body in the 
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emerging two-sex world, a disruptive epistemological ghost which wreaks havoc on 

Ambrosio as male subject and on the masculine political order alike. 

Fin-de-siécie Britain, with its realignment of gender definitions due to intellectual 

attempts to formulate masculinity and femininity vis-á-vis the aesthetic movement and the 

emergence of the New Woman, imaginatively reintroduces the one-sex body as a means of 

emphasizing the horror and fascination of shifting gender norms. A biological means of 

explaining shifting social alignments characterizes Victorian discourses on sexuality and 

gender and serves paradoxically both as a means of containing the threats to normality 

posed by the aesthete and the New Woman (by troping the breaking of boundaries 

between mascuHne and feminine as a horrific, vampiric body), and as means of 

emphasizing the power of these threats (by naturalizing them at the biological level and 

positing vampirism as a literal and almost irrevocable transformation of the body). The 

fact that changing gender alignments are envisioned by Bram Stoker as threatening the 

body itself—the ultimate guarantor of sexual difference in the two-sex model—attests to 

their power to upset Victorian normality. 

Similarly, as I see it, the one-sex body metaphor surfaces in post-World War II 

America for correlating reasons. The threat to traditional gender roles posed by a wartime 

situation in which women abandoned traditional feminine domestic roles in order to 

maintain economic productivity in the United States, coupled with the post-war trauma 

experienced by many American men—trauma which frequently made them unable to work 

and hence from the dominant culture's perspective feminized them—disaligned traditional 

gender associations. As 'm fin-de-siéc/e Britain, the one-sex body became a means of 
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conceptualizing this disalignment in post-war America. Silverman argues apropos of post-

war American trauma that it represents a moment in which history served to ''interrupt 

and even deconstitute what a society assumes to be its master narratives and immanent 

Necessity" (Ma/e 55). The inability of the post-war American male subject to recognize 

himself in representations of traditional masculinity combined with the social 

demonstration during the war that women can ftilfill masculine roles—a demonstration 

which underlined the success of Depression-Era working women—constituted a moment 

in which traditional Western gender roles were in peril. I want to suggest that as in 1790s 

Britain and as in late nineteenth-century Britain, one way of imagining this disruption is 

through a one-sex body, a body which negates sexual difference through its sameness, and 

which is both attractive and repulsive. 

Similarly, Kaufman's version oíBody Snatchers uses the one-sex body to explore 

gender disalignment and the ensuing reaction as a result of I960s and 70s feminism. In my 

view he extends Siegel's exploration of post-war anxieties concerning gender roles, 

updating them by exploring them in the framework of post-sixties American society. 

Significantly, Kaufman's particular extension of Siegel's film is predicated on viewing the 

horror of conformity not as a transmutation into something foreign (i.e., communist) but 

as a transformation representative of the changing ideological reality of late 1970s 

America. 

In these works the one-sex body functions as an objet a, a fantasy object which 

disrupts the ideological as reality by revealing the limitations of the epistemological reality 

of the two-sex world. The demonic/daemonic, vampire, and replicant bodies which emerge 
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as one-sex bodies in these texts upset and contaminate the realities of their respective 

historical worlds. 

Matthew Lewis' The Monk (1796), a novel published at the historical moment of 

the emerging two-sex model, deals with tensions produced by the residual body in flux on 

2 

a gender system which was then naturaHzing itself at the level of anatomy. Lewis initially 

sets up Ambrosio as the pinnacle of masculine wholeness. Flawless, chaste, and respected, 
3 

he has "never been known to transgress a single rule of his order" (17). Ambrosio's own 

sense of his stable masculinity runs high at the beginning of the novel. He describes himself 

as "the sole uncorrupted PiHar of the Church" (40), viewing himself as the representation 

par exce//ence of the phallus. The remainder of the novel works to reveal the fragility of 

that pillar, to reveal that Ambrosio's masculine ego is a méconnaissance. 

Ambrosio's role as uncorrupted monk is complicated by one particular body, that 

of Rosario/Matilda, a body whose biological sex, and even humanity, is thrown into 

question. The novel foreshadows the complicated body of Rosario/Matilda through 

several images of a one-sex body, or a body whose sex is uncertain. Describing 

Ambrosio's virtues early in the novel, Raymond states that "He knows not in what 
4 

consists the difference of Man and Woman" (17). Here the one-sex model is represented 

as the result of Ambrosio's ignorance, yet this detail suggestively introduces the 

complications attendant on determining Rosario/Matilda's gender later in the novel. As 

Laqueur points out, in early modern Europe, monks were traditionally seen as socially 

masculine subjects whose bodies were potentially in flux. Images of an infant Jesus 
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"depicted with female breasts ready to spurt milk" (106) and tales of monks lactating in 

imitation of this image of Christ suggest that the monk was seen as having a body which 

could easily slip into a maternal form. Ambrosio's lack of knowledge of two sexes causes 

the people of Madrid to deem him "a Saint" (17), suggesting that for the monk the body in 

flux was a potentially positive entity, one which allowed him to imitate Christ's 

nourishment of the church literally through the act of lactation. While this body in flux 

could be seen in a positive light before the eighteenth century, by the time of the 

pubHcation of The Monk, it was a problematic concept. If Ambrosio cannot ground his 

masculinity in his anatomy, and in human anatomy in general, his ego threatens to crumble. 

A second foreshadowing of Rosario/Matilda's uncertain body appears as Ambrosio 

worships/desires the Madoima through a portrait he has of her in his cell. While Ambrosio 

clearly sexually desires the Madonna through this representation of her, stating, "were I 

permitted to twine round my fingers those golden ringlets, and press with my lips the 

treasures of that snowy bosom" (41), the body of the Virgin Mary is another example of 

an unstable body. Conceived immaculately herself, Mary conceives Jesus as the resuH of 

an annunciation delivered by an angel. The absence of heterosexual genital sexuality in this 

conception as weH as the fact that the angel Gabriel "impregnates" Mary with words 

complicates stable notions of the body. Similarly, Ambrosio is popularly beheved to have 

been immaculately conceived. Antonia states that "the common People say, that he fell 

from heaven, and was sent as a present to the Capuchins by the Virgin" (251). 

In The Monk angels and demons come to be associated with a one-sex body which 

defies categorization as either male or female. When Rosario/Matilda exclaims, "Oh! that I 
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were permitted to share with you my power, and raise you as high above the level of your 

sex, as one bold deed has exalted me above mine" (234), these words imply that the 

daemonic body is neither male nor female but a one-sex body which defies sexual 

difference. Rosario/Matilda urges Ambrosio to give his soul over to demonic forces, 

opposing its state with that of "common Men" (268) and "Weak Man" (429), elevating 

the daemonic to a genderless/sexless state. Further when Rosario/Matilda conjures up 

Satan, the arch-demon appears as an androgynous figure with "silken locks" who is 

"beautifiiL' yet gendered as "he" (277). The association of the Madonna with 

Rosario/Matilda, who supposedly has posed for the portrait, leads us to the most 

problematic body in the text, that of the man/woman/daemon. 

Rosario/Matilda stands as the most powerfiil representation of the body in flux in 

the novel. Initially perceived as male by Ambrosio, it mutates to female and eventually 
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reveals itself as a daemonic body, one that defies classification as either male or female. 

Ambrosio's inability to place Rosario/Matilda within the two-sex model of gender 

provides a blow to his sense of stable identity. When Rosario indicates to Ambrosio that 

he is Matilda, the language of the text itself reflects the instability produced by this body: 

"'Father!' continued He in fahering accents, 'I am a Woman!'" (58; emphasis added). The 

use of the masculine pronoun to refer to a body now sexed as female produces linguistic 

confijsion which reflects Ambrosio's mental flux concerning the transformation. 

Ambrosio's confiision over Rosario/Matilda's body is evident as he tries to fathom 

how one body can encompass two sexes. After Rosario becomes Matilda, "Ambrosio's 
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bosom became the Theatre of a thousand contending passions. At length his attachment to 

the feigned Rosario, aided by the natural warmth of his temperament, seemed likely to 

obtain the victory" (83). Ambrosio's confiision results from the perception of a body that 

houses both sexes, that is both Rosario and Matilda—in other words, a one-sex body. 

Further association of Matilda with a residual one-sex body occurs when Rosario/Matilda 

draws the serpent's poison out of Ambrosio's body. As Laqueur argues, one characteristic 

of the one-sex anatomical model was an economy of fluids which linked semen and milk to 

blood: because milk and semen were both produced by blood, there was but one body 

composed of the same fluids. In pre-modern Europe men were routinely bled "to get rid of 

a plethora that in women would be lost every month" (107). From the epistemological 

position of the two-sex model the economy of fluids indicates viewing "the body generally 

as much less bounded and restrained than we would today" (103). This "confusion" of 

bodily fluids (as a two-sex model would see it) may be related to a suggestive scene in The 

Monk. Rosario/Matilda describes the scene, stating, "I loosened the bandage from your 

hand; I kissed the wound, and drew out the poison with my lips" (88). This image of 

fellatio performed on a hand in which poison, not semen, is the substance ejaculated 

suggests a confiising economy of fluids. Further, Rosario/Matilda must use demonic 

powers to remove the poison from his/her/its blood and hence live, suggesting that human 

and daemonic anatomies are composed of the same fluids, referencing again a one-sex 

body possessed by males and females, humans and daemons. The substitution of poison 

for semen and hand for penis in this act points to a representation of a body in flux, one 

which cannot be grounded in traditional notions of a stable two-sex anatomical model. 
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One way in which Rosario/Matilda's body undermines Ambrosio's masculinity is 

by producing linguistic impotence. In the face of this unstable body Ambrosio "found 

himself incapable of pronouncing a syllable, and remained in silence gazing upon Matilda" 

(59). Continually throughout the novel Rosario/Matilda produces linguistic impotence in 

Ambrosio, an impotence which calls into question his traditional masculinity, one 

predicated, as Silverman notes, on an illusion of discursive mastery (Acoustic 45). The 

eloquent speaker Ambrosio finds himself discursively impotent in the face of a mutating 

body. Furthermore, the final revelation of Rosario/Matilda as a "crafty spirit" (440) sent 

by Satan to Ambrosio complicates the two-sex model and undermines Ambrosio's 

attempts to sustain his fragile masculine identity through disavowal and projection of his 
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lack onto the female body. 

As Silverman argues, the traditional male subject sustains his sense of unity by 

displacing his lack onto the female subject, whereby "the female subject bears the scar of 

castration by which both she and the male subject enter language, granting him the illusion 

of an as yet intact being" (Acoustic 24). Ambrosio repeatedly uses the processes of 

disavowal and projection to sustain his injured masculinity after his sexual "fah" that has 

been effected by Rosario/Matilda. After his first sexual encounter with Rosario/Matilda, he 

exclaims "Dangerous Woman! ... Into what an abyss of misery have you plunged me!" 

(223). He continues to use the process of disavowal to retain his sense of unity. After 

raping Antonia later in the novel he says to her, "Fatal witch! was it not thy beauty? Have 

you not plunged my soul into infamy?" (385). Although Ambrosio relies upon projecting 

his own lack onto female subjects in order to sustain a sense of stability, the novel itself 

M&áãSiir 
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reveals this process as illusory and tenuous. After Ambrosio attempts to disavow his own 

sexual desire by calHng Rosario/Matilda a prostitute, the narrator comments, "unfortunate 

Matilda! Her Paramour forgot, that for his sake alone She had forfeited her claim to 

virtue; and his only reason for despising her was, that She had loved him much too well" 

g 
(244). The narrator here exposes Ambrosio's disavowal as a misreading of the situation 

and encourages us as readers to distance ourselves from the process of depositing male 

lack at the site of the female body. Further, ultimately Ambrosio does not devalue the 

female body, but he deposits his lack at the site of a genderless/sexless body. Lewis hence 

reveals Ambrosio's disavowal to be a projection onto a supernatural body devoid of sex. 

The novel continually emphasizes the disavowal of male lack as illusory through its 

revelation of this process as one based on fictional models. Rosario/Matilda as daemonic 

body apes the feminine gender role of worshiper of masculine wholeness and reveals its 

fictional basis. Rosario/Matilda tells Ambrosio, "I look upon you as a Saint" (63), hence 

sustaining his sense of masculine wholeness, yet ultimately undermining it shortly after this 

by insisting that their relationship must be sexual. Further, because Rosario/Matilda is a 

daemon sent by Satan, his/her/its femininity is bracketed from the outset: Matilda is pure 

masculine fantasy as the references in the novel to her fictional status indicate. In 

Ambrosio's dream she "started from the Canvas" (67), literally a masculine creation of 

the feminine (the painting of the Madonna) coming to life. Later the narrator describes 

Matilda as a "Syren" (224), and when Ambrosio reflects on Rosario's transformation into 

Matilda he describes a transformation into a stereotyped woman: "She appeared the 

mildest and softest of her sex, devoted to his will, and looking up to him as to a superior 
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being" (231). By adopting the masquerade of femininity, Rosario/Matilda gains power 
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over Ambrosio, finally leading him to sell his soul to Satan. Ambrosio disavows his lack 

through Matilda's apparently female body, but the joke is on him: the disavowal is 

unsuccessfiil and the body devalued through the process is not female but daemonic. 

Although the novel allows the expression of the body in flux which undermines 

modern notions of sex and gender, it appears ultimately to puU back in horror from the 

impHcations of the breakdown of traditional masculinity. The novel appears to argue that 

Ambrosio's loss of his masculine ego leads him down a slippery slope into murder and 

incest. Further, the loss of his masculinity extends beyond his own downfall to the 

potential downfall of aU Madrid. Seduced by a body in flux, Ambrosio abandons his role 

as defender of the phallus, and all Madrid starts to decline, resulting in a popular riot 

which must be stopped by the Inquisition. After raping Antonia, Ambrosio attempts to 

remove her from the dungeon, but she embraces "the Pillar firmly" (391), reminding us 

that Ambrosio is no longer the pillar—the representative of the phallus—but a man who 

has abandoned that traditional role and that that abandonment has turned him into a 

criminal. 

Significantly, the one-sex body troped as demonic/monstrous suggests the 

"monstrous" French Revolution which not only allowed the "swinish multitude" (to use 

Edmund Burke's phrase) to raise its ugly head but one which in the popular imagination of 

Britain threatened to break down all established norms, including gender norms. For 

Burke, the Revolution opposes "this worid of reason, and order, and peace, and virtue. 
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and fruitfiil penitence" (Ref/ections III), and as monster is "at war with nature" 

(Reflections 62). Seduced by Rosario/Matilda's unstable, monstrous, revolutionary body, 

Ambrosio loses his traditional masculine control, and the whole world threatens to 

crumble because of this loss. 

Interestingly, the one-sex, mutable body which threatens Ambrosio's mascuHne 

identity eventually threatens the masculine order of Madrid. Seduced by the body in flux, 

Ambrosio neglects his duties, allowing the Prioress to assume control of the convent, 

which, in the logic of the novel, results in popular revolt. The cruel woman who usurps 

masculine power is a favorite metaphor of British commentators on the Revolution, no 

matter on which side of the political spectrum they stand. Written in a climate of reaction 

against the French Revolution, The Monk, like Burke's Reflections on the Revo/ution in 

France, tropes loss of traditional masculinity as a move toward anarchy and violence. In 

Burke's work Britain's "manly, moral regulated liberty" (19) is opposed to a France that 

"has abandoned her interest, that she might prostitute her virtue" (49-50). For Burke, 

France has lost its masculinity and become a syphilitic whore, her citizens showing "their 

prostituted faces" in the senate (157). Burke melodramatically recounts the incident on 

October 6 1789 in which Versailles was stormed by a crowd. Burke's horror is 

concentrated on "the abominations of the fiaries of hell, in the abused shapes of the vilest 

of women" (78). For Burke, the monstrous body of the Revolution is the body politic 

mutated into demonic women. The "contaminated" body of Revolutionary France is a 

polluted female body for Burke with his reactionary agenda to attempt to feminize, and 

thus discrediting the political upheaval. In Christabe/, Coleridge images the Revolution in 
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a similar manner: David Punter argues that Geraldine represents "a body which threatens a 

fearfiil contagion and is at the same time only half-complete" ("Parts" 14). 

Rosario/Matilda enacts Burke's view of metonymic slippage between masculine 

(monarchical) France changed first to female revolutionary whore and then to a demonic 

political body represented by fiiries whose evil threatens the monarchy. 

Mary Wollstonecraft, viewing the Revolution from a more sympathetic viewpoint 

than did Burke, also relied upon images of an unstable body to represent its events. 

Recounting the same October attack on Versailles, Wollstonecraft reads it as an instance 

of aristocratic rivalry in which a weaHhy enemy of the king agitates "women who had 

thrown off the virtues of one sex without having power to assume more than the vices of 

the other" (358) to storm into Versailles. WoHstonecraft even remarks that these "fijries" 

are composed of "a number of men" who are "disguised in women's clothes" (363). Like 

Rosario/Matilda, WoHstonecraft's metaphorical political body changes genders—first 

feminine then masculine through "vices," then biologically male (men dressed as 

women)—revealing finally the demonic aristocratic political body which embodies in 

WoHstonecraft's view "a race of monsters in human shape" (384). For WoHstonecraft, as 

for Burke, it is the feminine influence (revolutionary in Burke's view; aristocratic in 

Wollstonecraft's) which breaks down the body politic, causing it to slide dangerously from 

masculine to feminine to demonic. Wollstonecraft, as much as Burke, but by a different 

means, wants "to rouse the sleeping manhood of the french" (313). 

In The Monk Rosario/Matilda's disturbing body, which feminizes Ambrosio by 

making him a slave to his passions and emotions, is behind the revolutionary body of the 
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mob which destroys the convent. Thus the mob emerges as that popular stereotype of 

British reflections on the Revolution (radical, reactionary, conservative alike) which 

Claudine Mitchell discerns as embodying the concept that "the people" when "subjected to 

the wrong kind of leadership ... become the machine of destruction of the social order, 

'the mob'" (175). Lewis' mob may be read as relating to both Burke's and 

WoHstonecraft's mobs. St. Ursula's description of Agnes's abuses at the hands of the 

Prioress resuHs in "the mob" becoming "a muititude of voices" which demands the 

Prioress's death (phrased as giving her up "to their ftiry" [355], [to the fiiries?]). From 

Burke's point of view, Rosario/Matilda's undermining of Ambrosio's masculine authority 

results in a popular riot in which the mob as monstrous body disrupts and destroys the 

stable body of the authoritarian Catholic church (represented by the strict Prioress) "till it 

became no more than a mass of flesh, unsightly, shapeless, and disgusting" (356). Reduced 

to unrecognizable flesh, the Prioress, like Rosario/Matiida becomes the one-sex body— 

monstrous acts (revolution) produce monstrous results (an unrecognizable body) in the 

Burkean reading. From Wollstonecraft's perspective, Ursula, member of the lavish 

procession in which Virginia, a pensioner of the convent, appears as queen, wearing a 

gown "of inestimable price" and "a wreath of Diamonds" (348), represents aristocratic 

decadence which uses the mob to ftirther its authority. Furthermore, Lorenzo's 

manipulation of the nuns suggests the aristocrat's manipulations of the women, according 

to WoHstonecraft's version of the storming of VersaiUes. 

Whichever reading one follows, 77?̂  Monk presents the horrific nature of the out-

of-control mob, the revolutionary body politic sliding from masculine reason to feminine 
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fiiry to demonic murder and destruction in reactionary and melodramatic terms: "the 

incensed Populace, confounding the innocent with the guilty, had resolved to sacrifice all 

the Nuns of that order to their rage" (357). Yet even such a melodramatic and possibly 

reactionary representation of insurrection like that of the attack on the convent would 

have been regarded as subversive in 1790s Britain. Jeffrey Cox notes that "the British 

government, concerned about any avowal of republican sentiments on the stage, was 

particulariy bothered by the representation of mass or mob action" (246). Although Cox 

discusses Gothic works on the stage, the vehement reactions to The Monk suggest the 

inflammatory nature of mob scenes even in novels. As Howard Anderson notes, the 

violent reaction against the novel set in only after Lewis had printed on the title page of 

the second edition, "M.G. Lewis, M.P.," prompting Coleridge to write that when "the 

author of the Monk signs himself a Legislator!—We stare and tremble" (vi). Only when an 

author who has written a "suspect" mob scene is seen as being part of the body politic—a 

potential contagion from Burke's and Coleridge's points of view—is The Monk labeled 

indecent. 

Writing in a genre which became increasingly suspect in the 1790s, Lewis does not 

directly address the Revolution, displacing issues of established authority and breakdown 

of hierarchy to Spain, where he can hide behind the mantle of anti-CathoHcism to defend 

his work; Lewis dweUs on the "faU" of Ambrosio as spectacle, and through Ambrosio's 

breakdown he reveals masculinity to be sustained only precariously through iUusory 

disavowals and misreadings of the body, yet at the same time Lewis seems to puU back in 

horror from this revelation, consigning Ambrosio to damnation, and valorizing the phallic 
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order reaffirmed by the Inquisition. The Inquisition thus becomes metonymically linked 

to British governmental authority in the I790s. The faith which Lorenzo must place in the 

Inquisition in order to stop the riot—due to the Inquisitors, "order and tranquiUity once 

more prevailed through Madrid" (394)—parallels the faith in an increasingly authoritarian 

British government the 1790s British citizen was being encouraged to hold. The 

suspension of the habeas corpus law, the treason trials of 1794, and the gagging acts of 

1795 resulted in, as Butler relates, the transformation of "the pub/id' into "the prime 

object of fear, X\\t peop/é" (38); this fear causing people to place increasing faith in a 

strong government to alleviate their anxiety. Interestingly, as Claudine Mitchell relates, the 

nineteenth century continued the encouragement of metonymic slippage between various 

authoritarian powers: Madame Tussaud's museum placed wax figures of executed leaders 

of the Terror and contemporary English criminals side by side, encouraging "visitors to 

draw a parallel between the efficiency of the Police and the Judicial system of the English 

State and the course of Providence which brought the leaders of the Terror to the same 

horrific end" (176). 

Lewis' association of the British government with the judicial body of the Catholic 

Church is not predicated entirely on metonymic slippage. The Inquisition was stiU 

operating in southern Europe in the eighteenth century. As Butier notes, after the 

Napoleonic Wars, the apparent defeat of the Revolution as seen in "the restitution all over 

Europe, of monarchies whose claims to legitimacy went back to feudal times; the 

restoration also of the Catholic Church and even the Spanish Inquisition" (88). Thus faith 
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in the strong authoritarian power aligned British anti-revolutionary sentiment and Catholic 

law in an attempt to squelch the transmuting body of Revolutionary France. 

Lewis' use of the one-sex body as a means of disrupting the status quo is 

overdetermined. The disruption Rosario/Matilda effects indicates subversion of stability on 

gender and political levels. In an emerging two-sex world in which political manliness and 

individual manliness hinge on the represented infallibility of the male body, 

Rosario/Matilda and WoIIstonecraft's and Burke's mobs suggest bodies in flux which 

carmot be assimilated into the new system and thus bodies which must be demonized in 

order to be controUed. 

The unassimilable one-sex body ftinctions as the objet a, void of meaning until it is 

historically invested with it. For Lewis the one-sex body inevitably is read through the 

French Revolution, the unassimilable and impossible desire British radicals, conservatives, 

and reactionaries alike perceived as being characteristic of the political upheaval. Thus 

Revolutionary France "both model and bête noire of the English," as Paulson discerns 

(Representations 43) ftinctions as object-cause of desire for The Monk, realizing its 

disruptive potential and horror through the one-sex body of Rosario/MatUda. 

Victorian conceptions of the body rely on a much more rigid conception of the 

two-sex model than was available for Lewis. For Lewis, the association of the one-sex 

model with the demonized unstable political body of the French Revolution served as a 

means of solidifying faith in the new two-sex model while simuUaneously revealing the 

limitations and weaknesses of the new epistemological conception of sex and gender. For 

the Victorians, the one-sex body provides a powerftil metaphor because it naturalizes 
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shifting social alignments (in Dracu/a through the vampiric body) by predicating the male 

body as the model for both sexes. A central fear circulating throughout Dracu/a is that the 

new gender alignments represented by the aesthetes and the New Woman reveal 

masculinity as a social position available to male and female subjects alike. The disruption 

caused by the one-sex body, which forceftiUy reminds us that in the epistemological past 

of Western society sexual difference was not based in the body, suggests that sexual 

difference may not be biologically based. Hence women may be able to perform masculine 

tasks (as can the New Woman) and men may expand the definition of masculinity to 

encompass feminine traits (as can the aesthete). The crux is that within the two-sex worid 

sexual difference has been predicated on the body, not on social distinctions: thus if the 

body itself persistently appears void of sexual difference, as the vampire body does, 

traditional gender roles threaten to lose their stable footing in anatomical difference. 

Thus the one-sex body in Dracu/a must be demonized in an attempt to contain it, 

in an attempt to maintain the myth of masculine superiority (aUotted to biological males 

only in the two-sex model) and feminine inferiority (based on the woman's lacking body in 

the two-sex model). The power of the one-sex-body metaphor in Dracu/a attests to the 

attraction/repulsion manifested in the abolition of sexual difference. The vampire body, 

like the body of Rosario/Matilda, is the objet a, the desirable, frightening object which 

threatens symboHc reality. 

Bram Stoker's Dracu/a (1897) introduces a problematic body in the form of the 

vampire. Although written in a climate in which the two-sex anatomical model has been 

firmly established and in which anatomy was used obsessively as an explanation of sexual. 
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gender, racial, and class behavior, it was also written in an atmosphere of great confiision 

12 

concerning gender stability. Fin de siéc/e anxieties included a fear of the destabilization 

of rigid gender roles: both the New Woman and the aesthete threatened gender 
13 

"normality" with their redefinitions of sexual and gender codes. In a society in which 

gender was being radically redefined, belief in the biological differences between the sexes 

remained the only means of clinging to difference. As Laqueur observes, by the nineteenth 

century, scientists claimed "that the body provided a solid foundation, a causal locus, of 

the meaning of male and female" (163). Into a cultural situation plagued by conftising 

issues of gender, Stoker introduces a body which undermines any belief in a clear-cut 

biological difference between men and women—the vampiric body. 

The anxieties centering around Victorian conceptions of both the aesthete and the 

New Woman involve what is perceived as attempts by the groups these terms symbolize to 

unhinge gender from biological sex. Sandra Siegel argues that "the New Woman, Hke her 

mirror image, the new decadent, who was always male, confijsed what was essential to her 

nature ... for the Victorians any confiision of gender was bound to have implications for 

'civilization'" (209). What is suggestive for viewing the one-sex body as a means of 

conceptualizing Victorian fears of gender roles removed from the body is that both the 

New Woman and the aesthete ultimately based their redefinitions of gender on a masculine 

model. As vampires are socially subservient to the masculine (the father Dracula), yet 

biologically undifferentiated (due to the cancellation of genital sexuality), they seem to 

embody the worst fin-de-siéc/e fears that new gender arrangements would resuH in the 
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end of "Western civilization," which for the Victorians was predicated on the two-sex 

model. 

Thaís E. Morgan argues that the aesthete frequently used the image of the 

androgyne to imagine a masculinity "different—morally and aesthetically, but also, and 

significantly, erotically and sexually—from the manly Victorian norm" (323-24). In the 

works of Swinburne, Morgan discerns an androgyny which ultimately subordinates 

feminine qualities "to a fiindamentaUy masculine figure" (318). This view of the androgyne 

as a masculine-dominated redefinition of gender is theorized by Kari Weil in her book 

Androgyny and the Denia/ of Difference, in which she argues that "the image of the 

androgyne and eventual joining of the sexes describes a historical process whereby man 

wiU be perfected by union with the feminine, woman having no ftinction as historical 

actor" (70). The aesthete unhinges masculine and feminine traits from rigid Victorian 

biological explanations of them, yet subordinates them to a masculine ideal. Interestingly 

as weU, as Morgan relates, in the works of Pater, the androgyne ideal becomes an icon of 

masculinity understood as "the 'moral sexlessness' of classical Greek statues" (328). The 

one-sex body of the vampire hence parodically and demonically embodies the aesthetic 

ideal of a sexless body in which masculine and feminine traits exist, but in which the 

masculine is the mastering force. 

Victorian perceptions of the New Woman centered around the adoption on the 

part of the female subject of masculine traits which contradicted her biological 

"womanliness." As Kathleeen L. Spencer argues, Victorian men perceived the New 

Woman's apparent denial of her biological womanhood as a challenge to "the distinctions 
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between women and men upon which the family—and therefore society—depended" 

(206). Like the aesthete, the New Woman threatened the whole (two-sex) worid of 

Victorian society by removing gender from strictly biological explanations. Also like the 

aesthete, the New Woman conceptualized this new gender role through a masculine 

model. Gail Cunningham relates that popular representations of the New Woman in 

Victorian society portrayed "her in academic dress, or with short hair and mannish clothes, 

and even, in one Punch cartoon, with a gun under her arm" (11). The threat of the New 

Woman was largely perceived as one in which sexual difference was breaking down: by 

claiming the masculine role, despite her female body, the New Woman of the popular 

imagination placed sexual difference in peril, creating a vision of a new society not of men 

and women, but of men only. Dracula poses a similar threat as he transforms Lucy and 

Mina into aggressive, masculine figures. Further, popular Victorian attention was focused 

on the New Woman's attempts to claim masculine sexual privilege, i.e., multiple sexual 

partners, sexual pleasure without guilt, freedom from reproduction, etc. Lloyd Fernando 

relates that Victorians began in the 1890s to see the challenge of the New Woman as 

centered around "sexual issues" (23). The vampire Lucy's ruthless attempts to seduce 

Arthur, her denial of maternal "instincts" (she feeds on babies instead of vice versa), her 

promiscuity (multiple partners/victims), and her freedom from immediate male control, 

code her as a demonic version of the New Woman, who, like the aesthete, has called forth 

the specter of the one-sex body due to her attempt to disalign gender from biology. 

The vampire's body troubles traditional notions of the body, especially within the 

two-sex model, because it fails to signify in any traditional way. Literally, it cannot cast a 
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shadow or a reflection: it cannot be seen by the person who possesses it, yet it bears an 
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almost identical resemblance to the "normaL' human body. Joan Copjec argues that the 

uncanniness of vampirism lies in the fact that, "rather than making us more at home in our 

bodies, rather than anchoring us to bodies conceived as the agents of our intelligence, the 

makers of sense, vampirism presents us with a bodily double that we can neither make 

sense of nor recognize as our own" (31). The vampire body resembles the human body, 

yet it is strangely different. 

Although vampires are socially men and women, each possesses only one kind of 

body. The vampire haunts the two-sex anatomical model with a ghostly reminder of an 

earlier epistemological system, one which threatens a two-sex world beset by gender in 

flux. Christopher Craft has argued persuasively that the vampire is a figure which 
undermines anatomical difference. Possessing only one sex organ—the mouth—the 

vampire introduces a one-sex body into a two-sex world. Craft states 

with its soft flesh barred by hard bone, its red crossed by 
white, this mouth compels opposites and contrasts into a 
frightening unity, and it asks some disturbing questions. Are 
we male or are we female? Do we have penetrators or 
orifices? And if both, what does that mean? And what about 
our bodily fluids, the red and the white? What are the 
relations between blood and semen, milk and blood? 
Furthermore, this mouth, bespeaking the subversion of the 
stable and lucid distinctions of gender, is the mouth of all 
vampires, male and female. (109) 

The figure of the vampire threatens the Victorians' "entire worid" through its lack of 

biological sexual difference. Although there is clear social difference—Dracula controls 

Lucy, Mina, and the vampire women—there is no physical sign of difference between the 
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aggressions of male and female vampires. Social difference, however, is clearly present: as 

in the one-sex model discussed by Laqueur, the masculine is posited as socially superior. 

While the act of vampirism appears masculine—active penetration of the neck—both male 

and female vampires engage in it.̂ ^ 

In Stoker's novel the inability to classify the vampire body within the two-sex 

anatomical model produces anxiety within the traditional Victorians who inhabit the novel. 

Jonathan Harker's first glimpse of Dracula's mouth invokes the disturbing mingUng of 

male and female, masculine and feminine, outlined by Craft. Harker writes, "as he spoke 

he smiled, the lamplight fell on a hard-\oo\áng mouth, with the very red /ips and sharp-

looking teeth, as white as ivory" (19-20; emphasis added). The phaUic masculine 

metaphors—"hard," "sharp"—are compHcated by the "red lips" with their connotations of 

feminine beauty. The troubUng status of the vampire's body is further indicated in the 

novel through the use of the pronoun "it" to refer to the vampire. The captain's log of the 

Demeter refers to Dracula as "it" (106). Although vampires retain their social genders as 

men or women, anatomically, they are the same, with the genital organs being ef(face)d by 

a mouth which is the same in both men and women vampires. In Mina's "dream" of 

Dracula, she cannot determine the sex/gender of her attacker, but merely describes "a livid 

white face" (309). SimUarly, Lucy as vampire, although clearly a woman, is referred to 

most frequently as "it." John Seward, Lucy's former admirer, refers to her thus: "I was, in 

fact, beginning to shudder at the presence of this being, this Un-Dead, as Van Helsing 

called it, and to loathe it" (241-42). For Seward, Lucy as vampire is a "thing" which bears 

Lucy's "shape" (253). During the brutal destruction of Lucy's body, she is referred to 
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exclusively in gender neutral-terms as "the thing" and "the body" (258-59). WhUe several 

critics have read Lucy as "thing" as a comment on the inhuman quality of female sexuality, 

the angel become a whore and hence inhuman, John AUen Stevenson argues that "female 

vampires are not angels turned into whores but human women who have become 

something very strange, beings in whom traditional distinctions between male and female 
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have been lost and traditional roles confusingly mixed" (146). From this perspective 

Lucy and Dracula are "things" not because of their aggressive sexuality but because they 

defy classification as male or female: they uncarmily inhabit the human body and render 

supposed genital differences between man and woman nuU and void. 

The most suggestive scene in Dracu/a produces horror precisely because of its 

conflision of the two-sex model. Informed by Renfield of Dracula's nocturnal visits to 

Mina, the hunters burst into Mina and Jonathan's bedroom and discover Mina drinking 

blood from Dracula's chest: "his right hand gripped her by the back of the neck, forcing 

her face down on his bosom. Her white nightdress was smeared with blood, and a thin 

stream trickled down the man's bare breast, which was shown by his torn-open dress" 

(336). The horror produced by this scene—Mina's eyes are "mad with terror" (337), 

Seward is "appaUed" (336), Jonathan is in a "stupor" (337)—may be related to the horror 

associated with a body in flux. The confusion of fluids (blood for semen, blood for milk, a 

man's blood for menstrual blood), of sexual acts (enforced feUatio on a man's chest, a man 

breast-feeding a woman, a woman performing cunnilingus on a man's chest), and of 

gender roles (a man nurturing a woman, a man's chest substituting for a menstruating 

vagina) point back to the one-sex model discussed by Laqueur, where the body itself was 
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prone to fluctuations between "male" and "female" organs and fluids. Mina's subsequent 

horror over the act suggests that she has understood it as a sexual experience, though one 

which defies "normal" heterosexual dimensions. Mina comments that "[Dracula] seized my 

neck and pressed my mouth to the wound, so that I must either suffocate or swallow some 

of the—Oh, my God, my God! What have I done?" (343). Her inabUity to name the 

substance she has swallowed suggests that she perceives it as more than blood. Stoker 

associates Dracula's blood with both semen and menstrual blood: Mina has performed 

both fellatio and cunnilingus (as the use of the word "wound" suggests) on Dracula: her 

experience is beyond any classification in Mina's two-sex world and is hence unspeakable 

and "unclean." 

While the effect of the vampiric body on traditional gender roles in the novel may 

be examined from many angles, I want to focus on this disturbing body's effect on the 

representative of middle-class, respectable masculinity—Jonathan Harker. The novel so 

thoroughly tropes the vampiric body as dangerous that even casual contact with it throws 

gender systems and sexual identities into flux. Jonathan's imprisonment in the Castie 

Dracula undermines his masculine identity by placing him in the position of a Gothic 

heroine. Like Emily St. Aubert imprisoned by the ruthless Montoni, Jonathan gradually 

comes to realize he is under Dracula's despotic power. He states, "when I found that I 

was a prisoner a sort of wild feeling came over me. I rushed up and down the stairs, trying 

every door and peering out of every window I could find; but after a littie the conviction 
20 

of my helplessness overpowered all other things" (39). Ann Radcliffe describes the 
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imprisonment of Emily in a similar manner: "It required all her [Emily's] resolution, to 

forebear communicating to Madame Montoni the terrible subject...but she knew how 

whoUy she was in the power of Montoni, and considering, that the indiscretion of her aunt 

might prove fatal to them both, she compeUed herself to endure a present and an inferior 

evU, rather than to tempt a future and a heavier one" (250). Jonathan finds himself 

imprisoned like a Gothic heroine, and like Emily, finds himself losing hold of his reason. 

Dracula appropriates his letters, reading and censoring his discourse, much as Gothic 

heroines such as Emily, Marian Halcombe, and Maud Ruthyn have their letters and/or 

diaries stolen and censored by tyraimical men. Jonathan identifies himself with "some fair 
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lady" writing love letters as he sits at a table writing his journal entries (49). 

The novel further codes Jonathan as feminine while in the Castle Dracula by 

aligning him with other fictional female characters. Jonathan links himself to 

Scheherazade, stating, "this diary seems horribly like the beginning of the 'Arabian 

Nights,' for everything has to break off at cock-crow—or Hke the ghost of Hamlet's 

father" (42). In the Castie, Jonathan is a feminized (and Easternized) man: he is part of 

Dracula's harem, and his masculine gender role is but that of a ghost. Jonathan comes to 

perceive that he is one of Dracula's "women" when he states, "I saw in his [Dracula's] 

eyes something of that gathering wrath which was manifest when he hurled that fair 

woman from him" (55). Dracula claims that Jonathan is his—"this man belongs to me!" 

(̂ 53)—and expresses his love for Jonathan, the new member of his harem: "yes, I too can 

love; you yourselves can teU it from the past. Is it not so?" (53). Dracula then promises to 

pass Jonathan as possession from his own use to the use of the women: "I promise you 

.jiÊÍ-áiílãkí.,-, •-
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that when I am done with him, you shaU kiss him at your wiU" (53). After Jonathan has 

become part of Dracula's harem, his traditional masculinity is undermined by the feminine 

position he must occupy and by the Eastern position he is placed in: he is doubly other as 
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Dracula casts him in the role of Eastern woman. 

As Edward Said notes, the metonymic slippage between feminine and Eastern in 

the nineteenth century was a common one. Said comments that "the Oriental was linked 

thus to elements in Western society (delinquents, the insane, women, the poor) having in 

common an identity best described as lamentably alien" (Orient 207). As marginal, 

degenerate culture, the Orient as feminine helped define the masculine superiority of the i 

British Empire. Jonathan's connections to the Eastern women Scheherazade and 

Bluebeard's wife Fatima iUustrate to what extent (from a Victorian perspective) he has 

lost his British manliness. 

Jonathan's feminized position in the Castle Dracula is further underlined through 

the Bluebeard intertext. The novel aligns Jonathan with Fatima, Bluebeard's young wife in 

Perrault's tale. Like Fatima, Jonathan is forbidden access to a room in the castie by a 

tyrannical man (46). Like Fatima, he disobeys the man, enters the room and discovers 

(un)dead wives of the man (53). Later in the novel Jonathan attempts to steal Dracula's 

keys in order to escape (66). The importance of the Bluebeard story to the Gothic genre, 

and the traditional alignment of the Gothic heroine with Fatima, are emphasized in 

Dracu/a, but they are radically changed. Jonathan, a male character, seeks out his 

"husband" Dracula's secret, discovers it, is horrified by it—^upon seeing the vampire 
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women feed on a chiid he sinks "down unconscious" (54)—and like Emily, Maud, and 

23 
others, eventually escapes the tyrant's power and marries the partner of his choice.̂  

Jonathan's encounter with the vampire women in the Castie Dracula further 

underscores the threat the vampire body poses to traditional masculinity. Jonathan's desire 

to be penetrated by the vampire women feminizes him as he waits "in a languorous 
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ecstasy" for the vampire bite (52). In this scene the particular threat of the one-sex 

vampire is emphasized as three beautiflil "ladies by their dress and manner" attempt to 

seduce and actively penetrate Jonathan with "white sharp teeth" (52). Jonathan's "dreamy 

fear" of the fair woman may be connected to the fear of an earlier epistemological model 
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of gender emerging in a two-sex world. The one-sex body haunts the dreams of a 

Victorian society predicated on a rigid two-sex model, emerging from the unconscious as 

a fantastical vampire. 

For Jonathan, the rest of the novel consists of attempts to restore his lost sense of 

masculine wholeness, effected by the vampiric body. Escaping from the Castie Dracula, 

Jonathan states apropos of his possible death, "at least God's mercy is better than that of 

these monsters, and the precipice is steep and high. At its foot man may sleep—as a man" 

(69). Here Jonathan sets up vampirism as a direct chaUenge to his manhood. After 

escaping Dracula's clutches he attempts to regain his masculine identity through 

heterosexual marriage to Mina—a marriage which seemingly should confirm the two-sex 

epistemological model. Jonathan says to Mina, "I want to take up my life here, with our 

marriage," and Mina seals Jonathan's journal shut with her wedding ring (129). Van 
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Helsing works to restore Jonathan's masculine identity by affirming the existence of 

vampires. Jonathan says that prior to Van Helsing's afíTirmation "I was in doubt, and then 

everything took a hue of unreality, and I did not know what to trust, even the evidence of 

my own senses" (226). Later, Mina describes Jonathan's hand as "a brave man's" as he 

joins the hunt for Dracula (284). Although Jonathan's membership in the vampire hunters' 

group restores his activity, within the novel, the presence of the vampire body, with its 

one-sex status, continues to plague his masculine ego and to plague heterosexuality itself 

As several critics have noted, heterosexual sex seems unthinkable in the novel as 
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long as the vampire body haunts the text. In his diary Seward comments that "after lunch 

Harker and his wife went back to their own room, and as I passed a whUe ago I heard the 

cHck of the typewriter. They are hard at it" (269). Rather than being "hard at" copulation 

as "normaL' newlyweds should be, they are textualizing their experiences. Only when the 

vampiric body has been sufficiently textualized and fmally thoroughly destroyed can 

heterosexual relations resume. Later in the novel Jonathan leaves an "affectionate" Mina in 

bed alone while he confers with the other vampire hunters (318). Further, the most 

traumatic blow to Jonathan's masculinity occurs when he witnesses Dracula and Mina 

engaging in vampiric sex in the scene discussed above. Jonathan becomes weakened again 

after this scene, he groans (342), prematurely ages (344, 359), and reverts to childlike 

dependence on Mina, laying his lead on her breast and groaning because "there was no 

place for words in his sublime misery" (366). Like Ambrosio, Jonathan loses his control of 

language as a resuH of the horror produced by the body in flux. 



47 

Only the destruction of the vampiric body can restore Jonathan's sense of 

masculine unity. Moving towards Transylvania, Jonathan clings to "the hiU of the great 

Kukri knife," clutching a phallic symbol which will restore stable gender distinctions (402). 

Later, watching Dracula speak through the hypnotized Mina, Jonathan's "hand 

instinctively closed round the hilt of his Kukri" (409). Jonathan finally gets to use the knife 

to destroy Dracula's body as he slashes open his throat (447). The destruction of Dracula 

apparently restores stable gender/sex distinctions and makes heterosexuality possible 

again. In the note which closes the novel we learn of the birth of Jonathan and Mina's 

child and of the marriages of Godalming and Seward (449). Yet, as critics have noted, this 

restoration of "normality" is troubled. Little Quincey's blood is tainted by the vampiric 
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blood which has infused his mother's veins. Additionally, as Rebecca A. Pope argues, 

the multiplicity of narratives "tends to relativize them and their world views: there is 
28 

neither a supreme voice nor a master discourse in Dracu/d' (200). Moreover, Jonathan's 

wishful statement that "every trace" of the encounter with Dracula "was blotted out" 

(449) on their return trip to Transylvania is troubled by the fact that foUowing this 

statement he affirms the continuing existence of the Castie Dracula, which "stood as 

before, reared high above a waste of desolation" (449). 

The seeming restoration of "normality" in Dracula is at best questionable. The one-

sex vampiric body threatens a two-sex worid beset by issues of gender identity, 

undermining any naturalized sexual difference. Although Dracula is safely destroyed by the 

end of the novel, the ancient epistemological threat he embodies persists, haunting a 
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Victorian gender system predicated on two rigidly differentiated biological sexes. What 

was "naturaL' in the one-sex world becomes monstrous in the two-sex world, as Western 

society's own intellectual/social past threatens to undermine Victorian conceptions of 

anatomy, conceptions which formed a bedrock of their symboHc reality. 

As in fin-de-siéc/e Britain, in post-war America fears resulting from war-time 

gender disalignment centered on the fear of masculinity as a position attainable by women 

as well as men. Thus women working successfliUy in factories indicate, like the New 

Woman, that masculine behavior is available to men and women alike. Further, fears 

related to the perceived feminization of men through war trauma raised questions about 

what constitutes mascuHnity: the late nineteenth-century aesthete consciously articulated 

these questions; war trauma forced these questions upon the post-war male subject. As I 

see it, these post-war anxieties concerning gender disalignment become expressed through 

a one-sex body metaphor. Like Dracu/a, many post-war non-realist works contaminate 

reality through the introduction of a one-sex body. Many examples from the post-war 

American period come to mind, such as Robert Heinlein's The Puppet Masters, etc. I 

want to focus on one particular manifestation of the one-sex body metaphor in post-war 

American film. 

Like Dracula, both Don Siegel's Invasion ofthe Body Snatchers (1956) and Philip 

Kaufman's Invasion of the Body Snaíchers (1978) introduce an aHen body that 
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destabilizes the gender system of a two-sex world. The alien plants which attempt to 

take over human bodies bear many resemblances to the vampire. Like the vampire, the 

plants take over the human body and make it uncanny, hoUowing it out from within. In 

M^*^ 
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Jack Finney's novel The Body Snatchers, on which both films are based, Miles Bennel 

glimpses Becky Driscoll's replicant, observing that "the steady awareness, the quiet 

alertness of Becky DriscoII's eyes were horribly parodied and diluted there" (54). Seward 

describes Lucy as vampire in a similar manner: "Lucy Westenra, but yet how changed. The 

sweetness was turned to adamantine, heartless cruelty, and the purity to voluptuous 

wantonness" (252-53). Possessed by another life form, the human body is but a parody of 

itself In his discussion of Siegel's film, Thomas B. Bryers even describes the replicant 

Becky as having "the classic appearance of the vampirized female" (83). When Becky 

opens her eyes, Miles, like Seward, sees a woman transformed into a ruthless, other life 

form, but uncannily, a life form existing in the same body. Like the vampire, the plant 

preys on the human body while it is sleeping. In Kaufman's version the Hnk between the 

alien plant and vampire is made very explicit in a scene in which Bennell falls asleep in a 

patio chair and the tendrils of the plant wind around his arm, drawing his blood out to give 

it to the replicant embryo forming in the plant pod. Like vampires, the alien plants are 

parasitic, feeding off living humans in order to survive. In Siegel's version, Miles states 

that his former friends' bodies "were now hosts harboring an alien life form." In Finney's 

novel the parasitic nature of the plants is emphasized even more strongly. Miles discovers 

that the plants take over all life forms on a planet, but use up the life "in five years at the 

most" (163). MUes learns that the plants have drained the moon and Mars of Hfe which 

once existed there. 

Most significantly, for the purposes of my discussion, the alien plant undermines 

the two-sex anatomical model, positing a one-sex being which "reproduces" by claiming 
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already existing human bodies. The plant reproduction in Body Snatchers is asexual and 

produces humans who in turn are no longer heterosexual, but asexual. Transformation into 

a replicant cancels out any differences predicated on genitality. In Finney's novel, Miles 

asks, horrified, "can you [repHcants] make love, have children?" (162). The answer, of 

course, is no—replicant reproduction is completely other from human reproduction. 

The scene in Siegel's film in which Miles, Becky, and Jack and Teddy Belicec 

discover their replicant doubles iUustrates the confiision produced by the repHcant body. 

Like the vampire hunters bursting in on Mina's "baptism of blood," these characters enter 

the green house to discover bodies which do not signify in their two-sex world. The plant 

pods break open, oozing a white fluid (milk? semen? plant juice?) and depositing the 

replicants on the floor. Although a scene of reproduction is taking place here, it is one 
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which cannot signify within the heterosexual world of these two couples. Both Siegel's 

and Kaufman's versions explore the effect of the one-sex alien on traditional masculinity 

through the character of Bennel. 

Siegel's version has been discussed frequently within the context of post-World-

War-Two American society. While the context of McCarthyism is crucial to readings of 

the film, any interpretation of it as anti-Communist propaganda only appears too 
31 

simplistic. I intend to read the film in the context of its attempt to reconstruct masculinity 

under McCarthyism. McCarthyism sought to bind historical trauma by restoring 

"normality" to a post-war society: within our symbolic order one of the focal points of 

"normality" is the male subject. Within the logic of McCarthyism "communism" provided 
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a catch word for labeling and controUing forces that threatened a rigid concept of 
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normality. I read the film as deaUng with a post-war historical moment in which 

masculinity was in crisis. While Body Snatchers has been labeled science fiction most 

frequently, other critics have seen a strong relationship between the Gothic and this text. 

De ViUo Sloan, for example, argues that Finney's novel reUes on scenes of Gothic horror, 

especially when the four pods are discovered in Miles' basement coal bin (184). The 

strong parallels between Body Snatchers and Dracu/a and its concern with issues of 

identity and otherness provide compelling evidence for reading it as a Gothic work. In 

Finney's novel Miles as an unreliable narrator who is unsure as to whether the events 

described have actually taken place further links the work to Gothic narratives such as The 

Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner and Frankenstein. Schaffer 

discerns a connection between Body Snatchers and Dracu/a, arguing that 'Dracu/a is 

among the first epidemiological horror novels, concerning involuntary physical and 

psychological alteration caused by something that one person can 'catch' from another. 

Dracula is the progenitor of 'Alien,' 'The Thing,' 'Dawn of the Dead,' and 'lnvasion of 

the Body Snatchers,' where evil infects random victims' bodies and characters" (407). My 

reading is predicated on viewing the text as a Gothic work. Along these lines I want to 

suggest another body of works, which have strong connections to the Gothic, and with 

which Body Snatchers may be aligned—///w noir. 

The category oífi/m noir is a vexed one. Questions surrounding noir 's status as a 

historical moment or genre, or even as a valid category at all abound. For my purposes, I 

want to view the noir elements I perceive in Siegel's Body Snatchers along two critical 
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axes: (I) the perception oínoir as a series of elements which are added to already existing 

genres (e.g., the science fiction film), and (2) the perception oínoir as a particular means 

of articulating post-war concerns about gender. During the generally perceived heyday 

period oí noir (roughly 1944-1958), noir elements appeared in a variety of estabUshed 

genres: westerns (The Treasure of the Sierra Madre), melodramas (Mi/dred Pierce), 

crime thriUers (Doub/e Indemnity), detective films (The Big S/eep), gangster films (White 

Heat), science fiction films (Invasion of the Body Snatchers), comedies (Arsenic and 0/d 

Lace), etc. Elizabeth Cowie argues that noir names "a particular set of elements which 

were used to produce the different and the new in a film: hence the tQrmfi/m noir names a 

set of possibilities for making existing genres 'different'" (131). I want to foUow this 

particular means of approaching noir because it is highly suggestive for analyzing the noir 

elements which appear in Body Snatchers. 

Siegel's Body Snatchers may be viewed as part of a body of I950s science fiction 

films which incorporate Gothic and noir elements. Interestingly, these films also focus on 

the instability of the body and identity, frequently through the metaphor of an alien body 

which appears human but is not. The human body transformed into a one-sex body which 

bears the same physical shape but is internally altered appears in such 1950s films as The 

Brain Eaters (1958) (based on Robert A. Heinlein's 1951 novel The Puppet Masters), It 

Came From Outer Space (1953), and Invaders From Mars (1953). 

In varying ways, these works and others incorporate noir and Gothic elements in a 

manner similar to Body Snatchers' incorporation of them. The noir voice-over narration 

of a central character who is perceived to be insane characterizes It Came From Outer 
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Space and Itl: The Terror From Beyond Space (1958) as weU as Siegel's Body Snatchers. 

The "they won't believe me" aspect (titie of a \941fi/m noir) runs through Invaders From 

Mars and The F/y (1958) as well. In // Came From Outer Space, John Putnam, Hke Miles 

Bennel, is a noir protagonist who must fight mob mentality and pursue an individual path. 

The noir protagonist's fight against a conformist society characterizes such classic noir 

works as The Big S/eep (with positive results for Philip Marlowe) and Out of the Past 

(with mixed results for Jeff Markham). John and Miles work against a narrow-minded and 

frequently corrupt community which refuses to look at the "truth" of alien invasions. The 

voice-over narration which priviieges their points of view suggests that as in a classic noir 

work we are to identify with their attempts to foUow individualism. Unlike in classic noir 

works, however, John's and Miles' actions are motivated by an alien body. 

The one-sex body which haunts many of these works frequently displays two 

characteristics which link it to the repHcant body in Body Snatchers: (1) a strong 

connection to the vampire; and (2) a tendency to disrupt heterosexual "normality." In The 

Thing (From Another Wor/d) (1951) the alien one-sex body (a plant body which 

reproduces asexually as in Body Snatchers) feeds off blood, threatening, like Dracula, to 

make "food" of the entire human race.̂ ^ Interestingly in John W. CampbeU's novella Who 

Goes There? on which the film is based, the alien body replicates the human one, making 

it almost impossible to distinguish human from alien, resulting in the question, "w that man 

next to me an inhuman monsterl (542). The vampire quality of a one-sex alien body is 

also emphasized in //./.• The Terror From Beyond Space in which the alien Martian 

creature parasitically drains blood, water, and oxygen from the human body through a 
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process of (plant?) osmosis, and infects the crew members with alien bacteria which 

produce a leukemia-Iike condition that depletes the ship's blood supply. 

The pattern of the alien body disrupting heterosexual "normality" emerges in other 

1950s science fiction works as it does in Dracu/a and Body Snatchers. In The Thing Pat 

Hendry's attempt to rekindle his relationship with Nikki Nicholson is interrupted by the 

discovery of the spaceship and its aUen inhabitant. As in Body Snatchers, the fear of a 

faUed heterosexual relationship—here indicated by Hendry's fear of commitment and use 

of his "low" salary as a means of defending that—seems to find metaphorical embodiment 

in the horrific, one-sex body which disrupts reality. Unlike in Body Snatchers, however, 

"normality" is restored in The Thing. Through the impending marriage of Hendry and 

Nikki and even though Nikki's domestic solution to the problem of the thing—^using her 

"proper" feminine know-how, she suggests that they boil the "vegetable"—the film more 

easily restores heterosexual "normality" than does Dracu/a or Body Snatchers. 

Similarly, the aHen presence in It Came From Outer Space manifests itself as a 

disruption of the relationship between John Putnam and EUen Fields. While they are 

discussing marriage—^which as is common in these films he resists and she encourages— 

the aUen spacecraft crashes, interrupting their conversation. As in Body Snatchers, the 

ultimate disruption of heterosexual relations occurs when the woman (here EUen) appears 

as replicant. The alluring Lucy beckoning to Arthur, the horrific kiss of the changed 

Becky, and the attractive replicant EUen leading John to the spacecraft may be viewed 

together as images of repulsion/attraction centering around the transformed, one-sex body 

which disrupts the two-sex world.̂ ^ The preoccupation of these works with post-war 
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gender alignments and heterosexual relations and their usual difficulty in firmly 

reestablishing "normality" in these areas suggest concerns similar to those of the noir. 

The challenge presented to "normaL' male subjectivity by historical trauma is at the 

core of the noir, a group of works, which Janey Place argues, represents a "response to a 

national crisis of some kind" (39). Noir can be perceived as a cultural means of binding the 

trauma of World War II and the ensuing difficulties of post-war American life. Margaret 

Higonnet argues that the trauma of World War II was a trauma which briefly "acted as a 

clarifying moment, one that ... revealed systems of gender in flux and thus highlighted 

their workings" (5). Although ostensibly noir works may have been produced in order to 

bind historical trauma and thus firmly reinscribe the phallus/penis equation within 

American society, noir works often emphasize the ambivalence and negativity attending 

the reconstruction of the "normal" male subject. As Frank Krutnik argues "what makes 

these \noir] films especially interesting is the level of diff culty involved in this work of 

reconstruction. Indeed in many instances there is a failure convincingly to demonstrate a 

return to the security and supremacy of the masculine" (64-65). Noir works serve as 

cultural representations which both reveal and conceal the tensions inherent in male 

subjectivity. Silver and Ward describe the noir work as "a black slate onto which the 

culture could inscribe its iUs" (1). Although noir works were potentially reactionary 

attempts to restore patriarchal "normality," they also, as Sylvia Harvey suggests, produce 

"an excess of meaning" which defies containment (33). One focal point of noir 

ambivalence is "normal" male subjectivity: this ambivalence circulates throughout fi/m 

noir and its literary counterpart the roman noir. 

file:///noir
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Seen within this context, Siegel's film is a complex exploration of the "normal" 

male subject. In the frame which opens the film, we see Miles hospitalized, hysterical, 

disheveled, protesting, "I'm not insane!" and, "I am a doctor too!" In other words, 

Miles appears very unlike the ideal male subject who is rational, calm, and in control. The 

frame is juxtaposed with the Miles Bennel we see prior to the experience with the aUen 

plants. This Miles is the ideal male subject: a devoted small-town doctor, Miles returns 

from a convention to his practice in Santa Mira, and tells his secretary, "they wept with 

envy when I read my paper." Miles is a discursive master and a successful physician. 

Further, in the initial scenes in the film Miles is estabhshed as the voice of rationality. He 

tells Wilma Lentz that "the trouble is inside you," reflising any explanation for her 

perception of Uncle Ira as different that does not concur with rationality. Apropos of this 

example, Jack Rawlings says of Miles, "he has the paternal smugness of one who knows 

all things in heaven and earth already, and who knows that all things in both places are 

knowable through reason. Anyone who thinks otherwise is either sick or crazy. Of course 

Uncle Ira is Uncle Ira!" (161). The initial Miles is a town patriarch who tries to normalize 

a hysterical woman by sending her to the town psychiatrist, Dan Kauffmann. Miles' 

character is tainted by one flaw, however, his failed marriage. Although Miles has 

succeeded in representing the phallus for the community of Santa Mira, he has failed at 

heterosexual romance. 

The introduction of a troubling body compHcates Miles' masculinity just as 

unclassifiable bodies shatter Ambrosio's and Jonathan's egos. When Miles goes to Jack's 

house and discovers a replicant body, Body Snatchers moves explicitly in the direction of 
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fi/m noir. Jack is a mystery writer, a representative of one of the groups under heavy fire 

from McCarthyist forces. James SaUis notes that in 1952 the paperback industry was 

brought under investigation because of "the whole air of subversion endemic to paperback 

activity" (136). Further, mystery writers (roman noir) were a particularly suspect group. 

Most of the members of the HoUywood Ten had some connection to fi/m noir, and fi/m 

noir frequently provided an area where blacklisted writers working under pseudonyms 

could find work. Siegel frames the repHcant body under a poster which reads ''miroir 

noir.'' By encountering the body Miles has encountered a miroir noir, a dark reflection of 

the human subject which wiU undermine his sense of masculine identity. By coUaborating 

with Jack—agreeing not to call the police and report the body—Miles aligns himself with 

a potential subversive and distances himself from the phallic normality necessary for him to 

be the traditional male subject. 

The body itself is troubling because it does not signify. It is "a blank." Finney 

describes it as "unformed" (33). It has no fmgerprints, is "smooth" (38). The sight of the 

body causes everyone present in the room to feel sick (38). In Fiimey's novel Becky 

moans and Teddy almost faints (38). In Siegel's film, however, the reactions of the male 

characters are more forcefuUy emphasized. When Teddy points out that the body 

resembles Jack's, he smashes a glass in his hand, leaving a bleeding gash. Nancy Steffen-

Fluhr speculates that the horror produced by this body "is a direct measure of his [Jack's] 

(and Siegel's) horror of the body qua body, vulnerable, quiet, active-less, perhaps even 

penis-less" (144). Her argument is suggestive: certainly we never see in either Siegel's or 

Kaufman's versions the genitalia of the replicants. While production codes would not 
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allow nudity in the I950s and would allow it only sporadically in the 1970s, the anxiety 

produced by the perceived abnormaiity of the body, especially in films so preoccupied with 

gender and heterosexuality, might reasonably center on the physical marker of difference 

in the two-sex world—the genitaUa. In this scene, is the horror beneath the tarp a body 

which resembles the male body but which is "unformed," i.e., lacking genitaUa? Miles 

states that the body is not "normal," and the fact that the body cannot be suff ciently 

accounted for, even by a medical doctor, as fitting into the two-sex world, suggests that 

like the vampiric body, the plant body disrupts traditional views of a stable and classifiable 

body. 

Siegel's film works, through the character of Miles, to shatter the phallic mirror. 

Miles sees himself reflected in a miroir noir and can no longer recognize himself as a 

traditional male. The film presses this point through the alignment of the traditional male 

subject with the plant replicant and the marginalized subject with the waning human 

subject. AU the town authorities (Kauffmann, the police force, the other medical doctors) 

are already replicants when Miles returns. Further, the fathers of the town are transformed 

or transforming: Uncle Ira, Wilma's surrogate father, is already a replicant, and Becky's 

father transforms early in the film. Miles sees the traditional male subject reflected back 

uncaimily as an automaton and disassociates himself from that reflection. In order to fight 

the replicants, he must align himself with marginal figures—^women, children, and 

38 

potentially subversive figures like Jack. The first two characters to recognize the 

transformations are Jimmy Grimaldi, a young boy, and Wilma Lentz, a spinster living with 

her uncle and aunt. Further, Miles must abandon this position of upholder of reason in 
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order to perceive the threat, rescuing Becky from her replicant as the resuU of "a 

premonition. • Fighting against the plants resuUs in Miles abandoning traditional 

masculinity and adopting a feminized, marginalized subjectivity. 

The film further troubles traditional masculinity through its examination of the 

failure of heterosexuality. As in Dracu/a, the troubling one-sex body prevents "normaL' 

heterosexuality from occurring, yet the film does not entirely blame the alien body for the 

failure of the two-sex world. Both Miles and Becky are divorced and hesitant to faU in 

another heterosexual relationship. Miles says that they are "lodge brothers" as the result of 

their divorces, attempting to desexuaHze their relationship. Repeatedly in the film the 

plants interrupt possible sexual encounters between Miles and Becky. Jack's discovery of 

the repHcant in his basement interrupts their first date after they meet again. The possibility 

of sexual encounters when Becky moves in with Miles is thwarted by Jack and Teddy 

staying at his house as weU. The barbecue, at which an atmosphere of intimacy is created, 

is interrupted by the discovery of the pods forming in he greenhouse. The thwarting of 

possible sexuality in this scene is brought out more expHcitly in Finney's novel: prior to 

the discovery of the pods, Miles states "then I was Idssing her [Becky] again, and 

suddenly, instantly, I didn't care what happened. I'd never in my life experienced anything 

like this, and my hand dropped down, tight on her thigh, and I knew I was going to take 

this girl upstairs with me if I could" (85). The replicant body, like the vampiric body, 

hinders "normaL' sexual relations and hence undermines the male subject's ability to define 
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himself sexually in a stabilizing manner. 
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Ultimately, heterosexuality faUs in Siegel's film. Miles and Becky cling to 

heterosexuality and human reproduction as their "humanity." After being trapped by the 

repHcants, Miles affirms his love for Becky, and she says, "I want your children." Yet, 

their desperate need for heterosexual "normality" in an increasingly one-sex world is 

stopped by Becky's transformation. After leaving Becky to find others who "know what 

love is," Miles returns, picks up Becky, and they fall in the mud, their limbs entwined. 

Miles kisses Becky on the mouth and is horrified: "I'd been afraid a lot of times in my life, 

but I didn't Imow the real meaning of fear until, until I kissed Becky." Becky transformed 

undermines MUes' identity by dashing his hopes for heterosexuality, and in the historical 

context of the 1950s, his hopes for a beautiful wife and mother who would bear his lack 

and reaffirm his wounded masculinity, but the buxom, ideally feminine Becky of the first 

part of the film has mutated into a cold repHcant whose lack of sexual and gender identity 
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horrifies Miles-

The frame which closes Siegel's film reveals Miles attempting to recuperate his 

shattered masculinity by turning toward traditional authorities. Steffen-Fluhr notes that 

Miles "is utterly dependent for his salvation upon the male authorities personified by J. 

Edgar Hoover and his F.B.I." (149). Certainly Siegel's original ending, the scene which 

precedes this one, revealing a helpless, hysterical Miles warning motorists of the danger 

they are in emphasizes more forcefuUy the breakdown of traditional mascuHnity. Yet the 

frame ending, like the endings of many noir works reaffirms masculinity tenuously at best. 

Miles may be about to be rescued by the F.B.I., but his horrified, shattered face, which is 

the last image of the film, emphasizes the difficulty of any reconstruction of traditional 
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masculinity after the replicant body has undermined Miles' whole worid and revealed to 

him a reflection of the male subject in a miroir noir. 

Kaufman's version of Finney's novel also addresses issues of gender identity in its 

updating of the alien invasion. This version may be contextualized in a post-Watergate, 

post-Vietnam paranoiac United States. Whereas in Siegel's version the transformations are 

confined to Santa Mira and the surrounding area, Kaufman's plants take over San 

Francisco in the course of the film and have already taken over Washington, D.C., as 

Matthew Bennell discovers when he seeks help from government agencies. One agency 

operator asks him, "is this just a case of paranoia?" The film itself, however, affirms 

paranoia as accurate. Jack Bellicec, the dissenting poet, tells Matthew that everything "is a 

big conspiracy" and warns him not to trust the FBI and CIA because they are already 
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pods Whereas in Siegel's version the FBI comes in to rescue humans from further 

transformation, in Kaufman's post-Watergate version the Washington authorities are 

already transformed into inhuman aliens: there is no institution to turn to for help. Within a 

historical context of the breakdown of belief in institutions, the crisis of masculinity is 

framed differently than in Siegel's version. Whereas Miles is horrified by the need to 

distance himself from conventional authority figures in order to survive, Matthew does not 

wish to find his identity in traditional masculine images to begin with: his horror is the 

result of the fact that he is in danger of becoming a traditional male subject. 

The possible reading of Siegel's replicants as not communists, but McCarthy-Era 

Americans who are forced to conform to a rigid, homogenous model of American 

behavior in order to avoid the label of communist seems to be borne out in Kaufman's 
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version. The repHcant society here is not the product of a competing ideology (i.e., 

communism) but is the product of a transmutation of American society itself, specifically a 

foreshadowing of the Reagan Era. Dean Maccannell observes that a powerful idea 

structuring the Reagan presidency was the "perverse fantasy of classless capitalism, 

sometimes caUed the Reagan Revolution" (281). The refusal to acknowledge difference 

during Reagan's presidency (one example analyzed by Maccannell is the denial of the 

working class through the destruction of low-income housing) seems to be prefigured in 

Kaufinan' s film. 

The film opposes Matthew to the traditional male subject, initially represented by 

Geoffrey, EHzabeth DriscoU's boyfriend. The film estabHshes Geoffrey as the traditional 

male subject unable to adapt to the new, feminist professional, Elizabeth. Geoffrey, a 

dentist, is first seen watching sports on television, a stereotypical "macho" pastime. 

Elizabeth gets home, sits on his lap. He kisses her, but immediately stops when an exciting 

development takes place on the television. Later, he says he is in a good mood because the 

play-offs are coming up. He disregards Elizabeth's needs to work by playing the teievision 

loudly. Geoffrey is the first person we see who transforms into a replicant, and the film 

suggests that the transformation is just an exaggeration of his earUer traditional masculine 

behavior. Once he transforms, he dresses in a business suit and leaves Elizabeth alone m 

the evenings to go to important meetings. Geoffrey has been transformed from an 
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adolescent male stereotype into a conservative male stereotype. The politicai 

implications of his transformation are clear: he has become the most traditional of 

American male subjects—a Republican. When Elizabeth visits Matthew to tell him about 
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Geoffrey's transformation, he advises the counseling of the psychiatrist David Kibner who, 

Matthew emphasizes, can determine whether Geoffrey is having an affair, has a venereal 

disease, or "whether he ha[s] become a Republican." Rather than completely aUering the 

male subject, the plants in Kaufman's version merely exaggerate the male subject into a 

clearer image of what his society sets up as the mascuHne ideal. Geoffrey's transformation 

reestablishes traditional gender roles: for example, he goes to the off ce, leaving Elizabeth 

at home, and he brings her flowers once he is transformed. 

The film opposes Matthew to Geoffrey, establishing him as a male subject who is 

uncomfortable in traditional male roles. Matthew's resistance to becoming a repHcant is 

stronger than Geoffrey's because he is not already half-way there. Matthew is a devoted 

civil servant working for the Department of Public Health, but unlike Miles, his devotion 

does not bring him respect, but contempt. While Matthew is inspecting the health 

conditions of a French restaurant, the employees smash his car window with wine bottles. 

Further, Matthew is continually critical of Geoffrey, sarcastically commenting on his 

obsession with the Warriors. Matthew cooks dinner for Elizabeth, listens to her problems, 

and is reluctant to come to the rescue of Mr. Tong, who seeks his help, stating that his 

wife is "wrong." Matthew, unlike Geoffrey, is not a stereotypical male subject who is 

glory-seeking, active, and unable to communicate with women. 

The film further underscores Matthew's uncomfortable relationship to traditional 

masculinity through its use of mirrors. Whereas we see Geoffrey framed in a fliU-length 

mirror—a perfect méconnaissance of masculinity—Matthew is persistently linked with 

cracked and distorted mirrors. The cracked front glass of his car frames him throughout 
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the film, suggesting he feels much more comfortable behind a fractured masculinity. At 

Kibner's book party, Matthew tries to phone the police to report the death of a man 

fleeing from replicants while watching his image in a distorting mirror. Later, as he 

dresses, Matthew looks at Nancy Bellicec's horrified face as she discusses the replicants 

rather than at his own image. The horror for Matthew, unlike Miles, is not that he risks 

losing his traditional masculine ego, but that he risks having to recognize himself in the 

traditional reflection. The final horror is that he does: the film suggests that the man who 

attempts to redefme masculinity wiU eventually be co-opted by "them." 

Like Siegel's film, Kaufman's version deals with the topic of masculinity in the 

context of heterosexuality. Also like Siegel's version, this film ultimately chronicles the 

failure of heterosexuality, yet frames this failure differently. Within the film the psychiatrist 

Kibner is the spokesperson for traditional heterosexual relations, and Kibner, like 
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Kauffmann, is always a replicant although this is unknown to the major characters. 

Kibner advises Elizabeth to go back to Geoffrey, blaming the breakdown of traditional 

relationships in 1970s American society on the "hallucinatory flu" from which people are 

suffering. Kibner is a pop psychologist offering traditional explanations for a society with 

new and more compiex gender and sexual arrangements. The fact that he is a replicant 

discredits his prefiguring of I980s and 90s "family values": the old gender/sexual 

arrangements are an object of horror in the film. Kibner, like Geoffrey, represents the 

traditional male as an alien in 1970s society. 
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The film establishes Elizabeth and Matthew's relationship as a new version of 

heterosexuality, one which breaks with Kibner's model, but one which ultimately fails as 

the traditional arrangements, represented by the replicants, succeed. Elizabeth and 

Matthew are coUeagues who have a relationship based on equality and androgyny, and 

when they find themselves surrounded by a world of conservative Republicans they cling 

to their relationship as the last sign of their "humanity." Interestingly, their failure is based 

on their falling into stereotypical gender behavior. Fleeing the replicants, EHzabeth breaks 

her ankle due to the high heels she is wearing. Miles carries her to a secluded place, then 

leaves her, drawn to a bagpipe rendition of "Amazing Grace" he hears coming from a ship. 

He discovers that the ship is being loaded with pods, and when he returns to Elizabeth she 

is in the process of transforming. Traditional gender roles, the high-heels signifying 

femininity, the masculine protection on the part of Matthew as he leaves her behind in 

hope of "amazing grace," lead to the failure of any new form of heterosexual relations. 

They both become replicants and the traditional symbolic order wins. 

Kaufman's version introduces the alien body as a third species. Elizabeth says the 

alien plant is a "grex," a third species produced by two existing species. The new species 

of humans, however, looks suspiciously like the old species. Unlike in Siegel's version 

where the alien body places gender in disorder due to its undefinable sex, here the ahen 

body restores traditional gender roles. 

The one-sex body in a two-sex world produces horror in these Gothic works. 

Troped as daemon, vampire, and alien, the ghost of an eariier epistemological destabilizes 

the ideal male subject who can no longer base his authority in his anatomy. Although ail of 
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these works puU back in horror at the revelations the one-sex body brings, they dwell on 

it, fascinated by a body that refuses to signify, repulsed by a body that mirrors back the 

human subject as alien and terrifying. In different historical moments of gender crisis, the 

one-sex body serves as a powerful metaphor introducing an objet a which destabilizes 

ideological reality. Understanding connections between the metaphors of daemon, 

vampire, and alien frequently means understanding the human body transformed into a 

one-sex body which looks the same but which through its perceived internal difference is 

rendered horrific because of its parasitic feeding on two-sex reality, and as fascinating 

through its ability to imagine a body outside of the gender and heterosexual norms which 

trouble Ambrosio, Jonathan, and Miles alike. Perhaps most of all, daemon, vampire, and 

replicant stain the iUusion of a stable human body upon which ideological reality can safely 

rest. 
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Notes 

1 
The transformation of the one-sex body was possible because, to Ulustrate these 

examples, milk was viewed as a substance similar to semen, both of which were seen as 
produced by blood. The process of women transforming into men involves merely a 
transference of their interior genitaHa to the outside: Galen, for example, asserts that "they 
[women] have exactly the same organs but in exactly the wrong places" (qtd. in Laqueur 
26). 

2 

Michel Foucauh and Lawrence Stone also single out the late eighteenth century 
as a period of redefinition of gender roles. 

.Although all of Madrid idolizes Ambrosio as the epitome of phaUic stability, the 
novel continually undermines his authority. Before Ambrosio first appears in the novel, 
Raymond states "aU who have heard him are so delighted with his eloquence, that it is as 
diffîcuh to obtain a place at Church, as at the first representation of a new Comedy" (16). 

4 

.Antonia, Ambrosio's sister, is likewise ignorant of two sexes. Leonella says to 
her "you should not seem to remember, that there is such a thing as a man in the world, 
and you ought to imagine every body to be of the same sex with yourself' (18). 

5 

Although long hair and lace clothing stiU characterized some male fashions in the 
I790s, the move toward austere, mascuHne dress was coming to prominence in the late 
eighteenth century. See J.C. Flugel and his discussion of the Great Masculine 
Renunciation in The Psycho/ogy of C/othes where he argues that around the 1750s a 
process began in which "men gave up their right to all the brighter, gayer, more elaborate, 
and more varied forms of omamentation, leaving these entirely to the use of women, and 
thereby making their own taUoring the most austere and ascetic of arts ... man abandoned 
his claim to be considered beautifuL' (117-19). 

While some readings of The Monk perceive MatUda as a stable female character 
who is merely used by Satan, Satan tells Ambrosio that "I observed your blind idolatry of 
the Madonas picture. I bad a subordinate but crafty spirit assume a similar form and you 
eagerly yielded to the blandishments of Matilda" (440). D.L. MacDonald and David 
Punter, among others, support the reading of Matilda as a daemon who merely assumes 
the form of a female body. Although strictly speaking "daemon" and "demon" are separate 
terms, "daemon" referring to a mediator between the human realm and the divine realm 
and "demon" specifically to a satanic, evil force, the novel appears to use "daemon" and 
"demon" interchangeably. 

George E. Haggerty argues that "the ambiguous nature of Rosario/Matilda's 
sexuality provides a titillating undercurrent of homoeroticism and a deliberate coníusion of 
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sexual roles" (175). While Haggerty's reading of veiled homoeroticism in the novel is 
powerful and convincing, I am more concerned with how the daemonic body of 
Rosario/Matiida seems to defy any traditional classification—male, female, heterosexual, 
homosexual. The body of this character throws into confusion any traditional analysis of 
biological sex, gender, and object choice. 

8 

Daniel P. Watkins argues that although MatUda is a spirit, her character 
"nevertheless exposes the oppressive ingredients of patriarchy, as well as the potential 
energy and power of woman" (120). The novel's refusal to endorse Ambrosio's process of 
disavowal appears to point to this reading of her character. 

9 

I am referring to Joan Riviere's concept of femininity as masquerade. 

10 

A similar bracketing of femininity takes place with Antonia's character. 
Rosario/Matilda reveals Antonia as a subject of desire in a mirror which frames her like a 
work of art. Wendy Jones discusses the mirror as "a text" marked "as a visual/ narrative 
object, much like a movie screen" (131). 

Several critics have explored the relationship between The Monk and the 
Revolution. See Ronald Paulson (Representations and "Gothic") and David Punter 
("1789") for sophisticated analyses of this issue. Punter argues, apropos of my reading, 
that the fear of the French Revolution on the part of British authors is a fear of "an assault 
on a precariously maintained masculinity. The myth of 'Englishness' during these troubled 
years hinges on the acceptance of the idea that the English state had already achieved a 
stable maturity, the revolutionary disturbances of adolescence are already over, and need 
not be recapitulated" ("1789" 214). See Fred Botting for a discussion of the troping of the 
French Revolution as monster. See also Gary Kelly for a discussion of the feminization of 
the Revolution. De Sade argues in "Reflections on the NoveL' (1800) that The Monk is the 
resuh "of the revolutionary shocks which all of Europe has suffered" (109). For de Sade 
only the supernatural metaphors employed by Lewis can capture "the misfortunes" of the 
Revolution. 

Laqueur observes that the world view of late Victorian thought was predisposed 
to the biologization of difference: "claims of the sort that Negroes have stronger, coarser 
nerves than Europeans because they have smaller brains, and that these facts explain the 
inferiority of their culture, are parallel to those which held that the uterus naturally 
disposes women towards domesticity" (155). 

^̂  See Carol A. Senf, Stephanie Demetrakopoulos, and Ann Cranny-Francis for 
discussions of representations of the New Woman in Dracu/a. See Cranny-Francis, and 
Talia Schaffer for analyses of the Aesthetic Movement's relationship to the novel. 
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14 

See Rosemary Jackson and Franco Moretti for fascinating analyses of the 
vampire's lack of a reflection. 

15 

Craft's ultimate goal in his article is to read the vampire as a site for expression 
of homoerotic desires, a reading shared by Marjorie Howes and Schaffer. While this is a 
powerful reading of the novel, my emphasis is different. 

16 

There is, however, clear social difference: as in the one-sex model discussed by 
Laqueur the masculine is posited as socially superior. 

17 

See Anne WiIIiams, Senf, Sian Macfie, Phyllis A. Roth, and others for readings 
of the demonizing of female sexuality in the novel. 

18 

C.F. Bentiey's pioneering reading of this scene argues that "Stoker is describing 
a symbolic act of feUatio, where blood is again a substitute for semen" (30). 

19 
Craft argues that Mina's drinking is both an act of enforced feUation and a 

"Iuridnursing"(125). 

20 

The vampiric body continually produces hysterical reactions in men, thus 
feminizing them. Seward, for example, discussing Van Helsing's reaction to Lucy's 
destruction states, "then he cried till he laughed again; and laughed and cried together, just 
as a woman does" (210). Anne WiUiams argues that due to proximity to the vampire 
"male characters revert to 'feminine' helplessness while female ones become predatory—a 
subversion of those 'natural' sex roles on which patriarchal society is founded" (448). 
While I agree with WiUiams's analysis of the feminization of the male characters, I see the 
division between helplessness and aggressiveness more as one between humans and 
vampires. Mina, like the men, is left helpless and wrecked by Dracula's "baptism of blood" 
(342). I see the one-sex body (the vampiric body) as aggressive whereas all bodies 
encased in the two-sex system become feminized and passive, resulting in the humans 
losing their sexual difference: all human characters in the novel move toward femininity, at 
least while Dracula is in control in the first half of the novel. Schaffer argues that the one 
sex body of the vampire may be related to Edward Carpenter's concept of male 
homosexuals as "the intermediate sex," one which is neither male nor female (398). 
Because inversion theory of the nineteenth century troped male homosexuality according 
to traditional heterosexual models, Dracula's aggressive penetrations in the first half of the 
novel place all human characters in the feminine position of penetrated. 

21 

Alison Case argues that Jonathan's position in the Castle Dracula is similar to 
the position of a Richardsonian heroine: "drawn in by deference to his wealthy, upper-
class employer, Jonathan finds himself imprisoned and subjected to quasi-sexual threats at 
the hands of Dracula and his monstrous female cohorts" (227). 
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22 

Edward Said's analysis of the portrayal of the Eastern male subject as one who 
threatens with his powerful sexuality but whose threat is eventually revealed to be a 
superficial one is relevant here: Said argues that in Orientalist works Eastern male 
sexuality is played upon in order to define the Easterner as threatening yet "that very 
sexuality must never be taken seriously" (Orient 3\\). The Eastern suHan, Dracula, takes 
Jonathan's masculinity from him, turning him into a harem woman, but the eventual defeat 
of Dracula reveals that his threat has been exaggerated Dracula says, "your girls that 
you all love are mine already; and through them you and others shall yet be mine" (306), 
suggesting both his sexual threat to women and his abUity to "drain" the vampire-hunters' 
mascuHnity from them through the bodies of their "giris"—^ultimately, he transforms only 
one woman into a vampire. 

23 

There are many other instances of Jonathan's feminization at the Castle Dracula. 
Case points out his identification with the woman who seeks her dead chUd (228). I note 
also that like Emily and other Gothic heroines, Jonathan retreats to a nunnery to 
recuperate after his traumatic experiences (122). 

24 

Craft discusses this scene as emblematic of what the novel just stops short of 
"the actual penetration of the male" (110). 

25 

Roth connects this "dreamy fear" to a fear of the preoedipal mother, and 
certainly a reading of the vampiric body as a ghost of the human subject's eariier 
perception of lack of sexual differentiation could be implicated with my reading. The 
penetrating mother could be read through a Freudian/Lacanian framework as the mother 
of the infant's early life who is believed to possess the phallus. 

See Stevenson, Robin Wood, Roth, and Craft. 

27 

Craft notes that Little Quincey is "the fantasy child" of the sexualized 
transfusions to Lucy's body which mingled the men's blood (129). Craft's reading 
suggests that heterosexuality and stable gender roles are not restored by the novel's end. 
Senf argues, along simUar lines, that "it is almost as though Stoker is suggesting that the 
child is the product of an asexual union rather than the resuU of a sexual union between 
one man and one woman" (46). Schaffer argues that "Littie Quincey Harker can be read as 
the child of Dracula's and Harker's mutual desire. He is the apotheosis of Stoker's 
attempt to transform homosexual 'infection' into heterosexual 'procreation'" (419). 

Howes argues that the disclaimers attached to the beginning and ending of the 
novel reflect the male characters' desire that the experience be fictional. In the context of 
my reading, they reject the manuscripts as false, safely classifying the disturbing body in 
flux as fiction for the characters in the novel. 
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29 

Both film versions are based on Jack Finney's Co//ier's serial, The Body 
Snatchers, published in paperback in 1955. WhUe Abel Ferrara's 1993 version of the novel 
is fascinating in its own right, it does not focus on issues of masculinity as the action is 
narrated by an adolescent girl. While Ferrara's version deals with issues of 
totalitarianism—it is set on a military base—it does not, like the previous film versions, 
reveal masculinity in crisis. 

30 

Nancy Steffen-Fluhr argues that the pods resemble ovaries and hence that one 
fear circulating throughout Siegel's film is the fear of female reproduction. It seems more 
ambiguous to me: the unidentifiable fluid which the pods emit and their lack of attachment 
to any sexed body seems to point to a fear of a body which cannot be labeled as either 
male or female rather than a fear of a female body. In Kaufman's and Ferrara's versions 
the replicants' "births" resemble much more closely traditional human births. The noises 
made by the pods in Kaufman's version are the sounds of a human birth. In Ferrara's 
version we see the repHcant developing in a manner similar to a human embryo's 
development in the womb. 

31 

Rob Baker labeled the film "Invasion of the Pinkos" in his review for the Soho 
Week/y News. See Arthur Le Gacy for a more complex analysis of the film's relationship 
to the McCarthy Era. 

32 

Richard M. Fried points out that rock and roU and the Kinsey Report were both 
labeled as communist, indicating the loose application of that term (161; 166). 

33 

Steffen-Fluhr brings out parallels between///m noir and Siegel's film, such as the 
voice-over narration and the exclusively masculine viewpoint. 

^^ For recent discussions of the problem of viewing noir as genre or moment see 
David Reid and Jayne L. Walker and Elizabeth Cowie. For a discussion ofnoir as a critical 
invention see Marc Vernet. 

^̂  The connections between The Thing and Frankenstein also link this particular 
type of 1950s science fiction film to the Gothic genre. Dr. Carrington's vehement zeal to 
create new plant life forms at the expense of human life mirrors Victor Frankenstein's 
obsession. The Thing's connections to Frankenstein's creature are many from its physical 
appearance and sounds (which are closely based on James Whale's 1931 Frankenstein) to 
its death through electrocution (which reverses the creature's birth through electricity) to 
its vampire characteristics (in Shelley's novel Victor labels the creature "my own 
vampire"). Further, the setting of the North Pole also references Shelley's novel as that is 
the physical location in which the frame is set and in which Victor dies and the creature 
vows his suicide through immolation (an image captured in The Thing when the Thing is 
set afire by a blow torch). 
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I am attempting here to establish a context within which one can view Siegel's 
Body Snatchers as an example of one of a group of 1950s science fiction films which use 
Gothic and noir elements to explore post-war American gender roles. I am only hinting at 
connections here which may be much more fuUy explored. 

37 

The frame of the film is an imposition of the studio's and not part of Siegel's 
original plan. WhUe the opening frame serves to destabilize, as I wiU discuss, the closing 
frame attempts to reassert normality. 

38 

Steffen-FIuhr notes that Miles "joins forces with the women and children against 
his own Idnd. He is a traitor to his sex" (149). 

39 

Steffen-Fluhr notes the interruptions of Becky and Miles' sexual encounters, 
arguing that "the pod crisis offers a convenient rationale for postponing sexual intimacy" 
(141). She sees these postponements as explorations of Miles' inability to commit; clearly 
my reading differs here, viewing them as destabilizations of traditional, "normaL' sexuality. 

40 

See Steffen-FIuhr and Bryers for alternative readings of Becky's transformation. 

41 

David Lavrey notes that the film confirms BeUicec's "post-Vietnam, post-
Watergate suspicion that 'those guys' (the FBI, the CIA) were the first to be absorbed" 
(388). 

42 

Elizabeth's final confirmation that Geoffrey has transformed resuHs from her 
embracing him. Lavrey notes that "EHzabeth recoils immediately, as if she had touched 
something not human disguised as human, as if her own body were tacitly repeUed by the 
aUenation of the 'other'" (397). WhUe this mirrors the scene in Siegel's version when 
Miles kisses Becky, Elizabeth and Geoffrey's relationship has been shown prior to this to 
be non-sexual. Any possible sexual intercourse is interrupted by Geoffrey's obsession with 
sports. 

The man murdered by the replicants is played by Kevin McCarthy in a cameo, 
repeating his lines from Siegel's version, looldng at Matthew and screaming, "You're 
next!" 

^̂  Humorously, Kibner is played by Leonard Nimoy, an in-joke for those familiar 
with his role in Star Trek as the half-alien Spock. 



CHAPTERIII 

TLIE POSSESSION OF THE MALE BODY 

The possessed male body poses a problem for Western culture because possession 

has so adamantly been troped as feminine. From sexual possession (the heterosexual 

female possessed by her virile lover) to demonic possession (the possessed witches of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, The Exorcisí) to psychic possession (the female 

hysteric, The Three Faces of Eve), possession is typically an act/state which happens to 

the female subject. Cultural perceptions of the female body as a lack, which must be fiUed 

by a penis, a demon, or another personality, have contributed to an alignment between 

possession and the female body. While the possessed woman merely underscores cultural 

stereotypes about the female subject position, the possessed male body potentially 

undermines stereotypes, placing the "complete" and "fuU" male anatomy in peril by 

opening it up to feminine possession. In this chapter I examine the possessed male body in 

an eighteenth-century Gothic novel, The Ita/ian, where the central male character, Vivaldi, 

is possessed in his role as courtly lover, and in two twentieth-century Gothic films, Psycho 

and Dressed to Ki//, in which the male subject is psychically possessed by a feminine 

personality. While these works come to various conclusions about the anomaly of the 

possessed male body, they all stress the point that a possessed male subject finds it 

impossible to recognize himself as aligned with the traditional signifiers of mascuHnity: he 

is unable to recognize himself as a self-possessed subject. 

73 
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I focus on these three texts because the Iiistorical periods within which the works 

were created, though disparate, were ones in which the male body possessed by the 

feminine had particular cultural relevance. In The Ita/ian, Vivaldi, as courtly lover 

possessed by Ellena, implicates a reimagining of the male subject and masculinity with the 

French Revolution which was viewed by various authors as a feminine possession of the 

masculine body politic. Radcliffe's attempt to reimagine heterosexual relations is part of 

the revision of the social order sparked by the Revolution. The feminization of Vivaldi 

may be read as part of the Revolutionary project: David Punter suggests that "the kiUing 

of the father-king and his replacement by a female symbol" ("Parts" 20) was a crucial 

metaphor for 1790s radicals. The suppression of the Gothic in 1790s reactionary Britain 

may be related to a fear of the revolutionary potential coded in Gothic texts like The 

Ita/ian which presents the possession of Vivaldi by the feminine. 

The possessed male body also poses questions/concerns endemic to late I950s 

American culture. The possession of Norman Bates stands as a reaction to a post-

McCarthyist America in which the rigid enforcement of anti-communism frequently meant 

the assertion of a masculine totalitarianism. As Gordene Olga MacKenzie relates, early 

I950s McCarthyism targeted the homosexual (a category which encompassed, like the 

communist, disparate groups, i.e., cross-dressers, transsexual, transgenderists, hence 

coUapsing gender role, biological sex, and sexual preference) as a "'sexually perverted' 

bogeyman eager to betray the American government and harm the American family" (41). 

By the late 1950s, however, discomfort with the totalitarian implications of McCarthyism 

ran high. As Richard H. Pells relates, a common point of agreement among intellectuals 
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and artists in the late I950s was characterized by an encouragement "to resist the 

centralization of power, the demands of the organization, the pressures of conformity, the 

intimidations of the McCarthyites, the diffusion of middle-brow tastes, and the 

deterioration of cultural standards" (388). Norman Bates' possession stands as a 

resistance against aligning himself with McCarthyist masculine power, yet, from 

Hitchcock's perspective, the possessed male body fails—^unlike in Radcliffe's view—to 

embody a new social order. The interior colonization of the American subject due to 

pseudo-Freudian esssentalization and medicalization of gender and sexuality makes 

Norman murderous. For Hitchcock, Norman's rebellion is dangerous, yet the dominant 

order itself emerges as fascist and militaristic. 

For De Palma, as for Hitchcock, the possessed male body attests to cultural dis-

ease with traditional gender alignments. De Palma perceives this issue through the figure 

of the transsexual, a victim, as MacKenzie argues, of "an essentialist behef in the power of 

the genitals to transform personalities and bodies" (13). De Palma explores the possessed 

male within the context of post-1960s gender roles and the disturbing tendency, among 

transsexuals and certain strains of feminism, to essentialize gender. Like Hitchcock's 

Norman Bates, Robert Elliott becomes possessed by a feminine personality in order to 

resist dominant cultural patterns of masculine behavior. Like Bates' effort, EUiott's effort 

fails due to the medicalization and essentialization of gender which has pervaded post-war 

American society. 

Radcliffe reimagines masculinity through Vivaldi's possession by Ellena which 
j 

stems from his role as courtly lover. Gazing at Ellena after their first meeting, Vivaldi finds 
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himself "trembling with anxiety" (6). When he overhears EUena playing a lute he stands 

"entranced, and scarcely daring to breathe" (II). Later the narrator teUs us that while 

Vivaldi is in EUena's house, "every object, on which his eyes rested, seemed to announce 

the presence of Ellena; and the very flowers that so gaily embellished the apartment, 

breathed forth a perfume, which fascinated his senses and affected his imagination" (24). 

Vivaldi is possessed not by a conventional, mascuHne divinity, but by a feminine divinity. 

Ellena, a female subject raised to god-like status by Vivaldi, possesses him and makes him 

passively tremble in her presence. The implications of EUena's class status are relevant 

here as well. Vivaldi, an aristocrat, the heir to the Vivaldi fortune and name, allows a 

lower middle-class woman to become his deity and to ravish him through his worship of 

her. Although Ellena is later revealed to be of noble lineage, neither Vivaldi nor the reader 

know this until the last chapters of the novel. 

Vivaldi, possessed by woman elevated to the status of deity, falls within the 

framework of an intellectual tradition which compHcates conventional notions of 

masculinity—courtly love. For the male lover, courtly love, or fin amour, with its 

2 

idealization of and intense focus on the woman, complicates his status as male subject. 

George Kane argues that by the fourteenth century/w amour was the model not only for 

aristocratic love but also for aristocratic married love (243-44). While the twelfth-century 

continental model offin amour posited sufficient distance between the male lover and the 

woman through the obstacle of adultery, fin amour within marriage threatened to disturb 
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the male subject's identity through the very proximity of the woman. Fin amour within 

marriage is clearly the model that Radcliffe invokes in The Ita/ian. 

Medieval authors' concerns with the "dangers" offin amour have been pointed out 

by Elaine Tuttie Hansen. She argues that Chaucer's works frequently address the risk 

posed by "both the pursuit and the attainment of heterosexual love" (Fictions 68). Hansen 

suggests that Chaucer displays an awareness that fin amour places the male lover in a 

feminine position which is "vulnerable, submissive, subservient, and self-sacrificing on the 

one hand; crafty and duplicitous on the other" ("Feminization" 56). Fin amour, according 

to Hansen, reveals the "incompatibility of the roles of adult male and true lover in a world 

where the latter is by definition feminized in one way or other" ("Feminization" 58-59). 

Thus the male subject placed in the role of lover serves as site where the dominant fiction 

of masculinity comes into conflict with alternative, feminized versions of masculinity. 

Whereas Chaucer frequently attempts to undermine fin amour as a valid concept due to 

the fissure it produces in mascuHne identity, Radcliffe valorizes this fissure and reflises to 

allow Vivaldi to resolve the conflict between traditional male subject and male lover which 

he experiences as a result of falling in love with Ellena. 

The traditional means of preserving the sense of masculine wholeness while 

maintaining the role of male lover is through a perception of the woman in the courtly love 

scene as the Other who completes the male subject. According to a Lacanian reading of 

male subjectivity, Woman serves as the Other for the male subject, a place where he 

projects and disavows his castration. As Elisabeth Bronfen observes, "as the place onto 

which lack is projected and simultaneously disavowed, Woman is a 'symptom' for the 
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man, his constitutive object of fantasy" (121). Traditional male subjectivity is predicated 

on the notion of male wholeness and feminine lack. For the male subject the feminine 

Other both masks and reveals castration: through her difference she stands as, to use 

Silverman's phrase, "the site at which the male subject deposits his lack" (Ma/e 46); 

conversely, through her sameness she threatens to reveal to the male subject his own lack, 

the lack which is a condition of being a speaking subject, a condition of being a signifier 

rather than an ontological presence. 

Critics have perceived the discourse offin amour as a powerful means of making 

the woman Other so as to conceal male lack and maintain the dominant fiction of 

masculine wholeness. In the traditional model of fin amour the male lover views the 

woman as an Other who wiU help constitute his stable masculine identity—his sense of 

wholeness—which in Lacanian theory is a mechanism of the imaginary. As David Aers 

argues, the aristocratic male lover "'needs' a woman as a marker of his own subjectivity 

and worth as an adult knight" (121). Lacan argues that//« amour is a means for the male 

subject to avoid the recognition that his construction of the woman as beloved is an 

attempt to cover over his own lack: "for the man, whose lady was entirely, in the most 

servile sense of the term, his female subject, courtly love is the only way of coming off 

elegantly from the absence of sexual relation" ("God" 141). According to Lacan, there is 

no sexual relation because as long as the male subject aligns himself with phallic wholeness 

he "has no chance of enjoying the body of the woman, in other words, of making love" 

("God" 143), because his relationship is one of fantasy, one with the objet petit a rather 
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than with the woman. The very distance of the woman in the original, aduHerous model of 

fin amour promotes the woman as Other. 

Radcliffe, however, historically situated in the midst of renewed debates about 

romantic love in marriage looks back to fin amour located within marriage. As Lawrence 

Stone relates, the late eighteenth century was a time in which "for the first time in history 

romantic love became a respectable motive for marriage among the propertied classes" 

(190). The attempt to define romantic love within marriage in the I790s drew on the 

tradition offin amour 'm order to articulate its concern with marriage based on individual 

love rather than on property or honor. Radcliffe's use of the rhetoric offin amour 'm The 

Ita/ian, the Mysteries of Udo/pho, The Romance of the Forest, and other works relies on 

a use of that medieval code as a discourse through which to voice what Stone describes as 

"the companionate marriage," a marriage coming to prominence in the late eighteenth 

century which was based on affection and a movement toward "equalizing relationships 

between husband and wife" (217). Radcliffe thus uses///? amour as a means of imagining 

the ideal heterosexual union. The use offin amour as a discourse which provides a means 

of re-defining heterosexuality spans from works as diverse as Keats' "The Eve of St. 

Agnes" (1820) to Jane Campion's The Piano (1992). 

Within the medieval model, fin amour within marriage celebrated a sexual pleasure 

which was fundamentally at odds with official church doctrine. Further, sexual pleasure 

can be a means of undermining the exemplary male subject: as Luce Irigaray notes, the 

desiring male body undermines the phallus with the penis: "once the penis itself becomes 

merely a means to pleasure, pleasure among men, the pha//us /oses its power. Sexual 
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pleasure, we are told, is best left to those creatures who are ill-suited for the seriousness of 

symbolic rules, namely, women" (193). Although Irigaray is discussing the homosexual 

desiring male body, I think the model can be extended to the heterosexual male. Freud 

provides a reading of subjectivity in "The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a 

Woman," which argues that the positions of heterosexual male subject and femininity are 

not incompatible. Freud argues that "a man in whose character feminine attributes 

obviously predominate, who may, indeed, behave in love like a woman, might be 

expected, from this feminine attitude, to choose a man for his love-object; but he may 

nevertheless be heterosexual, and show no more inversion in respect to his object than an 

average normal man" (170). Despite the normalizing tone of Freud's passage, it reveals 

strikingly the mutability and complexity of gender and object choice, and may be aligned 

with the feminization of the male heterosexual lover 'mfin amour. The male in//>7 amour 

consumed with physical desire for the woman is thus in a feminine position: he values the 

penis over the phallus. In my opinion, it is precisely a model of feminine yet heterosexual 

masculinity that Radcliffe is trying to imagine in her characterization of Vivaldi. 

Viewing Vivaldi in the framework of fin amour further reveals his status as 

feminized, possessed subject. Radcliffe's alignment of Vivaidi with courtly lover is made 

clear in the novel. The Abate at San Stefano tells Vivaldi, "you are a knight of chivalry, 

who would go about the earth fighting with every body by way of proving your right to do 

good; it is unfortunate that you are born somewhat too late" (122). Further, Vivaldi's love 

for EUena clearly corresponds to the model offin amour outiined above, Finding himself 

in EUena's house in order to meet Bianchi he almost faints due to the unseen presence of 
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EUena (24). He is unable to write EUena a satisfactory love letter and spends the night 

writing and destroying letters to her (28). In the face of Ellena, Vivaldi is weakened and 

rendered discursively impotent. Vivaldi himself clearly emphasizes that his love for EUena 

does not serve as a means of sustaining his masculine identity but as a means of 

undermining his sense of mastery: he teUs EUena, "I fear and hope with such rapid 

transition; every assurance, every look of yours gives such force either to the one, or to 

the other, that I suffer unceasing anxiety" (152). Unlike the twelfth-century courtly lover, 

Vivaldi does not seek Ellena as a stabilizer for his ego, but pursues her as someone who 

undermines his sense of consistency, provoking a psychological reaction of "unceasing 

anxiety." While Vivaldi elevates EUena to the heights of a deity, she is not the faceless 

other of the twelfth-century courtly love scene, but a real woman whom he plans to marry 

and whom he sexually desires. Vivaldi's insistent need to marry, and by implication make 

love to, EUena is so extreme that he attempts to marry her while she stiU wears a nun's 

veil, resulting in his arrest and subsequent confinement in the prisons of the Inquisition. 

Vivaldi desires not an abstract courtly love mistress, but EUena as an individual subject. 

Possessed by Ellena, Vivaldi loses his traditional male subject position: Radcliffe 

figures this loss as a positive one which leads to a renegotiation of heterosexual relations. 

It is oiUy after Vivaldi has been possessed, feminized, that he makes a suitable partner for 

EUena. From a Lacanian perspective Vivaldi must recognize his lack in order to be capable 

of sexual relation. Vivaldi's process of feminization reaches its height during his 

imprisonment by the Inquisition. Like earlier Gothic heroines, such as Emily St. Aubert, 

Vivaldi suffers at the hands of patriarchal authority. Kate Ferguson EIIis argues that "to be 
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locked in, denied access to the public worid where reputations can be made, not simply 

lost, where honor can be won, and slights to it avenged, has become coded in Western 

Europe at the end of the eighteenth century, as the position of the female subject under 

feudahsm" (172). EIIis continues, arguing that being imprisoned "is to lose the signifier of 

masculinity" (172). Vivaldi's feminized position while in the Inquisition's prisons becomes 

most explicit when he is literally veiled by the Inquisitors. As he is being moved to a secret 

interrogation room, the guards "threw over him the same mantle as before, and, in 

addition, a black veil, that completely muffled his eyes" (325). Vivaldi repeatedly tries to 

unveil his eyes but the guards replace the veil again and again (328). Vivaldi's veiled 

helplessness is juxtaposed constrastively with that of the Inquisitors who, hidden behind 

their cowls, possess a faceless power (331). The veU, an expHcit signifier of femininity, 

places Vivaldi in a situation where he must recognize his lack. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's 

influential discussion of veiling in the Gothic novel is clearly relevant here. Sedgwick 

argues that identity in the Gothic novel, anticipating current psychoanalytic theories, is 

merely a question of signifiers. She argues, "personal identity—in the senses we are 

discussing here—is at no moment inherent in one but is applicable—is appHed—only from 

outside, aprés-coup, and by a process of visual assimilation or 'seeing as'" (262). By 

wearing the veil, an item linked at the beginning of the novel and subsequently with Ellena, 

4 

Vivaldi literally has assumed the identity of a woman. This final, dramatic femimzation of 

Vivaldi in the Inquisition prisons points to the difficulties inherent in refiguring male 

subjectivity: Vivaldi must suffer physical and mental torture before he can meet EUena on 

an equal level. 
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I read the possession of Vivaldi in the novel as a means of creating a male 

character who can acknowledge his lack and hence make equal heterosexual relations 

possible. Lacanian theory emphasizes that what our culture caUs femininity is merely the 

basis of all subjectivity. Lack, specularity, exhibitionism, masochism, define the sub']QCtper 

se, male or female. As Zizek argues, "it is the phallus, the phallic predicate, whose status is 

that of a semblance, so that when we throw off its mask, a woman appears" (Tarrying 

189). Zizek also states that "if woman does not exist, man is perhaps simply a woman who 

thinks that she does exist" (Sub/ime 75). It is only by undergoing a process of feminization 

that Vivaldi can throw away the phallic mantle and be an equal partner to EUena. By 

imagining a male subject who can, along with Ellena, submit to the power of the sublime 

(158) and who can give up his role as aristocratic soldier in order to be a lover, Radcliffe 

goes a long way toward reimagining the male subject and re-envisioning heterosexual 

5 

relations. 

In a political climate where rigid gender roles were charged with great significance, 

Radcliffe undermines these traditional roles by feminizing the male subject. In the I790s 

femininity, sensibility, sentimentality, and the Gothic were equated in the popular and 

reactionary mind of British society in the category of revolutionary. As Marilyn Butier 

notes, in I790s Britain, the traditional family, with its stereotyped gender roles, was 

elevated "as the corner-stone of the social edifice" (94) which was being threatened by a 

supposedly contagious revolution across the ChanneL Within this climate Butler sees Jane 

Austen's reactionary novels indicating their distrust of revolution through their 
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endorsement of conventional heterosexuality: Austen's plots "rebuke individualistic female 

initiatives, and imply that the consummation of a woman's life lies in marriage to a 

commanding man" (98). Within this context, the feminization of Vivaldi and valorization 

of marriage between equals carries a strong revolutionary message: the possessed male 

body stands as an emblem of a utopian revision of and break from traditional gender and 

sexual models. 

I submit that Radcliffe's feminization of Vivaldi may be read as an example of 

"radical sensibility," a sensibility which Chris Jones defines as sensibUity which "continued 

to trust to innate emotional response to provide the basis of a beneficial social order ... it 

espoused the libertarian ideals of the Revolution, and continued to use the terms of 

sensibility to criticize British institutions" (69). The reaction against sensibility in the 

I790s centered, as Gary Kelly argues, on an attempt to "remasculinize culture" against the 

feminizing threat of the Revolution (173-74). Radcliffe's ability to understand the 

possessed male body as a sign of a new social order rather than as object of horror or 

scorn is testimony to her ability to imagine a society in which male subjectivity and 

heterosexuality can function apart from rigid patriarchal structures. 

I790s Britain and I950s America appear initially to be worids apart. The taboo of 

femininity as an acceptable attribute for the male subject was heightened in post-war 

McCarthyist America. The perception of the feminized male subject as Revolutionary 

threat in I790s Britain has a coroUary in the perception of the feminized man as 

communist threat in I950s America. As MacKenzie argues, the McCarthyist witch-hunt 

for communists encompassed those who were "suspected of violating mainstream sex or 
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gender roles" (42). As during the I790s reaction against the French Revolution, the post-

war fear of communism frequently coded the enemy as a feminine threat undermining the 

masculine rational order. The fact that Norman Bates emerges as a figure who is presented 

seriously, rather than comically—a typical representation of the feminine man in post-war 

society from MiHon Berle to Jonathan Winters to FIip Wilson, comedians who contained 

questions of gender posed by the feminine man through ridicule—attests to an attempt on 

Hitchcock's part to explore the male body possessed by the feminine and its relationship 

to a rigidly normalizing post-war America. 

Like The Ita/ian, Alfred Hitchcock's Psycho (1960) uses the Gothic mode to 

explore the possession of traditional masculinity by the feminine. Norman Bates is 

psychically possessed by a feminine personality (his mother) which results in a permanent 

breakdown of masculinity for Norman and a temporary highlighting of the problems 

attending gender alignment for the other characters and for the audience. The murderous 

mother who inhabits Norman's male body fragments not only Norman's mascuHne ego but 

literally fragments (through slashing the smooth, intact bodily surface) the bodies of her 

victims. Masculinity is replaced by a horrendous femininity in the character of Norman. 

Norman's possession is predicated on his desire to believe in the phallic mother. 

Norman is trapped in an infantile belief that the mother possesses the phallus, and this, the 

film teUs us, is the basis of the psychosis which resuHs in the possession of his body by the 

whole, demanding, murderous mother. Mother's constant berating of Norman indicates 

who is believed to have the phallus in their household: she mockingly calls Norman her 

"big, bold boy," indicating her domination in their relationship. When we glimpse 
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Norman's room we see the possessions of a very young chUd—stuffed animals, a smaU 

cot, a child's phonograph—indicating Norman's continual entrapment in the imaginary 

realm where the mother possesses the phallus. Norman's beUef in a phaUic mother is only 

infantile, however, because culturally the subject is encouraged to come to believe that the 

father possesses it. Lacan argues that the refusal of castration is "first of all a refusal of the 

castration of the Other (initially, the mother)" ("Direction" 267), yet the traditional male 

subject is predicated on a transference of the infantile belief in the phallic mother to a 

belief in the phallic father. Norman is psychotic because he cannot make that transference: 

he continues to desire for the mother to possess the phallus, for the mother to possess him. 

Through the possession of Norman's body Mother has the penis—the organ aligned with 

the phallus in dominant culture—and, thus the phallic mother displays the signifiers of 

femininity along with the culturally-valorized male anatomy. 

Norman's desire for the phallic mother results in an uncomfortable alignment 

between himself and traditional masculinity. Although he denies the mother's castration, 

he appears to accept his own: the phallic mother forces him into a position of lack. 

Norman initially emerges in the film as a relief from the traditional masculine characters 

we have been bombarded with during the first third of the film. Marion's story presents to 

us negative images of phallic masculinity. Locked in with Marion's perspective, we see 

Sam Loomis as a man privileging the phallus over the penis, and because our desire is 

Marion's at this point, we balk at his traditional stance of postponing marriage in order to 

pay off his father's debts. The next male we see in the film, Tom Cassidy, exaggerates 
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traditional masculinity to a grotesque degree. Swaggering, confident, Cassidy thinks he 

possess it, and flaunts it. Cassidy's character introduces a substitution of money for 

phallus which the rest of the film will play on. Obscenely dangUng the hundred doUar biUs 

in front of Marion, Cassidy parades the phaUic power he possesses, the ability to give the 

paternal gift of a house to his daughter, the ability to "buy off unhappiness" with the 

illusory wholeness money brings. 

Marion seizes the money from "father" Cassidy, making herself into a phallic 
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woman, and setting herself at odds with the traditional gender system. Marion's 

subsequent encounters with male characters point to her renegade status. The policeman 

who wakes the sleeping Marion appears as a menacing figure: hidden behind dark shades, 

this representative of traditional masculine authority resembles a Gestapo officer—veiled, 

frightening, phallic power. Further, California Charlie, the fast-talking, cliché-ridden used 

car salesman, harasses Marion, insulting her, telling her that the customer can do whatever 

he/she has a mind to and "being a woman you wiU," expressing distrust as she attempts to 

hurriedly exchange her car, and finally ganging up with the policeman as both cast 

disapproving looks at her as she drives away. We share in Marion's smirk as she triumphs 

over the male characters, laughing at Cassidy's imagined comments which link the theft of 

the money to a theft of the phallus: "she sat there as I dumped it out," and she was "even 

flirtin' with me!" The explicit sexualization of the money voiced by Cassidy, which 

equates penis—phallus—money, makes Marion's theft even more subversive: she steals 

the dangling wad of biUs and takes it for herself 
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Norman thus emerges in the film in juxtaposition to the negative embodiments of 

masculinity we have previously encountered, and he appears like an alternative. Norman is 

a nice, young man who refiises the paternal authority we have seen so abused by Cassidy 

and the policeman. Marion calls Norman "Mr. Bates," and he says, "Norman Bates," and 

12 

later, "Norman," renouncing the Name of the Father. Norman's strained relationship to 

language emerges in his discussion with Marion in the parior. He tells Marion she eats like 

a bird, then comments that this phrase is a "fal...fal...falsity": another word for falsity is, 

of course, fallacy. Norman's uncomfortable relationship with the phallus prevents him 

from uttering the word. Because he has rejected phallic identification he bears a 

relationship of lack with language—the true relationship of all subjects to discourse from a 

Lacanian perspective—indicated by his continual stuttering. In the parlor sequence 

Norman discusses his hobby of stuffing birds, a hobby which he chooses because birds are 

"passive" and look good stuffed. Norman's clear identification of himself with the birds 

(he is passive, obeying mother's commands; he eats candy corn in imitation of a bird 

throughout the film) implies his identification with the "bird" (girl) in the parlor with 

him—Marion Crane. Unlike previous encounters between Marion and male characters, 

where men tower above her, Norman is positioned on an equal level and the two of them 
13 

are displayed shot/countershot as symmetrical. 

Unlike The Ita/ian, however, Psycho does not figure the feminized male subject as 

a positive character. His equality with Marion is produced at the expense of his being 

possessed by a maniacal feminine personality. If the male subject loses his traditional 
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masculinity, a murderer emerges. Significantly, Psycho argues that the feminized male 

subject is incapable of sexual relation. Whereas Lacanian theory argues that sexual relation 

is possible only when the male subject acknowledges his lack, Norman, the lacking male 

subject, can watch Marion undress, can displace the sexual act through taxidermy (stuffing 

birds), but he can't literally stuff (fiick) birds (giris).̂ "̂  The logic of the film suggests that 

removed from the context of alignment with the phallus, the penis is impotent, yet the film 

also displays an uncomfortable relationship with the phallus as the equation phallus-knife 

emerges in the murders. 

Mother's murder of Marion, like all the murders, is motivated by a potential theft 

of the phallus from her. Rather than reading Marion's murder as a displaced rape, as many 

critics have done, I prefer to foUow the logic of the film and QxmmnQ Mother's motives for 

killing Marion, motives which are based on a maniacal desire for power. Norman 

perceives Marion as an image of wholeness, the sexually, economically, intellectually 

independent woman. He asks/tells her, "you've never had an empty moment in your entire 

life, have you?" Mother is jealous of another woman who has it (the phallus), symbolized 

literally by the money Marion possesses, the phallus stolen from the father. Marion's 

murder occurs during a celebration of her apparent wholeness. Knowing she can take the 

phallus, yet deciding to return it, Marion takes a shower in a moment which, as Keith 

16 

Cohen argues, presents a "sense of exhilaration and wholeness" (153-54). Mother strikes 

against another woman who thinks she has it, attempting to literally transform her into a 

corps morce/é. In a film where few characters face their mirror reflections, Marion has 
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been seen early in the film contemplating her wholeness in the motel, in her bedroom—she 

decides to steal the money while gazing at her reflection in a compact—but Mother 

shatters that wholeness, literalizing the cuts all subjects must go through in order to be a 

17 

subject within the symbolic order. Rather than being penetrated by Norman's penis, 

Marion is penetrated by the bread knife, wielded by a power-obsessed feminine personality 

who possesses the body of Norman. Returning to possession of his mind and body after 

Mother's murder, Norman attempts to cover it up, to allow Mother to possess the illusory 

phallus. His unconcern with phallic power is indicated by his disposal of the money: the 

signifier of patriarchy is buried in the swamp in a car bearing the license plate NFB 418— 

Norman (falsity-(ph)allacy-phallus) Bates is buried. Mother keeps the phallus. 

SimUarly the murder of Arbogast and the attempted murder of Lila follow this 

logic. Mother kills not because Norman is sexually aroused (as the psychiatrist argues) but 

kills when an image of wholeness or mastery appears, kUIs, in other words, anyone who 

threatens to possess the phallus she believes is exclusively hers. Arbogast's discursive 

mastery and his alignment with the law (as private detective) threaten Mother because he 

is sanctioned authority attempting to stop her renegade possession of phallic power. 

Mother slashes Arbogast close to the eye, suggesting an attempted castration. Similarly, 

Lila's life is threatened because like Marion (her sister and double) she is too 

self-confident and poised, and like Arbogast, too persistent in her role as detective 

defending respectability. Lila's desire is to save her sister's name, and her relationship with 

Sam is one of asexual, respectable detective work as opposed to the sexualized one 
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between Sam and Marion. Lila threatens Mother because she resembles her too much: a 

confident, respectable, articulate, strong-wiUed woman who thinks she has the phallus. 

The film emphasizes this resemblance strongly in the sequence in which Lila enters 

Mother's bedroom and is frightened by her own reflection as she finds herself occupying 

Mother's place in front of the mirror. Lila's attempted murder finally reveals the joke 

concerning the phallus in the film: no body has it. The alleged possessor of it is a 

preserved corpse the personality of which exists only as a voice and psychic presence 

within Norman. 

The tension between traditional masculine authority and Norman's possessed body 

is emphasized in the psychiatrist's "explanation" of Norman's case. Emerging deus ex 

machina, the psychiatrist (Dr. Richmond) smugly domesticates Norman's case to fit into a 

traditional oedipal scenario. As GiUes Deleuze and Félix Guattari have effectively argued, 

the vulgarized Freudian oedipus complex has served culturally to reinforce patriarchal 

norms, producing an "interior" colonization of the subject, reducing all psychic conflicts to 

"Daddy-mommy-me" (265). Filmed at the height of American vulgar Freudianism, 

Richmond's explanation neatly places Norman's possessed body into a typical oedipal 

box. Yet, as many critics have noted, Richmond's explanation is far from satisfactory. 

Although Richmond domesticates Norman, does Hitchcock? Interestingly, the psychiatrist 

is positioned next to photographs of motorcycle cops (recalling the policeman eariier) and 

photographs of militaristic Hnes of poHcemen. Perhaps his summation of Norman's case is 

being aligned with the fascism of the policeman seen eariier, a character we, as viewers. 
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are at odds with. The patriarchal explanation of Norman is revealed as an ideological one 

20 
predicated on violence and abolition of difference. The increasing medicalization of 

gender which characterized post-war America relied upon seeking to use psychiatry as a 

means of inserting male and female subjects into their "proper" heterosexual, reproductive 

roles. The widespread coverage of Christine Jorgensen's "sex-change" operation, and the 

use of medication, electro-shock "therapy," and lobotomies to cure "devianf' gender and 

sexual behavior attest to a society in which gender and sexual norms were being rigidly 

enforced through the apparatus of the medical establishment. 

Further, logically Richmond's explanation does not completely work. Richmond 

maintains that Norman kiUs his mother and her lover because the lover has taken 

Norman's place. Yet, we see no indication that Norman and Mother have ever been 

equals. When Norman's father died, Norman has lived in subservience to the phallic 

mother: the lover threatened Norman because he threatened to take the phallus away from 

Mother. Norman teUs Marion that his mother's lover talked her into buUding the motel, 

adding, "he could have talked her into anything," indicating that the lover threatened to 

take the phallus from Mother, shattering Norman's infantile belief in the maternal phallus. 

The building of the motel re-emphasizes the equation money-phallus as the lover took the 

money from mother to build a business. Norman does not desire to be the father, desiring 

instead merely to be under the power of the mother. Zizek comments that "Norman Bates 

is therefore a kind of anti-Oedipus avant /a /ettre: his desire is alienated in the maternal 

Other, at the mercy of its cruel caprice" ("Bold Gaze" 229). Norman's story does not fit 

the logic of the traditional oedipal scenario Richmond proposes. As discussed earlier, the 
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murder of Arbogast and the attempted murder of Lila cannot be worked into a scenario 

where a sexually jealous mother eliminates a rival. Richmond's explanation elides the 

power/gender issues posed by Norman's possessed body. 

Psycho poses traditional masculinity as a problem, as we are distanced from and 

repulsed by the traditional representatives of masculine authority, yet it poses no 
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aHernatives. The possessed, feminized body of Norman is impotent, dangerous. When 

the alignment between phallus and penis faUs, a murderous mother emerges; when the 

phallus and penis are aligned, a veiled fascism dominates. Concerns about internal 

totalitarianism following the revelations about the Stalinist Soviet Union manifested in the 

Soviet Union's partial repudiation of Stalinism in 1956 became predominant. As Pells 

relates, in the wake of post-Stalinism American intellectuals "undertook to revise and 

modify their theories of totalitarian behavior, searching for ways to replace the rigid 

axioms of containment with a more flexible approach to negotiations" (347). Hitchcock's 

alignment of psychiatrist and policeman with fascist images of power suggests a growing 

wariness of American totalitarianism which explains itself away as a defense method 

against the Soviet threat. Yet, unlike RadcHffe, Hitchcock is skeptical of the feminine man 

as an alternative to hegemony. Norman Bates faces internal colonization in an American 

culture pervaded with pop Freudian psychology and surgical "treatments" for deviance. 

Norman Bates' possessed body attests to the limitations of I950s American society, but 

points to no fliture cure for its dis-ease. 

De Palma uses Psycho as an intertext for exploring gender alignments in late 1970s 

American society. Like Hitchcock, he explores the effects of the medical establishment on 
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gender and sexuality: De Palma uses the figure of the transsexual for this exploration. De 

Palma also explores the difficulties of gender alignments and sexual relations in post-I960s 

American society. A pop feminism which reduces gender explorations to a hatred of the 

male body is implicated with the medicalization and essentialization of gender to which the 

transsexual's pHght bears witness. 

Brian De Palma's Dressed to Ki// (1980), using Psycho as an intertext to explore 

gender through the possessed male body, has provoked heated debates about gender in 
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both academic and popular presses. Initially dismissed by many critics as misogynistic, 

the film has subsequently been analyzed by critics who discern complex engagements of 

issues of gender and sexuality not only in Dressed but in the whole of De Palma's 
23 

oeuvre. I focus on the possessed body of Dr. Robert EUiott, a psychiatrist inhabited by 

Bobbi, a feminine personality, and how through this character the film aligns the 

essentialization of sexual difference with murder of the female subject. 

EUiott's male body is possessed by Bobbi, a feminine personality who wants to 

literally take over his body and transform it into a female one through a "sex reassignment 

operation," to use the words of Dr. Levy. The film frames Elliott's possession within the 

theory of the transsexual, a person (usually male) who believes he has the "wrong" body: 

Bobbi leaves a message on Elliott's machine in which she says, "I'm a girl inside this 

man's body." Transsexuals reinforce the essentialization of gender through their belief in a 

one-to-one equation between biological sex and gender roles. According to her logic, if 

Bobbi can castrate Elliott's body and replace the penis with a "vaginal plasti," then she 
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will be a woman. Transsexuals may be viewed as victims of a society which equates the 

genitalia with gender behavior. Lacan comments that "transsexuals are the victims of 

error. They confiise the organ and the signifier. Their passion and their foUy consist in 

believing that ridding themselves of the organ they can also be rid of the signifier which 

because it sexuates it also divides them" (qtd. in Millot 141). As Lacan suggests, rather 

than accepting the status of symbolic subject, the transsexual searches for illusory 

wholeness which he/she believes will be attained by altering the body in order to possess 

"it" (vagina or penis), the "it" which in American society is invested with the meaning of 

the subject's whole being. The iUusory wholeness promised by pop psychology and 

"proper" heterosexual love is sought through the sex reassignment operation. Challenging 

institutional endorsements of sex reassignment surgery as the cure to the transsexual's 

"disease," Milton Eber comments, "an objective appraisal of available data suggests that 

gender identity, rather than being fixed and exclusively female [in the male-to-woman 

transsexual], is more likely an ambiguous identity that the transsexual achieves in a 

maladaptive technique to resolve intense gender conflicts" ("Primary" 176). Eber discerns 

that medical understandings of the transsexual have reUed upon a collapsmg of the 

categories of sex and gender. Thus the transsexual more frequently wishes to be a girl 

rather than having "a conviction of being a female" ("Gender" 32). Eber asks, "is the 

transsexual phenomenon a desperate attempt to ward off self-fragmentation, to establish a 

cohesive self, and to enhance self-esteem? Does the pronouncement 'I am a female 

trapped inside a male body' represent the wish to establish cohesion in the face of a severe 

bisexual conflict?" ("Gender" 37). The transsexual may be seen as replicating the view of 
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the dominant order by confiising sex and gender and by searching for wholeness through 

the sex reassignment operation. EUiott's possession by Bobbi, then, must be understood 

within the context of transsexual, a subject who is the victim of crude cultural associations 

of gender exclusively with biological sex. 

De Palma further explores EUiott's possession by a feminine personality within the 

context of 1970s feminism. EUiott's unconscious desire to become a female stems from a 

culture which is exploring male/female relations and gender rigorously and, in its most 
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simplistic analyses, equating the male body with negative dominant and violent behavior. 

If, as Lacan argues, the unconscious is outside, a larger cultural discourse within which the 

individual subject is situated but which "is not at the disposal of the subject in re-

establishing the continuity of his conscious discourse" ("Function" 49), then Bobbi, 

produced by EUiott's unconscious, is a cultural product, not an essential part of EUiott's 

"being" nor a product of infantile scenarios, but the product of a climate of feminism 

which tended to reduce gender roles to the same binary logic they had always been 

subjected to, only reversing them: male=bad; femaIe=good. Apropos of a debate over 

pornography provoked by an interview with De Palma in Fi/m Comment, Ann Snitow 

argues that the pornography laws proposed by feminists Catherine A. MacKinnon and 

Andrea Dworkin "throw us back onto the traditional definitions of women as victims, men 

as lusty marauders. Instead of broadening the possibilities of the culture of sexual imagery, 

allowing women's subjectivity to emerge at last, such laws close down what is in fact 

already a wide range of expression, relatively little of it explicitly violent" ("Pornography" 

48). Elliott, unable to recognize himself as a man in a culture simplistically labeling male 
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sexuality and the male body as negative, unconsciously produces Bobbi, who will try to 

castrate him, make him into a woman, and hence make him the politically correct 

sex/gender. Bobbi emerges as the vulgar, dark side of late 1970s feminism, man-hating, 

anti-heterosexual (Bobbi murders to prevent male/female sexual relation), essential-

minded, repressive, murderous. Like transsexuals, certain feminists replicate hegemonic 

ideas by essentializing gender roles. 

Bobbi's murder of Kate MiUer is a lashing out against Kate's attempted sexual 

independence. Kate's murder remains the most controversial aspect of the film, with 

certain readings which maintain that Kate is brutally punished in the film for straying from 

her traditional role as wife and mother. This reading argues that Kate's dream seen at the 

beginning of the film prepares the viewer for Kate's murder, the logic being that overt 

feminine desire must be brutally silenced by the phallic knife. This reading is a gross 
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simplification of the first third of the film. As Kenneth MacKinnon argues, Kate dies 

because she has trusted a psychotic psychiatrist, not because she has engaged in extra-

marital, casual sex. MacKinnon further emphasizes that "those who believe that her 

dalliance with a stranger indicates a desire to be kiUed have an ally within the movie. He is 

Detective Marino—male, foul-mouthed, insensitive, and remarkably aggressive" (148). 

Examination of Kate's dream reveals that its purpose consists primarily in framing an 

expression of assertive feminine desire. Kate watches her husband from the shower, 

directing her gaze to the proper object of her sexuality, then, while masturbating, directing 

her gaze directly at the audience, displaying overt feminine desire unattached to a 
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Mulvey's pioneering analysis of the gaze in film suggests that film provides a medium 

where the option of "shifting the emphasis of the look" and "varying it and exposing it" is 

possible (25). While according to Lacanian theory no one possesses the gaze, traditional 

film has, as Mulvey forcefuUy emphasizes, aligned the man with the gaze and the woman 

with the spectacle. Kate is certainly positioned as erotic spectacle in her dream, yet her 

gaze, which meets ours, suggests a woman who is not being violated by the gaze, but who 

is knowingly being the spectacle, overtly expressing and revealing feminine sexual desire. 

Later Kate boldly gazes in the eyes of the taxi driver who watches her and Warren have 

sex. The voyeur is surprised, confronted by the spectacle who watches, who meets the 

gaze of the gazer. Lacan argues that the gaze is predicated on a desire for wholeness 

based on a faceless "shadow behind the curtain" (Four 182). In the act of scopophiHa, 

however, the Ulusion is broken as "the gaze is this object suddenly lost and suddenly 

refound in the conflagration of shame, by the introduction of the other": for the voyeur "it 

is that the other surprises him, the subject, as entirely hidden gaze" (182). Kate's bold 

gaze breaks the illusion of shadow which can sustain wholeness, and "surprises" us with 

her desire. 

It is against this image of conscious feminine desire that Bobbi strikes as well as 

against a female subject who has complicated traditional gender roles through her overt 

pursuit of sexual satisfaction. Bored by her neglectful husband who fucks her in the 

missionary position while she is still asleep, gives her a perfunctory kiss, and then showers, 

Kate pursues and is pursued by a man (Warren Lockman) at the Metropolitan Museum of 
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Art. This sequence emphasizes the changing gender roles between Kate and Warren: 

smiling at Warren, Kate becomes the pursuer, removing her glove to seduce, but driving 

him away due to her prominent engagement ring. She pursues him throughout the 

museum: then he pursues her, and, shocked by his gesture of touching her shoulder while 

wearing her discarded glove, she pushes him away, then pursues him again. Kate wavers 

between masculine aggressiveness/overt sexuality and feminine respectability/passivity in 

this sequence, complicating traditional feminine gender roles. 

Kate dies at the hands of a feminine personality who desires to enforce rigid 

biological/gender equations and who wants to stop overt feminine sexual desire. As Kate 

gazes toward Warren, who obscenely dangles her glove out a taxi window, the camera 

pans, aligning itself with Kate's desiring gaze, yet briefly in the foreground of the panning 

shot, we see Bobbi, cutting Kate's gaze, aligning her murderous one with Kate's sexual 

one: Bobbi blocks Kate's sexual desire, and eventually slashes Kate because of overt 

desire which is at odds with both "natural" feminine passivity and Bobbi's hatred of the 

male body. Leaving Warren's building, Kate realizes she has left her engagement ring in 

his apartment. She returns to floor seven (where she "got lucky") and finds not luck or 

heaven, but the hell of Bobbi who slashes her with a razor. After the initial slash on the 

hand, we see Kate's murder played out in the elevator mirror, suggesting that Bobbi is not 

slashing Kate as an individual female subject, but is more concerned with slashing her as 

representation—a desiring female subject who has violated traditional gender codes. 

Bobbi, the product of uneasiness with changing gender roles and surface-Ievel feminist 

hatred of the male body, emerges to punish a woman who privileges heterosexual desire 
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over her respectable role as wife and mother. Elliott, horrified by the male body in a 

historical moment when masculinity and negativity were being aligned, naturalizes his 

masculinity as his penis: when it expresses desires (becomes erect), Bobbi emerges out the 

unconscious to punish that body by displacing its desire onto the woman who has sexually 

aroused Elliott. AIso, Bobbi, who essentializes femininity in the way EUiott essentializes 

masculinity, must strike at a woman who is not being "womanly" enough, who has 
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abandoned her family for sexual satisfaction. In an attempt to achieve the "cohesive self' 

described by Eber, the male-to-woman transsexual sometimes castigates women who try 

to step outside traditional gender roles. This is what Bobbi does to Kate, and what she wiU 

try to do to Liz. Thus it is not the filmmaker who punishes Kate, but a psychotic 

psychiatrist, overwhelmed by essentialist notions of gender which the film does not 

endorse. 

Charles Shepherdson argues that in the sex reassignment operation "the surgeon 

works with a conception of anatomy that presupposes a 'natural' version of sexual 

identity, thereby foreclosing the question of sexual difference" (171). As Shepherdson 

maintains, insofar as those who seek the operation accept this defmition of anatomy they 

too foreclose the question of sexual difference. Thus Bobbi's murder of Kate and 

attempted murder of Liz represent attempts to elide the questions of sexual difference and 

gender identity raised by these characters. 

As Kate dies, she gazes at Liz, a gesture which links the two characters but which 

is cut by Bobbi and her phallic razor, the razor that attempts to cut complicated systems of 

gender through a literal mutUation of the body. Liz reaches out to touch Kate's extended. 
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bleeding hand, but touches instead Bobbi's open, blood-stained razor. Liz replaces Kate 

as the potential victim of Bobbi, and through her character, even more forcefiilly than 

through Kate's, a non-essentialized and overtly sexual femininity emerges in the film. 

Liz's character associates gender with the masquerade. Joan Riviere's concept of 

"womanliness as masquerade" argues that there is no difference between the masquerade 

of femininity and what is seen as "natural femininity": "the reader may now ask how I 

define womanliness or where I draw the Hne between genuine womanliness and the 

'masquerade.' My suggestion is not, however, that there is any such difference; whether 

radical or superficial, they are the same thing" (38). One particular scene in Dressed 

emphasizes the contrast between Liz's (and the film's) view of femininity as masquerade 

and EIHott/Bobbi's belief in an essentiaUzed femininity. Using a split screen, the film 

juxtaposes EUiott, who watches a Donahue episode in which a transsexual is interviewed, 

and Liz, who talks to her stockbroker and employer, then makes-up in order to meet a 

trick. Elliott's position is aligned with the transsexual, whose image he watches intensely, 

discussing gender as an essential matter. The transsexual did "macho" things until he 

realized he was a woman trapped in a man's body, then he desired to transform his body 

into a female one in order to restore gender/biological "normality." The transsexual tells 

Phil Donahue that he and other transsexuals "tried real hard" to be conventional men, but 

when that failed, they decided to become conventional women. This episode of Donahue, 

like the popular representations of transsexuals in general discussed by MacKenzie, 

reinforces the dominant order by supporting the notion that "individuals with penises are 

supposed to develop masculine gender identity and gender roles and choose individuals 
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with vaginas for sex object. Individuals with vaginas are expected to develop feminine 

gender identities, feminine gender roles and choose only individuals with penises for sex 

objects" (113).WhiIe EUiott is absorbed in a discussion which reflects his own views about 

gender, Liz ignores the telecast, which is also playing in her apartment—instead, making 

up, making herself into a woman for her male customer. Liz, unlike EUiott, recognizes that 
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gender is a position one assumes—a masquerade—not a biological matter. Liz can be 

masculine (discussing her stockmarket investments on the phone) and feminine (dressing 

extravagantly, making up) at wiU: she is beyond the essentialist logic of EUiott/Bobbi. Liz 

is continually being seen dressed sometimes in masculine clothing and sometimes in 

feminine clothing: she wears masculine pajamas after Peter saves her in the subway, 

feminine clothing to meet her tricks, masculine jeans and T-shirt while she and Peter watch 

the film he has made, and feminine clothing at the close of the film as she wakes from her 

nightmare. 

It should be noted, however, that late twentieth-century society allows female 

subjects to assume masculine and feminine positions (through clothing, careers, personal 

relationships, hobbies, etc.) yet rarely aUows a definition of a male subject who can be 

feminine: feminine clothing is barred for mainstream male subjects, except for comic 

effect; masculine passivity is stiU viewed as a weakness; househusbands exist but are 

sneered at. Thus EIHott/Bobbi's essentialist logic stems from a society which allows 

women to be masculine but not men to be feminine. Daniel R. Harris notes that the fashion 

of androgyny "is severely restricted from the outset by the fact that it is a fashion to which 

men and women have unequal access: it is much easier for a woman to be androgynous 
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than a man" in a cuHure which "officially sanctions female experimentation with gender, 

whereas no comparable tradition exists in popular culture for men" (74-75). Harris 

discusses what he labels "effeminacy" in men apropos of the homosexual male subject, but 

his theory can incorporate heterosexual men as well—in fact any man who finds himself at 

odds with traditional masculinity. Harris notes that the effeminate man "is not so much 

imitative of women as he is non-imitative of men, for the state of effeminacy is 

characterized by complete inattention to gender, a kind of forgetfiilness of one's duty to 

uphold the rituals of feUowship" (75). If, as Harris maintains, seriously adopting a feminine 

position is taboo for the twentieth-century homosexual male, it is equally, if not more 

taboo, for the heterosexual male who, locating himself with the traditional sexuality, is 

more forcefully culturally coerced into upholding "the rituals of fellowship." When Bobbi 

attempts to kill Liz in the subway, she hides between subway cars behind a sign reading 

"riding between cars is prohibited." Bobbi wants to stop Liz from "riding between cars"— 

adopting both masculine and feminine characteristics, a position which is barred to Elliott: 

Bobbi emerges to brutally revenge the gender flexibility allowed Liz but taboo for EUiott. 

Furthermore, like Kate, Liz is a woman who expresses overt sexuality, working as 

a prostitute, yet not being tormented by Puritanical guilt over her profession. She is a 

heterosexual prostitute who is not exploited by patriarchy, a woman Bobbi, as a 

manifestation of a dark reductive feminism, cannot assimilate into her world, so she must 
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eliminate her. The attempt to ban pornography as a violation of women's civil rights 

which found expression in Catherine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin's proposed laws 
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centers around a reductive sloganism: "porn is the theory, rape is the practice." De Palma 

challenges MacKinnon and Dworkin's position directly in Body Doub/e (I984J, where 

HoUy Body, a porn star, emerges as an independent, level-headed, non-exploited figure. 

Ann Cvetovich notes HoIIy's refusal to be scripted into Jake's fantasy of male hero 

rescuing female heroine, arguing that this reflisal pinpoints "the impotence of the 

[traditional] American male and the potential for a feminist resistance" (160). Like Liz, 

HoIIy, because sex is her profession, achieves a kind of transcendence of sexual and 

gender norms, a transcendence Bobbi, with her vulgar feminism, cannot achieve. 

Liz is aided in her pursuit of Bobbi as murderer by Peter, a character who presents 

a positive image of masculinity in the film and works to reclaim 

masculinity/heterosexuality from the essentialist logic of EUiott/Bobbi. Like Psycho, 

Dressed presents us with a series of negative male characters from Kate's insensitive 

second husband MUce; to Warren who irresponsibly infects Kate with venereal disease; to 

Liz's trick, "Ted from out of town," who flees the murder scene and responsibility; to 

Detective Marino who represents a grotesque exaggeration of traditional masculinity; to 

Elliott, himself, a male subject so unable to live with the realignments of gender/sexuality 

which occurred in the 1970s that he fragments—traditional male characters in the film are 

unsympathetic and cruel. Peter, Kate's son, emerges as the only positive male character 

in the film. Like Norman Bates, Peter is the sensitive, feminized male who treats women 

on an equal level (he never condenms his mother or Kate for their actions) and can accept 

female subjects who are both sexual and "riding between cars," displaying masculine and 
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feminine characteristics. Our first glimpse of Peter occurs when Kate interrupts him 

tinkering with a science project, and jokingly asserts that he should name the invention "a 

peter." Peter attempts to redesign the male subject, to create a peter which can replace the 

phallus, a male body which can be acknowledged as possessing just a peter (penis) and not 

the symbolic wholeness of the phallus. Peter is suspicious of traditional masculine 

authority, expressing anger at his father's death in Vietnam, refusing to turn to Marino for 

help with the investigation, distancing himself from his boorish stepfather, and playing on 

his marginal status as a "grief-struck kid" in order to discover his mother's murderer. 

Peter, unlike the marginal Norman, is not psychotic. Free from oedipal tyranny, he is able 
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to accept a male body and feminine characteristics in a way that EUiott cannot. Peter, 

literally the filmmaker in the film, as he builds a camera to film Elliott's patients, represents 

an alternative masculinity, one which can be possessed by feminine traits, but one which, 

unlike EUiott's need not be literally psychically possessed in order to adjust to late 70s-

early 80s gender roles. 

Significantly, however, while Peter is a positive character, he is also strangely 

asexual. Like Psycho, Dressed cannot imagine the feminized male as sexually active. While 

EUiott's inability to reconcile the male body and changing gender roles produces a 

murderer, Peter's adopting of both feminine and masculine positions results in asexuality. 

Thus towards the end of the film when we see Peter, unlike Elliott, able to distinguish 

literal castration from figurative castration as he listens to Liz graphically describe a sex 

reassignment operation, he is not horrified, but interested; however, Peter as figuratively 

castrated male subject, contra Lacanian logic, seems incapable of sexual relation. There is 
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a tentative movement toward heterosexual relation between Peter and Liz as Liz stays 

with Peter at his house while Mike is away, and Peter embraces her after she wakes from 

a nightmare of the essentialist Bobbi stiU threatening her subjectivity; nevertheless, the 

impression the viewer comes away with at the end of the film is that Liz and Peter's 

relationship is one of equals, though asexual equals. Seemingly, few works can imagine a 

feminized male subject who is also sexual. Deleuze, in his study of the male masochist, 

suggests that the male subject who is horrified by traditional masculinity frequently 

distances himself from genital intercourse, because, in our culture, that act is framed as 

one of male dominance/female submission. Deleuze argues that the male masochist, 

attempting to redefine masculinity, must distance himself from "the genital sexuality 

inherited from the father" (100). However, heterosexual genital intercourse is neutral in 

itself only when read in a culture which codifies the body as the natural site of gender is 

the primal scene one of violence and domination. Peter, while working all night on his 

"peter," cannot yet penetrate Liz, as he is caught in the prison of traditional readings of 

the primal scene. He does not want to perform a "wham-bang special" on Liz as Mike 

does on Kate. Dressed to Ki//, however, at least presents the possibi/ity of an aUernative 

masculinity in the young Peter who revises marginal masculinity as positive not psychotic. 

Further, the film locates the "disease" of psychosis in a traditional representative of 

masculine authority who splits rather than locating it in the marginal male subject. 

Additionally, Dressed foregrounds the "disease" of the psychotic man possessed by a 

feminine personality as the resuH of dis-ease with Western gender alignments in a much 
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more explicit way than does Psycho. Peter tentatively works on his experiment, rebuilding 

the male subject, but there are still glitches in that experiment. 

The male body possessed by the feminine attests to fissures in modern conceptions 

of rigid gender roles in I790s Britain, I950s America, and I970s America. For Radcliffe, 

the possessed male body at least tentatively embodies utopian possibility. For Hitchcock 

and De Palma, the possessed male body is a symptom of rigid gender and sexual codes 

which do not account for historical and psychic realities. The possession of the male body 

by the feminine in these three works ultimately centers around the problematic of a new, 

feminized masculinity and its relationship to heterosexual relations. Radcliffe re-imagines 

the male subject through Vivaldi, who can be possessed and hence on a level equal to 

EUena's subject position. Her utopian project, however, closes prior to sexual 

consummation: can Vivaldi be feminized and still be an effective heterosexual lover? 

Hitchcock answers an emphatic no to this question: Norman's penis, removed from the 

sanctioned authority of the phallus, is impotent. De Palma, like Radcliffe, attempts to re-

envision a male subject who can recreate masculine sexuality outside of the authoritarian 

bonds of traditional mascuHnity, but De Palma, also, like Radcliffe, closes the narrative 

prior to sexual consummation between the "new man" and the woman. After experiencing 

her nightmare of Bobbi's brutal reinforcement of gender norms Liz at first pushes Peter 

away, then she embraces him, tentatively accepting him as a new male subject who can 

accept her appropriations of masculine and feminine positions and her overt sexuality, but, 

not, like Marino, label her as "whore," and not, like Bobbi, see her as a usurping "blonde 

bitch." Liz's acceptance of Peter is tentative, as is our acceptance of him. Peter is 
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sympathetic, but not erotic: as viewers we do not invest pleasure in his character. 

Silverman argues that any re-configuration of masculinity must "libidinally valorize" male 

lack (Ma/e 87). Like Liz, we come from Dressed to Ki// thinking Peter is a "nice kid," but 

we do not see him as an erotic alternative to the traditional male subject. 
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Notes 

1 
Tori Haring-Smith notes Vivaldi's connection to the courtly lover, stating, "the 

Gothic hero is like the courtly lover who worships a woman but waits until she accepts 
him before making any sexual advances" (51). 

2 

There is a critical tendency to usefin amour rather than "courtly love" as the 
term to designate a particular discourse of love broke with the models of antiquity. Fin 
amour, as Roger Boase points out in The Dictionary ofthe Midd/e Ages, is the discourse 
in which medieval writers would have recognized their works as participating (667). 

3 

Elizabeth D. Kirk argues that the tradition offin amour "portrays a masculine 
experience, or the dream of one, in which a man sees in the excellence of a woman a 
revelation of what he is not but can become, and must become to be admitted to her 
world" (264-65). The male lover's relationship is thus with a fantasy of his potential 
wholeness rather than with a woman. This idea corresponds with Freud's discussion of the 
narcissistic lover who loves in the other "what he would like to be" ("Narcissism" 47), 
setting up the other as the ideal ego. 

4 

Several critics have discussed Vivaldi's feminization at the hands of the 
Inquisition. Margaret Anne Doody credits Radcliffe as the first novelist who "assumes, 
quite calmly, that men can be afraid" (571). Doody reads this as a revision of late 
Renaissance conventions of "masculine control in an orderly universe" (571). Punter 
argues that "the masculine discourse" of conspiracy and the Inquisition informs The 
Ita/ian, and reads the opposition between the Inquisitors and Vivaldi as one between 
"patriarchal and individualistic family-structures" (Literature 95-96). Miles notes that 
Vivaldi's position in the Inquisition prisons illustrates that "men, as much as women, are 
the objects of an institution it is possible to see as simply patriarchy writ large" (176). 
Susan Wolstenholme implies a feminization of Vivaldi by opposing the "visual hiding" of 
the Inquisitors with the exhibitionist role Vivaldi is forced to perform in front of them 
(31). Katherine M. Rogers sees Vivaldi's feminization as a flaw in Radcliffe's 
characterization which reveals Radcliffe's fantasies rather than "the real nature of women 
and men" (23), a position I clearly disagree with as I read Vivaldi's feminization as a 
deliberate attempt to re-envision the heterosexual male subject. 

Mary Laughlin Fawcett discusses Radcliffe's criticism of conventional 
heterosexual relations as "wounded or murdered" (493). Syndy M. Conger sees 
Radcliffe's use of sensibility in male and female characters as an attempt to achieve 
"greater concert" between men and women (116), and labels The Ita/ian as "the utopian 
vision of the feminine sentimental ethic" (144). In contrast to these critics David Durant 
labels Radcliffe a conservative who "suggests that the only solution to the problems of 
aduH existence lies in returning to traditional, conservative values" (520). Durant discusses 
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Udo/pho and sees Valancourt as another version of St. Aubert. In The Ita/ian, however, 
Vivaldi cannot be read as another version of the fathers we see in the novel: he is radically 
opposed to his own father, the Marchese, and to Schedoni, and the Count di Bruno, the 
only presumably positive father figure, is not developed as a character at all. 

6 

See Burke's Reflections on the Revo/ution in France for a troping of the 
Revolution as feminine disease. See also Conger for further discussion of the radical 
nature of the ethic of sensibility Radcliffe endorses. 

7 

Raymond Bellour argues apropos of Norman's infantile desire that " a terrifying 
play on words (suggested, rather than made explicit, in the film) connects this chain 
[phallus-bird-fetish-mother-eye-knife-camera] to the omnipotence of infantUe desire turned 
towards death.- Mommy, mummy: the mother's body fetishized to death, so to speak, 
becomes the body that murders" (324). 

8 

In Robert Bloch's novel on which the film is based Sam has the choices of 
bankruptcy or working off the father's debts: he "respectably" chooses to work off the 
debts (24). Further, he postpones marriage to Mary (Marion's character's name in the 
novel) because, he says, "when we get married, I want us to have a decent home, nice 
things" (26). Like the traditional male subject he staves off pleasure for respectability. 
Hitchcock emphasizes that we are set up in the film to identify with "the girl's problem" 
(Truffaut 206). See Robin Wood (Fi/ms) and Silverman (Semiotics) for further discussion 
of audience identification with Marion. While "audience" as a monolithic category cannot 
account for all viewers, I am assuming that Hitchcock's deliberate attempt to make the 
viewer identify with Marion's position is successflil. See WiIIiam Rothman for a contrary 
position, one which maintains that "we wish neither to be nor to marry Marion Crane" 
(254). Rothman believes that Hitchcock distances the viewer from Marion's perspective. 

Keith Cohen argues that Marion's symbolic castration of Cassidy "casts Marion 
as a figure of the woman with the phallus: she has seized the object earlier denoted as male 
and the token of patrimony" (152). Rothman states that "money spells manhood to 
Cassidy" (259). 

^̂  As several critics have pointed out, Marion's smirk is mirrored later by the final 
smirk of Mother's displayed on Norman's face: both represent the self-satisfaction of a 
woman who believes she has the phallus. The spelling of Marion's name as the masculine 
form of Marian underscores her desire to possess the signifier of masculine power in 
society. 

^̂  It should be kept in mind, however, that Marion does steal the money in order to 
lead a respectable, married life with Sam. Hitchcock calls Marion "a perfectly ordinary 
bourgeois" (Truffaut 211). Yet, unlike Sam, she does privUege sexual desire over 
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respectable waiting: the money is her means to have regular access to Sam's body. She 
steals the phallus to get access to the desiring penis. 

Zizek notes that while Marion's desire is "under the sign of the Father," Norman 
"is entrapped into the mother's desire not yet submitted to paternal law" ("Bold Gaze" 
228). I would argue that rather than the mother's desire being "pre-symbolic," as Zizek 
does, that the phallic mother in Psycho is within the symbolic, but not situated in a 
traditional way. Mother flinctions through language, yet she associates femininity with 
power and mastery and masculinity with impotence. Discussing Bruno in Strangers on a 
Train, Robert G. Goulet remarks that his character "manifests the psychotic's distorted 
view of the symbolic order. He has been given a name ... 'Bruno,' but he has not accepted 
the Name of the Father, the subjectivity that comes with recognizing the limitations set by 
patriarchal edict" (248). Norman, like Bruno, refuses the Name of the Father, but unUke 
Bruno is heterosexual, not homosexual. Note also that Marion refuses Sam's patriarchal 
name, registering as Marie Samuels, transforming his first name into a surname. 

13 

As George Toles notes, this produces the effect of the two characters as "mirror 
images" (642). 

14 

Bloch's novel makes this point even more clearly as we are directly told that 
Norman is impotent. Donald Spoto notes the word play on "stuffing birds" (425). 

There is critical division as to whether HHchcock endorses patriarchy or opposes 
it. Basing her reading on Bellour's insights, Barabara Klinger argues that Psycho "is 
aligned with the requirements of the family and the law" (54). Vittorio Giacci reads 
Hitchcock's films as endorsing heterosexual "normality." Peter Biskind reads Psycho as 
indicative of a swing to the Right in American politics through its "repudiation of the 
matriarchal family, the domineering mother, the absent father, the sexually promiscuous, 
pushy young woman who deserves what she gets, and the feminized momma's boy" (341). 
Many critics see Hitchcock as questioning and even openly opposing patriarchy^ see 
Cohen, Goulet, Sander Lee, Wood ("Male Desire"), and Silverman (Semiotics). Zizek 
perhaps most forcefully argues for a Hitchcock who "contaminates" the ideological norm 
before restoring it ("Bold Gaze" 226). 

^̂  Bloch's novel also emphasizes Mary's (Marion's) sense of unity: prior to her 
murder Mary thinks of herself as "seven feet taU" before she gets in the shower (49). 
Apropos of Hitchcock's film, Rothman argues that in the shower Marion can act "as if 
there were no worid outside or as if she had never been born into it" (294): Marion, like 
Norman, relies on the infantile fantasy of the whole, phallic mother for comfort. 

1 'y 

See Toles for a discussion of the use of mirrors in the film. See Bellour, Cohen, 
Silverman (Semiotics), Spoto, and Zizek ("Bold Gaze") for discussions of "cutting" in the 
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shower scene. Hitchcock's note for shot 116 emphasizes the importance of the cutting 
effect: "an impression of a knife slashing, as if tearing the very screen, ripping the film" 
(qtd. inSpoto4I9). 

18 

Klinger notes that Lila and Sam are framed in "totally asexual, non-romantic 
terms" (52). Johann M. Schmidt labels Sam and Lila as "a travesty of the diegetic couple" 
(21). 

19 

Susan Jihrad argues that the character of the mother "merged easily with the 
vulgar Freudianism of the late Fifties, when mothers were suddenly found to be the root of 
all eviL' (33). Silverman argues that "Norman's oedipal crisis is played more as farce than 
melodrama" (Semiotics 212), and certainly Bloch's novel makes the vulgar Oedipal 
scenario obvious, even showing Norman reading text books which discuss it. Schmidt says 
of Bloch's novel that it is "embarrassingly pseudo-Freudian" (18). 

20 

Wood has pointed out correlations between Psycho and fascism, arguing that 
the film is grounded in "the age that witnessed on the one hand the discoveries of Freudian 
psychology and on the other the Nazi concentration camps" (Fi/ms 122). 

21 

Wood argues that Hitchcock's films call into question "our culture's concept of 
'potency' (masculinity), with the insupportable demands it makes on men and women 
alike" ("Male Desire" 223). 

22 

I prefer to see De Palma's use of Hitchcock as intertextual rather than derivative 
as his most hostile critics do. While many critics adopt a position similar to mine, perhaps 
William Fisher argues the case most forcefully: "It is clear, however, that DePalma does 
not invoke or quote Hitchcock in these sequences in an effort to ridicule him, not, usually, 
to invite evaluative comparison, but rather, it seems, in order to fashion a Idnd of language 
whose elements are gleaned not from social experience in an older sense of the term 
(where it is conceived as real interpersonal—political, psychological, or moral relations 
which are 'reflected' or 'reflected on' in cultural representations of the cinema) but in a 
sense in which cinematic experience is itself a shared social experience, and whose 
elements are complex, dense spaces—if you like, akin to, once again, Eliot's objective 
correlative—which carry with them coUective associations" (17). In this sense Dressed 
does not imitate Psycho, but, rather, attempts to draw on the shared experience ofPsycho 
as part of late-twentieth-century American society. De Palma's use of Hitchcock can be 
seen, therefore, as postmodern. See Ann Cvetkovich for a discussion of De Palma's 
relationship to the postmodern. 

^̂  See Ken Eisen, George Morris, Stanley Kauffman, Alan M. Dershowitz 
("Pornography") for reductive analyses of Dressed as misogynistic. While not explicitly 
labeling the film as misogynistic, Norman G. Gordon and Annruth Gordon argue that the 
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film's "core fantasy" is that "female sexuality and male aggression are inextricably 
combined" (283). Similarly, Gordene Olga MacKenzie reductively and superficially argues 
that the film reinforces stereotypes about transsexuals. MacKenzie states that "in the same 
vein, films like Psycho, Dressed to Ki//, Murder by Moon/ight, and The Si/ence of the 
Lambs disproportionately portray trangenderists and cross-dressers as 'berserk murderers' 
on a rampage. This demeaning and inaccurate stereotype of the male-to-woman 
transgenderist 'dressed to kiU' reflects the cultural fear that the 'dressed to kill' 
transgenderist wiU annihilate the bipolar gender system" (106). MacKenzie's comments 
here rely upon grouping together different films and presenting superficial readings of the 
messages sent by these films. See Kenneth MacKinnon and Laurent Bouzereau for 
summaries of the initial, vehement, feminist backlash against the film. For more 
sophisticated analyses of the portrayal of gender in the film and in De Palma's work in 
general see Cvetkovich, Robin Wood (Ho//ywood), Wayne Stengel, Wendy Steiner, 
Robert E. Wood, Sagri Dhairyam, and MacKinnon. 

24 

Cvetkovich discusses De Palma's exploration of feminism in Body Doub/e. See 
also MacKinnon. Cf also an eariier De Palma film, Sisters (1973), for a more explicit 
exploration of feminism and the limitations of a reductive feminism which despises the 
male body and heterosexuality. 

25 

Notice that EUiott is portrayed as consuming popular culture: he watches 
Donahue. Perhaps his conception of feminism is derived from a popular view of the 
feminist as man-hating, one which has some basis in truth, but which grossly oversimplifies 
I970s feminism. Similarly, his watching ofDonahue encourages essentialist notions of the 
transsexual as one who must have sex reassignment surgery in order to be "normal." 
MacKenzie comments that "televised transsexuals often inadvertently stigmatize other 
transsexuals. Ms. Terry, a surgical male-to-woman transsexual, mayoral candidate and a 
frequent guest on the talk show circuit, spread the cultural gospel of gender and sex 
bipolarity. A profound believer in the medical model, she left audiences with the 
misconception that transsexualism was a hormonal medical problem" (113). 

^̂  Dershowitz, for example, argues that De Palma's films support the agenda of the 
Moral Majority because they argue that "the punishment for promiscuous sex is death and 
disfigurement" ("Pornography" 33). While Dershowitz is not a professional film critic, his 
reading neatly captures the initial and popular feminist reaction to the film. Rebecca Bell-
Metereau brilliantly summarizes these readings: "some of the critics who have been most 
vehement in attacking the film [Dressed\ as anti-feminist would have pounced on Jonathan 
Swift's A Modest Proposa/ as cannibalistic.. .the film's detractors have, for the most part, 
examined the surface content of the film, but few have commented that the film is charged 
with intentional irony and self-conscious parody" (187). 
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MacKinnon argues that there is ambiguity about Kate's gaze, that the audience 
can view the bold gaze as directed at her husband. Yet, the close-up which reveals Kate's 
gaze, with the absence of the husband in the composition, produces the effect of Kate 
showing us—not her insensitive husband—her desire. 

28 . 

The mterior shots in this sequence were actually taken in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art. 

29 

Wood notes that Elliott is "horrified by his own masculinity" (Ho//ywood 146). 
Carol J. Clover's analysis of the horror genre, with which Dressed has a strong link, 
Psycho being seen as the first expression of the modern horror genre, argues that 
"pornography, in short, has to do with sex (the act) and horror with gender" (189). While 
Clover dismisses Dressed as punishing feminine sexuality, her discernment of complex 
engagements of gender issues can be seen in "high" horror films like Dressed as weU as in 
the "low" slasher films she analyzes at length. 
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MacKmnon argues that Kate and Liz "recognize in each other their closeness" 
which is blocked by "the image of Bobbi, a grotesque version of femaleness" (150). 

31 

See Wood (Ho//ywood) and Stengel for alternative readings of this sequence. 
32 

For a sampling of a feminist analysis which views prostitution and pornography 
as a/ways enforced positions for the female subject, see Dorchen Liedholdt, who attempts 
to establish that all female porn stars are victims of dominant males ("Pornography" 37-
39). 
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Porn star Annette Haven served as an advisor for Body Doub/e and was 
originally cast in the role of HoIIy before Melanie Griffith replaced her (Dworkin 35-45). 
Bouzereau argues that through characters like Liz and HoIIy "De Palma implies that 
prostitutes—who acknowledge and control their own sexuality—are less vulnerable to 
manipulation and danger than the insecure, conflised, sexually frustrated housewives and 
career women" (14). He flirther notes that "their objective view of sex saves their lives" 
(128). 

Interestingly, De Palma aligns Warren with Ted Kennedy. When Kate writes a 
note to Warren, we see an issue of Time magazine on the desk which reads "Teddy chips 
away." The apparent irresponsibUity of Chappaquiddick (addressed directly by De Palma's 
B/ow 0//t[1981] ) is linked with the irresponsibility of Warren. Warren Lockman may also 
suggest another notorious womanizer, Warren Beatty. 

35 

Steiner notes that Peter is "identified from the start with male sexuality ... [and] 
is at the same time the only sympathetic male in the film" (392). 
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Wood comments on the asexuality of Peter and Liz's relationship, arguing that 
we are given no logical explanation for the two characters not becoming lovers. 
(Ho//ywood\41). 



CHAPTERIV 

MODERN SCIENCE AND THE OBLITERATION OF THE FEMININE 

The male scientist has served as a powerflil image of autonomy and mastery within 

modern Western society. As the self-possessed, objective, rational, complacent foe of 

mortality, the scientist is an ideal male subject; his dark double, the maniacal, subjective, 

obsessed, possessed, "mad" scientist suggests that, for the male subject, maintaining the 

autonomy and objectivity demanded by modern science is precarious. The gendering of 

modern science has received considerable attention recently. The prevalence of the 

scientist as a structural component of the Gothic becomes soHdified in nineteenth-century 

Gothic works such as Frankenstein, Jeky// and Hyde, The Is/and of Doctor Moreau, and 

Dracu/a. As is typical of the Gothic in general, these scientific Gothic works seek to 

undermine the myth of the objective, heroic scientist by revealing the Other which inhabits 

rational science. The creature as hideous product of Victor's experiment, Hyde assuming 

control of JekyU's body, Moreau killed by a puma that wUl not be mutilated—all attest to 

the Other which cannot be contained within the epistemological category of rational, 

modern science. Frequently, as is typical of the Gothic, these issues are located within the 

trajectory of heterosexuality and gender roles. Typically, the_^Other in these scientific 

Gothic works is linked with the category of the feminine. In this chapter I examine the 

relationships between gender and science present in three Gothic texts which reflect on the 

advent of modern science. Frankenstein, "The Birth-mark," and "Rappaccini's Daughter" 

explore the autonomous male scientist within complex frameworks of gender and science, 

116 
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revealing the fragility and potential destructiveness which underiie this icon of modern 

Western society. Frankenstein explores the modern, Baconian scientist through the 

framework of the Romantic male hero who obliterates the feminine through his attempts 

to achieve autonomy. In Hawthorne's stories, the modern scientist has been domesticated 

as father and husband, yet his destruction of the feminine remains as powerftil. Victor 

attempts to escape the feminine through his creation of the creature; Aylmer and 

Rappaccini destroy the feminine within the supposed haven of the Victorian domestic 

scene. Thus the shift from Romantic to Victorian sensibilities in these works pursues a 

constant point—in order to remain the ideal scientist, the male subject must enact not only 

â  th£oreticaI mastery of and destruction of feminine nature, but must also enact a literal 

obliteration of those who occupy the role of feminine subject. 

The epistemological shift from hermetic science to mechanical, Baconian, or 

modern science entaUed a shift from a rhetoric which privileged the hermaphrodite as its 

symbol to a rhetoric which established the autonomous, rigidly masculine scientist as its 

ideal. Evelyn Fox Keller argues that the construction of modern science was predicated 

upon purging scientific discourse of feminine metaphors. Keller argues that, derived from 

the works of Paracelsus, hermetic science relied heavily upon tropings of the feminine for 

a configuration of its philosophy. The feminine metaphors employed by Paracelsus and his 

foUowers, however, were attempts to represent the (biologically) female in their theory by 

positing a science predicated upon a combination of male and female anatomies—the 

hermaphrodite. Paracelsus argues that a disease and the cure unite "to form a harmonious 

whole, just as in the case of man and woman" (148). KeUer argues that Paracelsus' and his 
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foUowers' vision of a hermaphroditic science "may have had littie direct relation to the 

realpolitik of sexual domination, but it appears to have a great deal to do with the 

evaluation of what was regarded as feminine, particularly with the place of feminine traits 

in the new definitions of knowledge" (53). 

However, celebrations of hermetic philosophy as an aHernative to Baconian 

philosophy (such as Keller inclines toward) are problematic because the hermetic 

philosophers relied on a rigid biologization of femininity, and because, while Paracelsus 

imagines the cure for a disease as feminine, the cure clearly is to be found only by male 

alchemists. The cure merges with the disease as a woman's body merges with a man's, but 

the feminine metaphor is present as a nurturing maternal body only and is^r^duced by a 

male mind which gives birth to both the feminine metaphor and the cure itself Paracelsus 

states that "woman's season of blossoming occurs when she conceives. At this hour she is 

in bloom, and the blossoming is foUowed by the fruit, that is to say, the child" (lOI). The 

female body is valued by alchemy as that which gives birth to the male physician. While 

hermetic philosophy reduced the feminine to the female and subordinated it to the 

masculine through the theory of hermaphroditism, which entails a view of the female as 

complementary to the male (the physical complementary to the mental), it did not engage 

in an aggressive expulsion of the feminine, and so covertly silences the feminine. 

By the seventeenth century, however, European science sought to purge itself of 

feminine metaphors due to an equation of the feminine and the sexually demonic which 

became prevalent during the witch hunts of seventeenth-century England. Keller argues 

that the gradual discrediting of hermetic philosophy in favor of Baconian theory was 
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accompHshed by the late 1670s due primarily to the institutionalization of Baconian 

science in the Royal Society. In place of the hermaphrodite of hermetic science, Baconian 

science presented the aggressive, objective, penetrating scientist, mascuHne through and 

through, seeking to rape nature, open her up, plummet the depths of her "secrets," and 

reveal them to the scientific community. Whereas for the alchemists the elixir was like a 

nurturing female body, now medicine was an aggressive penis, penetrating a nature now 

gendered as feminine in order to vanquish her. In Novum Organum, Bacon argues that the 

ideal natural philosopher must not merely "make use of present discoveries," but must 

"penetrate stiU further" (314): the result of this penetration is that "when he [the natural 

philosopher] has left the antechambers of nature trodden by the multitude, an entrance 

may at last be discovered to her inner apartments" (314). The metaphorical penetration of 

the scientist into the "mysteries" of nature relies upon an image of literal penile penetration 

of a vagina. 

Additionally, in place of a theory of union, Baconian science offered one of 

domination troped specifically as sexual domination. Joseph GlanviUe, a member of the 

Royal Society, argued for a mascuHne knowledge based on "the ways of captivating 

Nature, and making her subserve our purposes," thus achieving an "Empire of Man over 

Nature" (qtd. in Easlea 70). Against the hermaphrodite, modern science established a 

"purely" masculine scientist who waged war with a feminine nature in order to conquer it 

and make use of its power for men. Bacon distinguishes between the common mind and 

the mind of the natural phUosopher on the basis of the natural phUosopher's ability to 

"penetrate the simplicity of nature" (Novum 324). Bacon explicitly characterizes the 
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natural philosopher as one who can not only penetrate feminine nature but rape "her": 

"they [other philosophers] otherwise catch and grasp at nature, but never seize or detain 

her: and we may well apply to nature that which has been said of opportunity or fortune, 

that she wears a lock in front, but is bald behind" (Novum 361). The natural philosopher 

must be aggressive, taking feminine nature from behind in order to circumvent "her" 

chastity beH. Baconian metaphors rely on images of heterosexual rape in order to 

represent the questing mind of the natural philosopher. Modern science's polarization of 

masculine and feminine accommodated itself to a binary logic in which science was (and 

would remain) masculine and nature was (and would remain) feminine. 

Defined in opposition to the supposedly feminine natural, the masculine is 

objective, powerful, apersonal, rational, and chaste. The asexual, devoted scientist 

working in the laboratory in pursuit of truth became the image of the scientist in modern 

culture. The asexual quality of the modern scientist appears initially to be an anomaly: how 

can Bacon's active, thrusting scientist also be asexual? Keller suggests that crucial to 

Baconian philosophy was the idea of the scientist distancing himself from heterosexual 

relations (the contaminated, irrational, "naturaL' female body) in order to receive 

inspiration from God: "to receive God's truth the mind must be pure and clean, submissive 

and open. Only then can it give birth to a masculine and a virile science. That is, if the 

mind is pure, receptive, and submissive, in its relation to God, it can be transformed by 

God into a forceful, potent, and virile agent in its relation to nature" (Keller 38). The 

image of the hermaphrodite hence resurfaces in Baconian philosophy: only after being 

penetrated and impregnated by God can the scientist penetrate the secrets of nature. In 
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The Advancement ofLearning, Bacon comments: "neither is it any quantity of Imowledge 

how great so ever that can make the mind of man to swell; for nothing can fiU, much less 

extend, the soul of man, but God and the contemplation of God" (52-53). Like a woman, 

the natural philosopher must be "filled" and must "extend" due to the entry of God into his 

soul. 

More explicitly than in hermetic philosophy, however, the feminine is subordinated 

to the masculine in Baconian theory. In keeping with traditional Christian ideology, the 

scientist must assume a feminine position in relation to God, yet he does so in order to be 
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able to assume a masculine position in relation to the world. For Bacon, the "holy 

temple" erected in the mind of the natural philosopher due to the penetration of his soul by 

God distances him from "childish and effeminate" feelings (Novum 360). Yet, the chastity 

of the modern scientist is embedded in hermetic philosophy. While the alchemist typically 

employed a female assistant to represent the female half of the hermaphroditic whole, 

Paracelsus advises that "the physician should be pure and chaste" (146). Further, as with 

hermetic philosophy, Baconian science conflates the feminine with female reproductive 

capacities, troping femininity as natural as opposed to masculine as cultural. As I discuss 

apropos of Victor Frankenstein, the asexuality of the scientist may also be imbricated with 

his need to project an image of autonomy and self-possession which is complicated by the 
sexual act itself 

Scientific "truth," a primary cornerstone of modern society, is not ideologically 

innocent but produced by as well as producing complex cultural constructions. Keller 

emphasizes the high price paid by society for the rigid gendering of science as masculine: 
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"this opposition—forcing a choice as it does between love and power—makes the 

equation between knowledge and power a sinister one, and at the same time allows 

objectivity to become contaminated with domination" (116). Encouraged to achieve an 

unattainable masculine objectivity the modern scientist maintains an antagonistic 

relationship to the feminine. 

Frankenstein (1818) foregrounds issues of gender and modern science, examining 
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an aspirant to scientific objectivity and power—Victor Frankenstein. I read Victor's 

scientific study and experimentation as an attempt to achieve the unity demanded by the 

symboHc order of all modern male subjects but demanded even more forcefiiUy of the 

scientist as the seeker of truth. Initially poised between hermetic philosophy and Baconian 

philosophy, Victor's character^Uegorizes Western society's move from hermetic science 
4 

JxLJiiechajiical science. Discussing Alphonse's dismissal of his reading of Cornelius 

Agrippa, Victor states, 

If, instead of this remark, my father had taken the pains to 
explain to me that the principles of Agrippa had been 
entirely exploded, and that a modern system of science had 
been introduced, which possessed much greater powers 
than the ancient, because the powers of the latter were 
chimerical, while those of the former were rea/ and 
practica/ ... I should certainly have thrown Agrippa aside. 
(44) 

Victor accepts modern science as real, uncritically associating a science that presents itself 

as objective with the Truth. Victor, like modern European science, rejects the hermetic 

philosophers as "chimerical." Like the Baconian philosopher, Victor desires "to penetrate 

the secrets of nature" (44). Interestingly, however, Shelley does not posit the distinction 



123 

between hermetic philosophy and Baconian philosophy as clear-cut: by abandoning the 

alchemists for modern science, Victor does not move from "good" science to "bad" 

science. Victor's desires to "learn the hidden laws of nature" (42) and "penetrate the 

secrets of nature" (44) predate his reading of Baconian philosophers. He rejects his initial 

reading of Issac Newton because "he had partially unveiled the face of Nature, but her 

immortal lineaments were stiU a wonder and a mystery" (45). The rhetorical gendering of 

science and nature emerge in Victor's language prior to contact with modern scientific 

theory. Studying at Ingolstadt, Victor rejects "modern natural philosophy" (50) until he 

hears Waldman speak. Waldman praises modern scientists because "they penetrate into the 

recesses of nature, and show how she works in her hiding places" (51), and Victor is 

converted to modern science due to Waldman's enthusiasm to rend nature's veil, an 

enthusiasm Victor has held since he has been a child, now finally voiced within the context 

of modern science. 

Why does Shelley portray Victor possessing attitudes present in modern science 

prior to having any direct contact with its phUosophical system? Living in the late 

eighteenth century Victor is a product of a culture in which modern science is being 

solidified. By indicating that Victor already possesses an aggressive desire to penetrate 

nature and unveil her secrets, Shelley illustrates that the gendering of inteUectual endeavor 

and nature is so pervasive in modern culture that Victor employs these metaphors without 

knowing the source of them. Unlike Victor, who blames science for his destruction—his 

"unhaUowed arts" (82) produced by both hermetic and Baconian philosophy—the novel 

does not scapegoat modern science as the destroyer of Victor's life. The roots of Victor's 
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attitudes toward nature, science, and gender are ingrained within his whole culture: even 

in the domestic tranquiUity of his childhood home in Geneva, Victor is already 

contaminated by polarizations of science as masculine, nature as feminine. 

Further, by associating masculine aggression with both the alchemists and modern 

scientists, Shelley avoids nostalgically positioning alchemy as an alternative to modern 

science. The novel suggests that looking back to a science no longer feasible is no 

alternative to complexly and rigorously examining the underpinnings of the dominant 
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science. Lamentmg Robert Walton's desire to achieve "dominion" over "the elemental 

foes of our race" (35), Victor employs an alchemical image to describe this desire to 

dominate nature: he asks Robert, "Have you drank [sic] also of the intoxicating draught?" 

(35-36). What Easlea and Keller specifically designate as the modern scientific view of 

dominance over nature is troped by Victor as drinking the alchemist's elixir. The 

alchemists' hermaphrodite prefigures modern science's polarization of science as 

masculine and nature as feminine. Paracelsus' belief that "woman is like the earth and all 

the elements" (99) neatly fits into Bacon's gender categories. Shelley suggests that 

Victor's move from a study of a philosophy which essentialized femininity as the maternal 

body to a science which seeks to obliterate that body is a rapid and easy one. 

In Frankenstein, masculinity is tainted by aggressiveness even apart from its 

scientific endeavor/?er se, and this suggests that Victor's experiment is symptomatic of 

more than just scientific discourse itself Robert WaHon is the first male character we are 

introduced to in the novel. Although not strictly a scientist, WaHon's theory of exploration 

bears strong resemblances to Victor's scientific endeavors. Robert studies "mathematics. 



125 

the theory of medicine, and those branches of physical science from which a naval 

adventurer might derive the greatest practical advantage" (27). Like the modern scientist 

Robert must reject the feminine and pursue a rigid course of masculine objectivity in order 

to succeed in his desire to explore uncharted territories. Writing to his sister, Margaret 

SaviUe, Robert laments the "years spent under your gentie and feminine fosterage" (29) 

which have "weakened" him to "the usual brutality exercised on board ship" (29). Like the 

ideal male scientist, Robert desires to achieve a vigorous domination of a nature gendered 

as feminine: Robert argues that he wUl "proceed over the untamed yet obedient element" 

(32); acquire "dominion" over "the elemental foes of our race" (35); and he admires 

Victor for "a quick but never-faiHng power of judgment; a penetration into the causes of 

things" (36). Further, when the mutiny of the men on his ship threatens his expedition, 

Robert writes, "I had rather die than return shamefuUy,—my purpose unfliIfiUed" (179). 

Like the modern scientist Keller discusses, Robert's view of "dominion" over 

nature turns intellectual endeavor into "a battiefield" (123). Through exploration Robert 

must conquer a nature gendered as feminine or die in the process. Addressing his 

arguments in favor of exploration to an absent woman who never repHes, Robert 

establishes the framework for the exploration of Victor's character which forms the center 

of the novel. Like Victor, Robert follows the course set out for modern masculinity of 

achieving autonomy from the feminine and then vanquishing a nature personified as 

feminine, and like Victor's, Robert's endeavor fails, leaving him bitter and "blasted" (179), 

unable to achieve the masculine ideal embodied in his project of exploration. He returns to 

Margaret and her feminine world as a last resort. 
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While Robert's similarities with Victor point to the similar conceptual aspects 

within different scientific fields, Henry Clerval's character points to an even deeper 

embedding of aggressivity and domination within the male subject. Many critics have 

viewed Henry as an aHernative to the traditional male subject embodied in Victor, reading 

him as a man who combines feminine and masculine traits and who avoids the extremities 

of Victor's masculinity. Henry is ostensibly distant from science, his pursuits being 

literary, yet examination of Henry's character also reveals a male subject who is motivated 

by domination over the feminine much as the scientist Victor and the explorer Robert are. 

As David Knight argues, "around 1800 'science' was not opposed to 'arts'; there was 

nothing like the 'Two Cultures' of C.P. Snow's famous essay" (14). While Victor's study 

of chemistry would have been differentiated from Henry's study of literature, the Baconian 

desire to penetrate the secrets of nature would not be an alien one to Henry. Knight argues 

that "in the early nineteenth century natural science was a component of the one culture of 

western Europe ... understanding nature was not something quHe separate from other 

concerns, and was stUI open to those without formal training" (22). Baconian metaphors 

tend to be embedded in many intellectual endeavors which comprise the "one-culture" 

educational models of nineteenth-century Europe due to their imbrication with studies of 

nature. Victor's youth is dominated by a desire to understand "the physical secrets of the 

worid" (43); Henry's youthflil desires are to "become one among those whose names are 

recorded in story, as the gallant and adventurous benefactors of our species" (43). Victor 

desires to achieve aggressive dominance over a femininely-gendered nature; Henry desires 

to achieve domination over a femininely-gendered East. Henry's wish to study Oriental 
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literature is realized when his father eventually allows him to study at Ingolstadt. Victor, 

discussing Henry's readings of Oriental poetry, comments, "how different from the manly 

and heroical poetry of Greece and Rome!" (67). 

Frankenstein iUustrates the association of the East with a "weak" femininity, a 

væwjpropounded by Edward Said. Said argues that one metaphor crucial to colonialism 

and imperialism in the nineteenth century is a masculine West dominating, penetrating the 

secrets of a feminine East. As Said points out, during European imperialism the East 

became another term linked with the liminality of the feminine as "lamentably ahen" (107). 

Henry starts out admiring the feminine beauty of Eastern culture and ends by desiring to 

dominate it by becoming explicitly involved in imperialist projects: his desire to study 

Oriental languages and literatures becomes a desire to be part of an "Indian enterprise" 

(144). Although at certain points in the novel Henry is associated with femininity and 

domesticity, his fundamental motivation in the novel is similar to Robert's and Victor's. , 

Robert wants to vanquish a femininity embodied in the North Pole; Victor desires to 

vanquish a femininity embodied in the biological nature of humans; Henry seeks to 

vanquish a femininity embodied in the East. Henry's character disassociates domination of 

the feminine from the specific context of scientific endeavor and opens up an analysis of 

the problems of gendering intellectual/political undertakings as masculine and their 

objects/victims of study as feminine. 

Victor seeks a unity demanded of the typical male subject who must embody a 

wholeness juxtaposed to and dominant over the female subject's lack, and a unity 

impHcated in modern science which motivates the scientist in his search for absolute truth. 
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The experiment which produces the creature may be read as an attempt on Victor's part to 

create a physical representation of an image of masculine and scientific unity. Like the 

modern scientist, Victor maintains a chaste existence, isolating himself from femininity, 

affection, and the personal in order to give birth to a virile, masculine science. Secluding 

himself from human contact Victor attempts "to procrastinate all that related to my 

feelings of affection until the great object, which swallowed up every habit of my nature, 

should be completed" (56). By becoming the asexual, objective scientist, Victor, like 

Bacon's ideal scientist, receives an idea from God. After hearing Waldman's speech, 

Victor conceives the idea of creating a human, his mind "in a state of insurrection and 

turmoiL' (51). Many critics have pointed out the birth metaphors employed by Shelley in 

the description of Victor's construction of the creature as Victor makes human life "in 
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painflil labour" (54) in a womblike room. Relating the conception and birth metaphors to 

Bacon's theory of the scientist suggests that Victor's mind is impregnated by the divine so 

he can aggressively create a masculine science. Victor's attic room/womb represents his 

brain, receptive to God's penetration, which infuses him with the ability to penetrate the 

secrets of nature, to "break through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark worid" (55). 

Victor experiences "midnight labours" in order to "pursu[e] nature to her hiding-places" 

(56). Victor's dream of the creation of the creature may be read as an aUegory of the 

creation of an ideal, masculine science. Evelleen Richards argues that Baconian birth 

metaphors were employed by nineteenth-century Romantic scientists specifically to 

iUustrate the unity that underiay their approach to scientific pursuits and nature itself 

(131). By employing metaphors of conception and birth to describe the creation of the 
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creature, Victor emphasizes the idea that his intellectual activity is merely an outgrovv^h of 

natural unity rather than an imposition on it: for Victor, the creature in its conception is 

"natural," a product of divine inspiration and harmonious scientific inquiry. 

The creature physically represents an attempt on Victor's part to take the body in 

bits and pieces and form H into a unified whole. Created from parts of dead bodies, the 

creature unifies the corps morce/é into a mirror for Victor which will ostensibly reflect 

10 . 

umty on a grand scale. Victor resolves "to make the being of a gigantic stature; that is to 

say, about eight feet in height, and proportionably large" (55). In its conception, the 

creature may be read as a physical manifestation of both an ideal masculine science and an 

idealversion of Victor, whole, impervious to death, physically stronger than other men. 

Victor's discovery of "the cause of generation and life" (54) reflects a late eighteenth- and 

early nineteenth-century belief in transcendental anatomy. As Philip F. Rehbock argues, 

transcendental anatomy is predicated on a belief that "a single Ideal Plan or Type (or, at 

most, a few such plans) lay behind the great multiplicity of visible structures in the animal 

and plant kingdoms, and this Plan determined an organism's fiinctional capacities rather 

than being determined by them" (144-45). Victor's experiment is based on a beUef that a 

single, unified principle of life can be discovered and "tamed" by the modern scientist. As 

the physical encasement for the unifying principle of life, the creature should reflect the 

"Ideal Plan" of human life.̂ ^ 
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This striving toward unity on Victor's part, however, produces not a flattering 

mirror for the male scientist, but a creature who physically represents lack, physically 

points to the fragility of the human subject: 

his yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and 
arteries underneath; his hair was of a lustrous black, and 
flowing; his teeth of a pearly wMteness; but these 
luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his 
watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same color as the 
dun white sockets in which they were set, his shriveled 
complexion and straight black lips. (58) 

The creature's physical appearance reveals the inner anatomical workings of the human 

rather than concealing them in an encasement of wholeness. Further, the creature's 

physicality juxtaposes images of beauty—flowing hair, pearly teeth—with images of 

mortality—^watery eyes, shriveled complexion, black lips—producing an uncanny 

12 

representation of the male subject as hopelessly fragile and mortal. The creature is 

uncanny because, as Freud argues, "the uncanny is that class of the frightening which leads 

back to what is known of old and long famiHar" (220). Thus the ''heim/icH' quality of lack 

and vulnerability has become an "unheim/ich'" notion within a gender system which 

attempts to associate masculinity with wholeness. Bronfen argues that acceptance of 

human mortality is perhaps the most fundamental threat to the male subject's sense of 

unity: "death is the limH of language, disrupting our sign system and image repertoire. 

Signifying nothing, it silently points to the indetermination of meaning so that one can 

speak of death only by speaking other" (54). Death threatens the male subject as the limit 

of his autonomy and the limit of his ability to voice that autonomy in discourse. The 

Baconian scientist wages war against death precisely because it poses such a significant 
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threat to the virile, masculine scientific endeavor. Bacon comments that "fear of death or 

adverse fortune" is "one of the greatest impediments of virtue and imperfections of 

manners" (Advancement lOI). In order to be the ideal scientist, Victor must conquer his 

fear of death. Victor's battie against "the corruption of death" (54) is an attempt to create 

a masculine science and a mascuHne subject invulnerable to death, the greatest castrater of 

human attempts to achieve mastery and unity. The physical form the creature takes mirrors 

back Victor and the scientist as the corps morce/é, as dismembered and mortal. However, 

Victor rejects this image of his own limitations through a complex process of disavowal. 

Victor's much-discussed dream, which occurs following his first glimpse of the 

creature, links mortality, sexuality, and lack with femininity very explicitly. Victor states, 

I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking in 
the streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted and surprised, I 
embraced her; but as I imprinted the first Idss on her lips, 
they became livid with the hue of death; her features 
appeared to change; and I thought I held the corpse of my 
dead mother in my arms; a shroud enveloped her form, and 
I saw the grave worms crawling in the folds of the flannel. 
(58) 

In his dream Victor associates lack and mortality with femininity and sexuality, thus 

underscoring the process of disavowal in which the male subject, as epHomized by the 

male scientist, must engage in order to preserve his sense of masculine wholeness. 

Interestingly, the dream reveals that it is Victor who turns the feminine body into a corpse: 

it is his kiss of death which locates mortality at the sHe of the feminine. By tracing this lack 

back to the mother, Victor's dream indicates how the process of disavowal is predicated 

on an early view of femininity. As the first sHe where he has disavowed his lack, the 
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mother Hes behind aU other feminine figures who will fiilfill a similar fimction—Elizabeth, 

but most immediately, the creature. FoUowing his dream, Victor awakens to find the 

creature staring at him, his eyes "fixed" on him (58). The creature reaches out to "detain" 

(58) Victor, but he flees, refusing to acknowledge the creature, the hideous embodiment 

of masculinity and mascuHne science, as the product of his mind. 

Rejected by Victor, unable to be gendered as masculine due to his Hminality and 

difference, the creature becomes the feminine through which Victor can disavow his lack 

and the lack of modern science. Many critics have noted the association of the creature 
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with the feminine. Although the creature is anatomically male, his social role is a 

feminine one. Kaja Silverman's suggestion that the rigidity of masculinity has caused 

"those defying its conditions to find themselves relegated to the more accommodating 

category of femininity" (Ma/e 342) is the premise I am employing here. Typically within 

Western culture the marginal is equated with the feminine. Thus those who for sexual, 

racial, political, social, or other reasons cannot accommodate themselves to the masculine 

ideal are typically defined as mascuHnity's Other, i.e., femininity. The creature is not 

female or a woman, but he does occupy a feminine position within the worid of 

Frankenstein. In a position of liminality, the creature occupies the uncanny position the 

feminine holds within Western culture. Bronfen argues, "femininity (like the image, Hke 

death) is a flmdamentally uncanny position. As a site of assurance and disruption H stages 

control and its impossibility. It endorses an intellectual hesitation between fear and desire, 

between self and other, between a surmounting of loss and Hs irrevocable fliIfiUmenf' 

(124). The creature, meant to embody a wholeness, mirrors back to Victor a masculinity 
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inhabHed by lack. Physically awesome, the creature reveals to Victor the possibility of 

mastery over death, yet its body also reveals the fragility of human anatomy, the delicate 

inner-workings of the human. Like the feminine body Bronfen discusses, the creature's 

body indicates to the male subject "that he too is not all; that he too is not omnipotent; 

that he is vulnerable before nature's and God's laws" (129). Because Victor has not given 

birth to the virile, masculine science he idealizes, the creature must serve, like the female 

subject, as a place to disavow that failure, and ultimately like the feminine in Baconian 

science, as something to be obliterated in order for masculine scientific hegemony to 

survive. 

Rejecting the implications of the creature, Victor labels him a "daemon," indicating 

that the creature, like the feminine, occupies a liminal position in Victor's society. By 

labeHng the creature "the filthy daemon" (72) and "my own vampire" (73), Victor tropes 

liminality as supernatural, hence avoiding reading the creature as a sign of his own lack 
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and vulnerability. As the creature murders Victor's family members, he physically 

inscribes a mark of lack (mortality) onto their bodies, prefiguring the later written 

messages he leaves for Victor (171), but Victor refuses to read the messages, disavowing 

these marks of mortality and displacing them onto the creature, through demonization. 

Upon first talking with the creature, Victor states, "Begone, vile insect! Or, rather, stay, 

that I may trample you to dust! (90). The creature becomes Bacon's feminine nature, 

which must be vanquished by the male scientist in order for masculine orderiiness to 

prevail. The creature's murders link him further with the Baconian feminine: waging war 
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with the creature means by the end of the novel waging war with a physical embodiment 

of mortality. 

Shelley's insightful point achieved by feminizing the creature is the suggestion that 

femininity as foe to masculine science is a product of that very epistemological position. 

Victor creates a feminine Other with whom he must battie to the death. Femininity is 

hence not the natural enemy but the constructed enemy of masculinity and rationality. The 

male body of the creature further underscores this point: femininity is a label attached to a 

body, not a logical outgrowth of that body. Working in his laboratory, Victor creates a 

feminine Other who defines himself and his scientific endeavors as masculine. 

This point is borne out by the emphasis on Victor's need for the creature as a 

defming Other. Although Victor vows to "extinguish the spark which I so negligently 

bestowed" (90), the novel emphasizes Victor's dependence on the creature as sustaining 

Other. Locked in combat with the creature, Victor avoids kiUing him because he 

conveniently serves as a site where failure, mortality, and lack can be deposited. Nearing 

his death, Victor can avoid finding his conduct "blameable" because "the eviL' of the 

creature serves a means of denying the significance of the experiment (180): Victor avoids 

reading the creature as a physical sign of his own lack and failure because the creature's 

own conduct combined with Victor's imagination demonize him as a scapegoat for the 

failure of Victor as male subject and as Baconian scientist. 

The position the creature usurps in relation to Victor is that of Elizabeth. The 

traditional site of masculine disavowal is the female subject, specifically the female subject 

as object of desire, but the female subject threatens with the very proximity of her person. 
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Rather than sustaining masculine wholeness, she may, as Bronfen argues, indicate through 

her similarity to the male subject his own lack. The relationship of Victor and Elizabeth 

enacts the male subject's avoidance of the proximity of the woman, and especially the 

avoidance of sexual contact with her. Betrothed early in his life to Elizabeth, his "more 

than sister" (43), Victor continually postpones marriage with her, deferring heterosexuality 

as long as possible. Describing his relationship with EHzabeth, Victor states that "no word, 

no expression, could body forth the kind of relation in which she stood to me" (42; 

emphasis added). I suggest that it is precisely the creature who bodies forth for Victor the 

ideal relationship between male and female subjects. The creature provides a site to 

disavow lack, a site easily demonized, and a site which does not threaten Victor with 

sexual proximity that endangers his status as chaste, Baconian scientist. 

Examination of Victor and Elizabeth's wedding night sheds light on Victor's 

relationship to the feminine and to sexuality. Having been warned that the creature wiU 

disturb his honeymoon—"/ wi// be with you on your wedding-night" (143)—Victor 

misreads the creature's warning as foretelling of his own death. For the reader it is 

apparent that the creature means to kill Elizabeth due to the recent destruction of the 

female creature, and due to the creature's pattern of murdering Victor's family members. 

Yet Victor misreads the warning—or does he? No longer safely distant, on their wedding 

night Elizabeth threatens Victor as scientist and subject. She threatens him in particular 

because on that occasion Victor knows he will have to come to terms with the 

vulnerability and unpredictability of his body. Faced with a situation in which his penis 

may fail him, and/or Elizabeth, in which his body wiU be removed from the mantie of the 
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phallus, in which, femininely, his secrets wiU be unveiled and revealed to Elizabeth, Victor 

states, "this night is dreadflil, very dreadflil" (163). As Robert Kiely notes apropos of this 

quotation, "the immediate situation and the ambiguity of the language contribute to the 

impression that the young groom's dread of the monster is mixed with his fear of sexual 

union as a physical struggle which poses a threat to his independence, integrity, and 

delicacy of character" (165). Whereas heterosexuality has frequently been seen as a 

means for the male subject to express his virile masculinity, other theorists have presented 

an alternative view, one which argues that sexuality reveals to the male subject his lack of 

unity and stability, one which argues that the uncontrollable penis undermines the power 

of the phallus. 

Georges BataiUe argues in Erotism: Death and Sensua/ity that sexuality, like 

death, threatens our status as individual, autonomous subjects. Stating that ''there is no 

better way to know death than to /ink it wiíh some /icentious image'' (24), BataiUe argues 

that "eroticism opens the way to death. Death opens the way to the denial of our 

individual lives" (24). By breaking down distinctions between individual bodies, and 

revealing the vulnerability of those bodies, sexuality shatters the image of autonomy 

crucial to the male subject/scientist. Sexuality, BataiUe argues, threatens "a rent in the 

seamless garment of the separate individuality" (102). As a sexual subject, Victor's 

identity would be penetrated by the act itself rather than being the scientist mastering 

feminine nature, he would find himself mastered by his body, and an irrationality which 

undermines the self-possessed scientist. BataiUe states. 
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if we foUow the dictates of reason we try to acquire all 
kinds of goods, we work in order to increase the sum of our 
possessions or of our knowledge, we use all means to get 
richer and possess more ... but when the fever of sex seizes 
us we behave in the opposite way. We recklessly draw on 
our strength and sometimes in the violence of passion we 
squander considerable resources to no real purpose. 
Pleasure is so close to ruinous waste that we refer to the 
moment of climax as a "littie death." (170) 

Faced with the sexual proximity of Elizabeth, a proximity which potentially casts her as a 

revealer of Victor's lack rather than a concealer of H, Victor retreats, allowing Elizabeth 

to become the rotting corpse of his dream rather than risking /e petit mort which serves as 
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a sign of his fragility and mortality. 

Shelley's perception that a feminized male, such as the creature, serves as a more 

successful site for sustaining mascuHne wholeness than a heterosexual female, who places 

the male subject in the precarious position of lover, is further underscored by Victor's 

destruction of the female creature. Victor posits a series of reasons against her creation: he 

argues that she may be "ten thousand times more malignant than her mate"; she may "turn 

with disgust from him [the creature] to the superior beauty of man"; she may produce "a 

race of devils" (140). Victor's arguments against the female creature are predicated on a 

fear of heterosexuality and femininity rather than on logic. Shelley has painstakingly shown 

us in the creature's narrative that the creature's anger and violence are produced by social, 

not innate, causes, yet Victor fears that the female creature may be naturally malignant. 

Here, the female creature becomes conflated with the nature of modern science: innately 

female and hostile, H must be tamed by, or in this case, canceled out by, masculine science. 

Victor's imaginative creation of a female creature who may turn to the "superior beauty of 
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man" explicitly voices his own fears about heterosexuality: the male creature is a "safe" 

place to disavow lack because, being socially constructed as heterosexual due to his 

readings and his observations of the De Lacey family, he does not (overtly, at least) 

sexually desire Victor; the female creature is not "safe," because she might turn to the 

"superior beauty" of Victor. Victor's fear of "a race of devils" is patently iUogical: as the 

creator of the female aU he need do is leave out the uterus in his construction of her and 

no reproduction would be possible. Nevertheless, Victor's fear of the female creature's 

ability to reproduce emphasizes the conflation between femininity and maternity which has 

been prevalent in Victor's studies from the alchemists, with their valorization of the 

maternal body, to the modern scientists with their hostile mother nature. Horrified by a 

female creature who, in his mind, embodies the feminine nature he must vanquish as 

rational scientist, Victor destroys her body, placing the pieces in "a basket, with a great 

quantity of stones" (144) and dropping H into the sea..A product of rigid polarizations of 

the masculine and the feminine, Victor cannot imagine a femininity unified from bits and 
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pieces, and made monstrously present, so he destroys the female creature. 

If Shelley presents masculinity as destructive and, especially as expressed within 

the context of modern science, as monstrous, does she posH femininity as an aHernative? 

In my opinion, Shelley presents feminimty not as an aHernative to masculinity but as the 

hideous product of it: in the novel, femininity exists as a means of fostering masculine 
19 

aggressivity and domination. Shelley appears to equate femininity with a negative 

passivity and weakness. Unlike the aHernative feminine of Radcliffe, Shelley's feminine is a 
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prison for those who align themselves with H, a prison which makes masculine aggressivity 

all the more powerful. 

In a significant way, Shelley tropes the signifiers of femininity as a disease which 

leads their bearers to death. On her deathbed Caroline, Victor's mother, passes on the 

legacy of feminine passivity to Elizabeth. Dying from scarlet fever contracted from 

Elizabeth due to her selfless nursing of her adopted daughter, Caroline says, "Elizabeth, 

my love, you must supply my place to my younger children" (47). Passing the signifier of 

femininity to another in the novel is figured as deadly: like the creature's fingerprints left 

on the body of his victims—an attempt to physically mark others with the lack he is 

perceived as embodying—femininity is the mark of death. As in Victor's dream, adopting 

the position of the feminine means rapidly becoming a rotting corpse. 

The deaths of WiIIiam and Justine underscore this point forcefliUy. Elizabeth 

bestows the portraH of Caroline on William, a child already aligned with feminine 

domesticity due to his "one or two littie wives'' (65), and this emblem of the feminine leads 

directly to his death. The creature sees the portraH which "attracts" and "softens" him but 

rapidly produces "rage" (123), as the creature is reminded of his marginalized position. 

After kiUing William, the creature then places the portraH in the pocket of the sleeping 

Justine (124), leading to her execution as the murderer of WiUiam. Femininity, specifically 

the "angel-of-the-house" femininity of Caroline, is troped here as a contagion which brings 

death to the bearers of it. Further, it is Justine's inability to defend herself in public—her 

feminine lack when H comes to language—which solidifies her guiH in the eyes of the 

public (74). Femininity, far from standing as an aHernative to aggressive, objective 



140 

masculinity, is a weakness which allows masculine aggression through the creature, who, 

like Victor begins to disavow his lack onto the feminine, and through a legal system which 

privileges masculine discursive mastery to obliterate the bearers of it. 

Examination of Victor's feminized behavior fiirther iUustrates femininity as a 

negative weakness. Whereas for Radcliffe, the feminized Vivaldi stands as an alternative to 

the traditional, aggressively masculine subject embodied in Schedoni, for Shelley, Victor's 

femininity merely fuels his masculine aggressivenessj The first glimpse we get of Victor in 

Robert's letters is of a man physically weakened, one who faints (33). Victor is continually 
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portrayed as fainting, retreating, suffering, in a particularly feminine manner. Victor flees 

from the creature taking "refuge in the courtyard belonging to the house" and spends "the 

rest of the night, walking up and down in the greatest agUation, listening attentively, 

catching and fearing each sound" (59), very much like a frightened Gothic heroine. 

Following Henry's murder, Victor, like Justine, is paralyzed by fear and cannot defend 

himself his impotence causes the magistrate to draw "an unfavourable augury from my 

manner" (148). While the creature is murdering Elizabeth, Victor is again paralyzed by 

fear—"the motion of every muscle and fibre was suspended" (163)— and upon seeing the 

corpse of Elizabeth, he faUs "senseless on the ground" (163). After his father's death 

Victor becomes insane and is confined to a madhouse where "chains and darkness were 

the only objects that pressed upon me" (166). In late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-

century European society, madness is gendered feminine. Michel FoucauH argues that by 

the late eighteenth century madness is understood to be a condition of unreason which 

requires supervised confinement: "confinement is the practice which corresponds most 
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exactly to madness experienced as unreason, that is, as the empty negativity of reason; by 

confinement, madness is acknowledged to be nothing' (116). To be confined to an asylum 

is to be positioned like the female subject as unreasonable, as the negation of logic, as "not 

aU." 

Shelley portrays Victor's feminization as a weakness which he aggressively rejects, 

in other words, as fiiel for his extreme masculinity. Raised in an atmosphere of feminine 

domesticity, "guided by a silken cord" (40), cared for by a kind mother and a feminized 

father who has "relinquished all his public flmctions" (40), Victor violently reacts against 
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this feminine atmosphere. Tired of being "cooped up" (49) at his home in Geneva, Victor 

goes to Ingolstadt to pursue his study of modern science. Through Victor and through the 

creature, Shelley suggests that early contact with femininity does not produce a more 

positive, kinder male subject, but merely intensifies his retreat from the feminine into a 

masculine aggressiveness. The tranquiUity of the Frankenstein and De Lacey homes 

ultimately fosters the aggressivity of both Victor and the creature. Further, Victor's 

passivity in the face of the creature produces a reaction against the creature, who initially 

embodies Victor's fragility, resulting in Victor's desire to vanquish the "scoffing devil" 

(171). Rather than privileging femininity and domesticity as aHernatives to the rigid, 

objective, apersonal masculinist/scientific dogma of Victor, Shelley seems to be indicating 

that "weak" femininity is merely a product of the dominant scientific and social 
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constructs. 
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Frankenstein explores the idea that modern science has given birth not so much to 

the idealized, virile science Bacon envisioned but to a "weak" femininity which allows the 

scientist to maintain an illusion of dominance over feminine nature. Femininity and 

masculinity are coUaborators: the production of a rhetoric which valorizes masculine 

wholeness depends on the discrediting and weakening of the feminine. Elizabeth lying 

"lifeless and inanimate" (163) on her wedding bed—the central image of the vanquishing 

of the feminine in the novel—is the product of a complex interrelation between 

masculinity, femininity, and modern science. In SheUey's vision, femininity is as ; 

contaminated as masculinity is: both are products of a rigid binary logic which can Í 

produce only monsters. 

Hawthorne, like Shelley, explores the modern scientist within the context of 

gender and heterosexuality. However, whereas for Shelley the scientist is defined by his 

need to escape from the domestic realm, for Hawthorne the scientist has invaded the 

domestic realm. Thus Aylmer's laboratory is in his home with Georgiana while Victor's 

laboratory is removed from his Geneva home. Moreover, Victor attempts to rid himself of 

the problematic feminine through the mediation of the creature, while Aylmer in 

Hawthorne's "The Birth-mark" (1843) does H directly: the feminine corpse at the center 

of this tale is produced by the scientist himself, not by a hideous product of his work. Yet, 

Georgiana's dead body represents a no less complex configuration of gender, sexuality, 

and science than does Elizabeth's corpse. Like Victor, Aylmer is poised between alchemy 

and modern science, and, like Shelley, Hav^horne blurs the lines between these two 

supposedly distinct epistemological positions. Aylmer's library indicates his close 
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connections to both bodies of knowledge. Georgiana discovers there not only the works 

of Albertus Magnus, Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, and Roger Bacon, but also the 

"curious and imaginative ... early volumes of the Transactions of the Royal Society" 
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(48). Aylmer's laboratory resembles the alchemists' workplace with Hs furnace, and his 

desire to "lay his hand on the secret of creative force" (36)—^which, like Victor's desire to 

discover the one force behind human life, is firmly grounded in alchemical theory. 

Aylmer's elixirs flirther code him as a representative alchemist, yet the narrator tells us he 

is "an eminent proficient in every branch of natural philosophy" (36). Further, unlike the 

alchemist who frequently employed a female assistant in order to represent his search for 

the hermaphroditic ideal, Aylmer uses a male assistant, Aminadab, and is horrified by 

Georgiana's interest in his studies, telling her, "it is dangerous to read in a sorcerer's 

books" (49) when she reads his notebooks, and physically expeUing her from his 
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laboratory—"Go, prying woman, go!" (51). Further, like the Baconian scientist, he seeks 

to penetrate the secrets of a feminized nature in order to triumph over "her." The narrator, 

replicating Aylmer's scientific rhetoric states apropos of the scientist's failures, "our great 

creative Mother, while she amuses us with apparently working in the broadest sunshine, is 

yet severely careful to keep her own secrets, and, in spite of her pretended openness, 

shows us nothing but resuHs" (42). Caught in Baconian logic, Aylmer is thus frustrated 

by a feminine nature which teases the male scientist, pretending to be open, then refiising 

to let him penetrate her. From this perspective, Aylmer's desire to "lay his hand on the 

secret of creative force" is frustrated by a personified feminine nature who will not open 
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her legs and allow his metaphorical scientific penis to enter. That frustrated hand, 

attempting to pry open nature, appears, displaced, on Georgiana's face. 

If Aylmer displays the rhetorical and psychological attitudes of the modern 

scientist, why do his experiments bear such a close resemblance to alchemy? Shelley tells 

us that Victor's poor scientific education misleads him into believing that hermetic 

philosophy is current theory, an error which is corrected at Ingolstadt, but Hawthorne 

gives us no explanations to why Aylmer, living in the late eighteenth century and making 

"discoveries in the elemental powers of nature, that had roused the admiration of all the 

learned societies in Europe" (42), looks so much like a medieval alchemist. David Van 

Leer argues that American Romantics look back to alchemy rather than forward to 

Charles Darwin because hermetic theories "reinforce their belief in the unity of nature" 

("Nature's" 307). Ante-bellum America's taste for Swedenborg and Paracelsus indicates 

an active interest in alchemical theory. As Van Leer states, "alchemy was alive and well in 

mid-century America" ("Aylmer's" 218). Perhaps also, like Shelley, Hawthorne is pointing 

out the connections between alchemy and modern science. Although in the seventeenth 

century the Royal Society polarized alchemy and modern science as gendered opposites, 

Shelley's analysis of Victor's education indicates that the alchemists' hermaphrodite 

residually structures modern science's use of gender distinctions to imagine itself 

Hawthorne seems to be pointing to a similar idea. Behind Aylmer's library, which traces 

scientific knowledge from the alchemists to the Royal Society, Hes the laboratory with its 

furnace where Aylmer works to create the "draught of immortal happiness or misery" 

(50). In other words, modern science does not so much effect an epistemological break 
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with the alchemists, as conceal their theories beneath a rhetoric of masculine rationality 

and Truth. Like Shelley's novel, Hawthorne's tale highlights the connections between 

alchemy and modern science within the context of gender. 

The alchemists' biologization of gender reemerges in the rhetoric of modern 

science with the essentialized feminine representing not a complement to but an enemy of 

the masculine. "The Birth-mark" explores masculine science's desire to battie a supposed 

female nature within a paradoxical social configuration—the mid-century couple contained 

within the ideology of separate spheres. Aylmer is positioned in a domestic household in 

which he should view Georgiana as the spiritual/emotional complement to his 

physical/intellectual mascuHnity. Yet, he is also a modern scientist who has been 

encouraged to view the feminine as a foe. Marriage threatens the chastity necessary for 

him successftilly to conceive an idea transmitted by the divine. As nineteenth-century male 

subject, Aylmer needs Georgiana in order to sustain his identity by serving as the feminine 

ideal who represents the phallus for him; as modern scientist, Aylmer is threatened by 

Georgiana, who potentially may rob him of his chastity and drag him down with her 

female naturalness. Aylmer and Georgiana's marriage engages this contradiction present in 

nineteenth-century American society. While ideologically the middle-class woman is raised 

to the status of angel of the house, an increasingly essentialized notion of femininity within 

scientific ideology reveals a gap in middle-class hegemony as the female body becomes 

coded as irrational and sexual. Laqueur observes that if nineteenth-century European and 

American science constructed women as passionless, there remained a lurking suspicion 

centered around "woman shackled to her body, woman as nature, as physical being, even 
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if the tamed quality of her modern European avatar spoke eloquently of the power of 

civilization" (223). Ultimately the two ideologies met on the operating table: in order for 

the middle-class woman to be a lady in the home, her body had to be vanquished by the 

nineteenth-century physician. The angel kept her status by undergoing clitoridectomies 
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and ovariotomies. As a resuH of these operations, the male scientist kept his angelic 

Other embodied in the sexless woman, and got to vanquish nature as projected onto the 

female genitalia. 

Georgiana's hand-shaped birthmark troubles Aylmer because it expresses this 

contradiction: as husband he needs a spotless wife to complete him, a valorized, 

spiritualized companion; as scientist, he longs to lay his hands on Georgiana, vanquishing 

her because her body is coded as nature herself, hostile, impenetrable. Many critics have 

read the birthmark as representative both of Georgiana's sexuality and of female sexuality 
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and reproductive capabilities in general. As the narrator indicates, however, the mark in 

itself is meaningless: it is a blank slate upon which people project their desires and/or 

fears. Some of Georgiana's male admirers read it as a fairy's hand which indicates her link 

to a divine, fairy-tale realm (38). Some "fastidious" women read the mark as a "Bloody 

Hand" which suggests Georgiana's menstrual flow, a cultural sign of cormption which 
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undermines her and their claims to physical purity (38). Aylmer and other male admirers 

wish the mark away "that the world might possess one living specimen of ideal loveliness" 

(38). The narrator himself reads the "Crimson Hand" (39) as a sign of the human faU and 

the resulting "liability to sin, sorrow, decay, and death" (39). As a screen where 
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desires/fears are projected, the mark does not relate to Georgiana's subjectivity but to the 
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subjectivity of others. What Aylmer reads there is not Georgiana's desire but his own. 

Hawthorne emphasizes Aylmer's creation of the mark as meaningful text in the scene in 

which Georgiana intrudes in the laboratory. Angry, Aylmer seizes "her arm with a gripe 

that left the print of his fingers upon if' (51). This doubling of the birthmark effected by 

Aylmer indicates that he invests the mark with a meaning related to his scientific career. 

The marks stands as a sign of "the stain of acids" (36) which he attempts to wash away 

through his marriage to Georgiana, but which lingers, undermining any hope for a 

successful relationship with her. Significantly, it is only after his marriage to Georgiana 

that her birthmark begins to bother him. The hand of the scientist, desiring to pry open 

nature, becomes projected onto Georgiana's birthmark. In this scene Aylmer literally 

writes on her body, reproducing the birthmark as the sign of the hand of science. 

Aylmer's desire to scientifically penetrate Georgiana is indicated in his dream. He 

dreams of removing her birthmark, "but the deeper went the knife, the deeper sank the 

Hand, untU at length Hs tiny grasp appeared to have caught hold of Georgiana's heart; 

whence, however, her husband was inexorably resolved to cut or wrench it away" (40). 

Consciously, Aylmer wishes to remove the birthmark in order to perfect Georgiana into 

the ideal woman; unconsciously he wants to penetrate her body with his loiife until she 

dies. As with Victor, Aylmer's "love of science" (37) is at odds with his love for his wife. 

Aylmer's "convulsive shudder" (43) at the glowing birthmark may be read as a shudder at 

his own desire to mutilate the female body in order to demonstrate the superiority of 

masculine science over feminine nature. Aylmer's retreat into alchemical means to remove 
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the birthmark indicates further displacement of this desire. Whereas in the dream he cuts 

Georgiana open like a modern surgeon, in reality he gives her an elixir. While H slowly 

kills her, Aylmer stares at the hand, and "yet once, by a strange and unaccountable 

impulse, he pressed H with his lips" (54). Although he immediately pulls back from this 

kiss, this action is suggestive. By kiUing Georgiana, Aylmer expresses the desire 

represented by the hand, his desire to lay his hands on Georgiana, who culturally embodies 

nature, and defeat her. By kissing the mark, he briefly acknowledges this desire. 

Hawthorne, like Shelley, portrays modern masculinity implicated with masculine science as 

masking a desire to destroy essentialized femininity, but also like Shelley, Hawthorne does 

not vindicate femininity as an alternative. 

Shelley suggests that nineteenth-century femininity is the product of masculine 

scientific rhetoric; Hawthorne makes a similar point. The boudoir, constructed by Aylmer 

for his new wife, has been converted from "those smoky, dingy, sombre rooms, where he 

had spent his brightest years in recondite pursuits, into a series of beautiflil apartments, not 

unfit to be the secluded abode of a lovely woman" (44). The foundation of the feminine 

boudoir is the laboratory. Modern science's rhetoric of a masculine science/feminine 

nature helped produce the theory of the separate spheres, which relegated woman to 

"natural" ftmctions such as childbearing, and men to "cuHuraL' pursuHs such as scientific 

experimentation. Although some critics have argued that Georgiana's character represents 

the emotional aHernative to Aylmer the scientist, I see Georgiana as the product of 
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Aylmer's epistemological position. Van Leer argues that Georgiana submHs to Aylmer's 

experiment because "there is no other reality on which to rely" ("Nature's" 319). If 
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Georgiana cannot believe in Aylmer's science, she cannot believe in her own subject 

position, which is predicated on the female subject as the defining Other of the rational 

scientist. Georgiana proposes that Aylmer remove the birthmark (41), and later the 

narrator tells us that "not even Aylmer now hated 'ú so much as she" (48). Georgiana 

accepts Aylmer's "highest and deepest conception" (52), and in her dying speech tells 

Aylmer "do not repent, that, with so high and pure a feeling, you have rejected the best 

that earth could offer" (55). The binary opposition which forces an equation between the 

masculine and Truth and the feminine and Nature, causes Georgiana to accept Aylmer's 

desire as her own or be left with no truth, just a culturally despised nature, imposed on her 

female anatomy. She feels "the most fit to die" (53) because Aylmer's growing disgust 

with his desire projected onto her body has left her culturally nowhere: if he does not 

perceive her as an angel, she is just a female body coded simultaneously as cultural lack 

and frightening natural presence. Like the nineteenth-century women who voluntary 

underwent clitoridectomies and ovariotomies, Georgiana submits to the scientist's wiU, 

because she exists as a feminine subject only within his rhetoric. 

The narrator's banal moral which closes the tale flirther reveals his conventional 

interpretation of the events. He reads the birthmark as a sign of the human fall and 
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encodes the moral as Aylmer's inability "to find the perfect Future in the present" (56). 

The tale Hself, however, does not point to this moral. Like Frankenstein, "The Birth-

mark" contaminates the feminine and the domestic as possible solutions to the masculine 

by indicating their complicity with masculine systems. Behind Georgiana's boudoir Hes the 
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laboratory. Like Elizabeth and the creature, she is the product of a powerflil cultural 

discourse of separate spheres which fliels the "progress" of modern science. 

In "Rappaccini's Daughter" (1844), Hawthorne Hteralizes the metaphor of the 

feminine poisoned by masculine science impHcH in "The Birth-mark." Beatrice's 

poisoned/poisonous body is the direct product of Rappaccini's scientific exploration. Yet, 

like "The Birth-mark," this tale explores the interconnections between modern science's 

creation of a poisonous femininity and other ideological systems. Hawthorne sets 

"Rappaccini's Daughter" in Renaissance Padua in order to explore the conflict between 

dominant, theologically-influenced views of science and emergent, empiricist views of 

experimentation. In the tale Baglioni represents established Renaissance views of science 

based in hermetic phUosophy. Like the alchemist, he places his faith in "the arcana of 

medical science" (107); Rappaccini, with his emphasis on the value of direct 
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experimentation, prefigures modern, empirical scientific views. Hans Eichner argues that 

the notion of progress which is imbricated with empirical science challenged theologically 

based views of the universe. The evolution impHed by the conception of progress 

undermined Christian notions of good and evil: "if the worid is imperfect and striving 

toward perfection and if the perfect supreme being is not Hs creator but Hs telos, the 

existence of evil presents no puzzle, and such evil as there is can be vanquished" (Eichner 

15). BagHoni clings to the dominant view of a worid in which evU must be present, 

criticizing Rappaccini's "unnaturaL' science, labeling him "a vile empiric ... not to be 

tolerated by those who respect the good old rules of the medical profession!" (107). 

Rappaccini voices the emergent evolutionary view of science with his desire to create a 
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new race of humans through Giovanni and Beatrice who wiU be "most dear to one 

another, and dreadflil to all besides!" (127). Poised between these two epistemological 

positions is Giovanni. 

Upon arriving in Padua, Giovanni perceives the world through the framework of 

The Divine Comedy, fantasizing about his ancestor who has been portrayed by Dante as "a 
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partaker of the immortal agonies of his Inferno" (93). This tendency to read the events 

around him according to theological principles persists as Giovanni views Rappaccini in 

his garden as one "among malignant influences, such as savage beasts, or deadly snakes, 

or evil spirits" (96). This reading of events continues to serve as a framework for 

Giovanni, yet he wavers between this viewpoint and an empiricist interpretation. 

Reflecting on Rappaccini and Beatrice, he becomes "inclined to take a most rational view 

of the whole matter" (98), a view indicated by his increasing desire physically to examine 

both Beatrice and her "sister" plants in order to determine their essence. 

Significantly, Hawthorne tropes Giovanni's adoption of either viewpoint as a 

poisoning of his system. Baglioni poisons Giovanni with his traditional, theologically based 

views of science. At their first meeting, Baglioni slanders Rappaccini, portraying him as a 

heartless empiricist who "would sacrifice human life, his own among the rest, or, whatever 

else was dearest to him, for the sake of adding so much as a grain of mustard-seed to the 

great heap of his accumulated knowledge" (99-100). Further, BagHoni impHcates Beatrice 

in this science for science's sake philosophy by reporting that "Rappaccini is said to have 

instructed her deeply in his science" (101). The poison metaphor implicH in Baglioni's 

influencing of Giovanni is made explicH by Hawthorne as Baglioni asks him to "drink off 
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your glass of Lacryma" (101): in the next paragraph the narrator tells us that the wine has 

caused Giovanni's "brain to swim with strange fantasies in reference to Doctor Rappaccini 

and the beautiful Beatrice" (101). Just as Baglioni's philosophy poisons Giovanni with 

conservative notions of science, Rappaccini's empiricism poisons the student with a desire 

to vanquish the feminine as represented by Beatrice.í Giovanni's desire to bring his 

experiences "rigidly and systematically within the limits of ordinary experience" (105) 

causes him to enter the garden, gain proximity to Beatrice and the flowers, and 

subsequently become infused with poison. Both philosophical views poison the young 

student, and Hawthorne emphasizes this contamination within the context of gender. 

In "Rappaccini's Daughter" as in Frankenstein and "The Birth-mark," the 

similarities between alchemy and modern science are played out at the site of the feminine. 

Both systems offered to Giovanni code Beatrice as poisonous. Adopting the theological 

point of view, Giovanni polarizes Beatrice as either angel or demon. Reading Beatrice 

through the guide of The Divine Comedy, he sees her as Beatrice Portinari, glowing "amid 
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the sunlight" (102), against whom a criticism is "blasphemy" (118). HaAvthorne indicates, 

however, how easily Beatrice slides from angel to demon when placed within this 

epistemological framework. Elevating Beatrice to angelic status brings Hs binary opposHe 

of "witchery" (114) and "monstrosity of souL' (120). The "heavenly angeL' (122) of 

Giovanni's imagination becomes a "loathsome and deadly" creature (124) by the end of 

the tale. The tale emphasizes that the spiritualization/demonization of Beatrice provides 

Giovanni with an opportunity to disavow the limHs of his epistemological mastery much as 
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the creature provides that sHe for Victor through Victor's demonization of him. The 

narrator states that "H mattered not whether she were angel or demon; he was irrevocably 

wHhin her sphere, and must obey the law that whiried him onward, in ever lessening 

circles, towards a resuH which he did not attempt to foreshadow" (109). Beatrice as the 

"poisonous thing" (124) of theology serves to sustain Giovanni's sense of wholeness: as 

supernatural force leading him into the garden, she protects him from lack and failure as 

Giovanni disavows his coUaboration in poisoning his own system by declaring that 

Beatrice "enticed me into thy region of unspeakable horror" (124). 

Significantly, Beatrice is also poisonous within the framework of emerging modern 

science. By creating a poisonous woman firmly under his control, Rappaccini foreshadows 

Bacon's project of a masculine science which must battle a powerful feminine nature. By 

encasing deadly poison in the female body, he conflates the female anatomy with poison, 

and by enclosing Beatrice in his garden, he retains control over deadly mother nature. 

Giovanni's attempts to understand Beatrice through the framework of empiricism indicate 

that like the theologically based approach to Beatrice, this approach also tropes her as 

poisonous. Giovanni dreams of a flower and a maiden who "were different and yet the 

same, and fraught wHh some strange peril in eHher shape" (98). Like Aylmer's dream, his 

dream reveals the unconscious of modern science. The modern scientific equation between 

nature and the feminine and the tendency to view a feminized nature as an enemy to the 

rational scientists are revealed in this dream, just as they are Hteralized in Rappaccini's 

creation of a poisonous woman who inhabHs a garden with her "sister" plants. Her 

ignorance of her father's method of creating the plants—"I know no more of them than 
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their hues and perfiime" (111), she says—reinforces the cultural association of the 

masculine with intellect and the feminine with nature. Rappaccini allows Beatrice to 

"commune" wHh the plants, but does not aUow her to understand them. Giovanni's 

adoption of an emergent scientific view of Beatrice relies upon adopting the Baconian 

metaphors of knowledge. His desire to fathom the essence of Beatrice results in him 

penetrating the garden. Entering the garden he finds he is "thrusting himself into an 

incalculable position" (109); he proceeds, "forcing himself through the entanglement of a 

shrub that wreathed its tendrils over the hidden entrance" (109). Hawthorne further 

emphasizes the Baconian metaphor of sexual penetration of the feminine as the means to 

scientific knowledge as Giovanni attempts to embrace Beatrice and she refiises, "so sad, 

so stern, and withal wore such a look of desolate separation, shuddering at Hself, that not 

a spoken word was requisHe to repel him" (116). Giovanni's inability to penetrate the 

secrets of nature embodied in Beatrice angers him and brings out the desire latent in 

modern science to oblHerate the female body which has been coded as impenetrable 
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nature. 

Theological and empirical theories merge as Giovanni brings about Beatrice's 

death. Administering a "divine" elixir to her brought from the alchemist Baglioni 

ostensibly to purify Beatrice "from evil" (126), Giovanni simuHaneously conducts an 

empirical experiment on her in order to test her chemical make-up. Both alchemy and 

emerging modern science mask a desire to vanquish the essentialized feminine. Through 

the death of Beatrice, Giovanni succeeds in bridging the two epistemological positions, 

and hence makes a transition between residual and emerging scientific theories. 
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Beatrice's death brings together the three central male characters/scientists and 

implicates them all in her destruction. Beatrice is poisoned by all three men, Rappaccini 

who contaminates her with his horticultural experiments; Baglioni who gives Giovanni an 

elixir in order to revenge himself against Rappaccini's successes; and Giovanni who 
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directly administers the "poisonous" elixir. Her dead body affirms the victory of 

masculine science over an essential femininity and implicates apparently alternative 

positions Hke Baglioni's in this "victory." Like Elizabeth and Georgiana, Beatrice dies to 

further an illusion of scientific progress. Beatrice serves as a conduit through which 

theories of science move. Her poisonous body imprints Aylmer's hand of science, here 

reemerging as Rappaccini's gloved hand, on Giovanni's body. He wakes to discover that 

he bears the mark of Rappaccini's science: "when thoroughly aroused, he became sensible 

of a burning and tingling agony in his hand—in his right hand—the very hand which 

Beatrice had grasped in her own, when he was on the point of plucking one of the gem-

like flowers. On the back of that hand there was now a purple print, like that of four small 

fingers, and the likeness of a slender thumb upon his wrisf' (114-15). Giovanni's desire to 

pluck one of the poisonous flowers, to pry open the secrets of Rappaccini's garden, 

becomes imprinted on his right hand. Beatrice serves as the mediator between Rappaccini 

and Giovanni, physically labeling Giovanni as the empiricist he is becoming. 

While Beatrice's body serves as means of transmitting Rappaccini's philosophy, 

her mind transmHs Baglioni's theories. Concurrent with Rappaccini's poisoning of her 

body has been an ideological poisoning of her mind. While physically she embodies 

emergent experimental science, mentally she conforms to Baglioni's phUosophy. If 
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Giovanni textualizes her as Dante's idealized, saintly Beatrice, he only repeats a process 

she has aHeady undergone. Observing Beatrice as she apparently kiUs a lizard and an 

insect, Giovanni sees her cross herself, perhaps repenting for her father's science 

Beatrice tells Giovanni that "though my body be nourished with poison, my spirit is God's 

creature" (125). And yet her adoption of traditional theological views resuHs in her 

coUaboration in her own destruction. Like Georgiana, who demands the deadly elixir in 

order to keep her sense of feminine purity, Beatrice tells Giovanni, "spurn me!—tread 

upon me!—kiU me!" (125), and she volunteers to drink the elixir which (from her 

perspective) frees her from her father's "evil" science as she ascends to heaven (127). 

Beatrice's adoption of the position of the spiritualized woman merely furthers both the 

theological and empiricist positions of the male scientists. While all three men are stunned 

at the end of the tale, all three have to some extent succeeded in reaching their goals. 

BagHoni has both revenged himself against Rappaccini and "purified" Beatrice's spirit 

from her poisoned body; Rappaccini has lost Beatrice but has gained valuable empirical 

knowledge about her metabolism, and has another subject close at hand—Giovanni; 

Giovanni has seen Beatrice die to affirm both of his epistemological positions and, fiirther, 

is presented with the possibility of becoming Rappaccini's student, his "son," who, unlike 
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his daughter, can learn the processes of experimental science. 

Yet Giovanni is poisoned by his desire to understand the essence of Beatrice. The 

pale, and eventually dead, Victor, the "pale as death" Aylmer, the diseased Rappaccini 

who is "the pale man of science" (126), and the poisoned Giovanni all attest to the price 
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paid by the male subject in his attempts to maintain the image of the masterful scientist 

chastely vanquishing feminine nature. If the feminine is oblHerated by a science based on 

Baconian metaphors of gendered domination, the masculine is vampirized. The attempt to 

create a virUe, masculine science results in a slow draining of the male subject as he 

struggles to measure up to an impossible rhetorical ideal. Shelley and Hawthorne do not 

condemn science per se, but they do interrogate science understood culturally only in 
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terms of rigid gender distinctions. The bleak message of these works is that everything is 

contaminated by gender polarizations: femininity is the poisonous/monstrous product of 

masculine science; masculinity is destructive, yet also infected. When the modern scientists 

of the laboratory and operating table attempt to negotiate gender at the level of the body, 

they produce monsters and corpses. 
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Notes 

The word "scientist" was not coined untU the 1830s. Strictly speaking, Victor 
Frankenstein is a "natural phUosopher." As David Knight notes, the adoption of the word 
"scientist" as opposed to "natural philosopher" related to the increasing 
professionalization of science: a "natural philosopher" studied all branches of knowledge; 
a "scientist" was a specialist in one particular field. 

2 

There is a long tradition of metaphorical penetration of the male body by God as 
acceptable, as not an impediment to masculine identity. Male passivity before the divine 
characterizes Christian experience. See, for example, John Donne's "Batter my Heart, 
Three-Personed God." 

3 

I am following the critical tendency to use the third edition of the text published 
in 1831 because H contains the last revisions approved and supervised by Mary SheUey. 

4 

For discussiori§j3f Victor's relationship to the alchemists see Marie Roberts and 
Irving H. Buchen. For discussions of Victor's relationship to modern science see Russell 
Letson, Laura Kranzler, Anne K. Mellor ("Critique" and "Possessing"), Mary A. Favret, 
Laura E. Crouch, Judith A. Spector, Theodore Ziolkowski, Alan Bewell, Maurice Hindle, 
and Mary Jacobus. 

Buchen argues that Shelley is aiming for a combination of alchemy and modern 
science, a union providing "the essential elements each lacks" (103). I find this reading 
problematic due to the novel's continual emphasis on shattering unity and highlighting 
disjunction and lack. 

James P. Davis argues that the exclusion of feminine voices in the novel serves to 
reveal the masculine voice as "monstrously destructive of men, women, famiHes, and 
children" (321). While I agree that the focus on male narrators highlights the masculine as 
the point of interrogation in the novel, I disagree with Davis' assumption that exclusion of 
the feminine in the novel necessarily implies valorization of H. 

^ Marion B. Ross, for example, argues that Henry represents "the femininely 
influenced male" (114). Peter Dale Scott views Henry as the "ideal Victor" who avoids the 
"excessive 'masculinity' and insensHivity to feeling" which characterizes Victor's and 
Robert'sattitudes(189). 

o 

For discussions of Orientalism in the novel see Gayatri Spivak and Joyce Zonana. 

^ Many critics have read the birth metaphors in Frankenstein from a biographical 
perspective, interpreting them as Shelley inscribing personal anxieties over conception and 
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birth. Ellen Moers set the stage for this line of reading of the novel, arguing '"Frankenstein 
seems to be distinctly a woman's mythmaking on the subject of birth" (93). See Barbara 
Johnson, Mary Poovey, U.C. Knoepflmacher, Marc. A. Rubenstein, Barbara Fey Waxman, 
and Paul Youngquist. For less biographically and biologically based readings of birth 
metaphors in the novel see Kranzler, Marie-Héléne Huet, Spector, Jacobus, Favret, and 
BeweU. 

10 

For other readings of the creature as the corps morce/é, see Bronfen, Paul 
Sherwin, Rosemary Jackson ("Narcissism"), and Peter Brooks. 

11 
A primary British exponent of transcendental anatomy was Joseph Henry Green, 

a friend of Humphry Davy. For Shelley's familiarity with Davy see Crouch. For a general 
discussion of Davy's connection to the Romantic poets see Christopher Lawrence. 

12 

Mladen Dolar suggests that the creature represents not so much lack as a bit of 
the real which produces anxiety in Victor: reading, however, the real with its associations 
with the repetition/compulsion and death drive, suggests that the "lack of lack" Dolar 
reads as the uncanny aspect of the creature masks another lack, that of death. 

13 

See Alan Richardson, Lee Serrenbug, Kranzler, Fred Botting, Paul Sherwin, 
Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, and Devon Hodges. Margaret Homans argues that 
the creature remains male, though, feminized, in order to expose "the male romantic 
economy" and its construction of the feminine as "a comforting iUusion of the male self s 
independent wholeness" (106). 

14 

Bronfen argues that when Victor turns away from the body in bits and pieces 
represented by the creature, only then "does real death occur" (133). The lack Victor 
refuses to accept in representation (the body of the creature) becomes Hteralized in the 
death of his family members and finally in his own death. Manson and Stewart situate 
Victor's striving for wholeness within the context of Romanticism, arguing that the 
mechanistic science Victor employs to make the creature is at odds wHh the total creation 
demanded by the Romantic aesthetic. 

^̂  Easlea links insecurities about gender which helped to form the rhetoric of 
modern science specifically to "penile insecurity": "H is the not always reliable behavior of 
the penis that constantiy threatens to undermine—if not to shatter—the owner's 
laboriously acquired 'superior' masculine identity" (57). 

^̂  Kiely set the stage for a group of readings which focus on Victor's fear of 
sexuality. See CoUeen Hobbs, who argues along lines similar to mine, that Victor fears 
that "physical passion is unstable, disruptive, and irrational—the antithesis of the 'tranquil' 
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existence he has been trained to pursue" (163). See also Youngquist, MeUor ("Critique" 
and "Possessing"), Sedgwick (Between), and Paul Cantor. 

17 

Critics have pointed out that Victor's desire for a dead Elizabeth may also be 
related to a desire not to "poUute" the angel of the house with sexuality, see Cantor and 
MeUor ("Possessing"). The asexual angel of the house, like the courtly lady in some 
configurations offin amour, is conveniently distant and non-desiring, making the process 
of disavowal easier to accomplish for the male subject. 

18 

Bronfen argues that no female monster can exist in the novel because Shelley 
wants to keep the material image^ody "distinct from monstrosity" in order to "reconfirm 
by negation the ethic value of maternal creation" (137). Brooks argues that creation of the 
female creature would reveal to Victor "the monstrous element in his own nature which 
led him to create a monstrous being" since it is a manifestation of the creature's desire 
which by implication is Victor's desire (597). Johnson argues that by the early nineteenth 
century, the cultural association between the feminine the monstrous had become so 
incompatible that "Frankenstein cannot even complete the female companion that his 
creature so eagerly awaits" (7). 

19 

Some critics see Shelley unequivocally celebrating and privileging the feminine in 
the novel: see Fred Randel, Davis, Bronfen, Mellor ("Critique" and Mary She//ey), and 
Gilbert and Gubar. See also Percy SheUey's preface to the 1818 edition of Frankenstein 
which maintains that the moral of the novel is "the exhibition of the amiableness of 
domestic affection, and the excellence of universal virtue" (Case Studies 25). Interestingly, 
Percy's preface also replicates the scientific objectivity scrutinized in the novel as he 
claims that the novel is free of an agenda: "nor is any influence to be drawn from the 
following pages as prejudicing any philosophical doctrine of whatever kind" (Case Studies 
25). Other critics point out that Shelley emphasizes the HmHations of femininity, especially 
as H is constructed in patriarchal society: see Ross, Kate EIHs ("Monsters"), Johanna M. 
Snúth, Vanessa D. Dickerson, and Elissa Marder. Others have argued that Shelley favors a 
combination of feminine and masculine, an androgynous whole: William Veeder most 
vehemently voices this position, but relies on essentialized notions of masculinity and 
femininity to do so. See also, Scott. Lehman argues that Frankenstein criticizes modern 
science for distancing gender from the body, hence reading the novel as supporting 
essentialized notions of gender. Some critics see Safie as an aHernative version of 
femininity, one which transcends the passivity of the angel of the house (see Zonana, 
Scott). To me, this reading is suspect because although Safie does flee Islam in pursuH of 
a more liberated existence, the model she wiU be forced to conform to is the one Elizabeth 
foUows: Safie leaves the tyranny of the harem in order to assume a position similar to 
Elizabeth's. 

i-WBPv 
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Hobbs views Victor as a hysteric, a condition which by 1784 was "routinely 
suspected" in female patients (153). Hobbs argues that by locating hysteria in a male 
character, Shelley is pointing to the problems inherent in a limHed definition of 
masculinity. While I agree with this reading, I disagree with Hobbs' contention that there 
is a feminine aHernative—communicating his failed experiment to others—in the novel. 

21 

EIlis argues that Shelley points to a limHed femininity which has been 
constructed by patriarchal society: "Repeatedly throughout the novel, Shelley gives us 
examples of the ways in which the insulated bourgeois family creates and perpetuates 
divided selves in the name of domestic affection" ("Monsters"I37). EIHs also points out 
that Shelley's subsequent works call for criticizing the feminine domestic as "a cultural 
system rather than a natural phenomenon" ("Subversive" 233). Smith also points to the 
limitations of femininity brought out in the novel. 

22 , . 

Veeder's reading of Victor's femininity labels it as a negative "effeminacy" 
which denies the complementary relationship between the masculine and feminine Veeder 
posits as positive. Although Veeder argues for an androgynous whole as a means to solve 
gender problems, he openly criticizes femininity in the male subject as "weakness" (193). 
WhUe I disagree with Veeder's assumptions and readings of the novel, he does point to a 
negativity in Victor's feminine qualities which the novel seems to share, though, I argue, 
for different reasons. 

23 

See David M. Van Leer ("Nature's" and "Aylmer's"), Shannon Burns, and 
Alfred S. Reid for discussions of "The Birth-mark" and alchemy. Reid argues that Aylmer 
is modeled on Sir Kenelm Digby, a figure, who like Aylmer was positioned between 
alchemy and the Royal Society, and who, also like Aylmer, kiUed his wife while 
performing an experiment on her. 

24 

Some critics view "The Birth-mark" as an indictment of Aylmer's failure to 
enact the principles of alchemy. See Liz Rosenburg and Monica M. Elbert. These readings 
tend to see alchemy as a positive theory which positions women in a valorized position. 
Elbert states, for example "insofar as Aylmer is an alchemist who wants to umte with 
Mother Nature, he can be perceived as the defender of woman" (91). These readings 
reproduce the association of femininity with the biological and hence support the scientific 
rhetoric outiined by Easlea and Keller. 

James R. MeUow notes that Hawthorne was reading Francis Bacon in 1843 
(217). Barbara Eckstein also explores Hawthorne's connection to Bacon. 

Joel Pfister notes that that first sexual surgery on women in the Umted States 
was performed by J. Marion Sims in 1843 (21-22). See Easlea and Laqueur for further 
discussion of cHtoridectomies and ovariotomies in the nineteenth century. 

.,JIJIlLlLv 
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See James Quinn and Ross Baldessarini, Judith Fetteriey, Eckstein, Nina Baym, 
Elbert, and Nicholas K. Bromell. Several critics emphasize the birthmark as a text created 
and read by Aylmer, see Steve Youra, Leland S. Person, Jr, and Cindy Weinstein. 

28 
Jules Zanger establishes a convincing reading of the birthmark as connected to 

menstruation. See also Pfister, and Fetterley. 

29 

Johnson argues that "the mark on Georgiana's cheek is a mark of 
intersubjectivity: H is interpreted differently by different beholders, and H interprets them 'm 
response" ("Is" 259). 

30 

Monica M Elbert argues that in "The Birth-mark," Hawthorne Ulustrates that 
"the woman is superior" (69). Elbert replicates the association between femininity and 
nature in her study, arguing that "Hawthorne shows the fear of the consequences of 
repressing nature and feminine thinldng" (72-73). Other critics view Georgiana as the 
moral center of the tale, see Reid. See Ellen E. Westbrook, Fetterley, Person, Eckstein, 
and Pfister for readings which problematize Georgiana as an alternative to Aylmer. 

31 

Liz Rosenburg agrees with the narrator's moral, arguing that "The Birth-mark" 
is a hymn to earthly marriage" (149). I clearly disagree with this reading, viewing love and 
marriage in the tale as implicated with Aylmer's science. 

32 

For discussions of science in "Rappaccini's Daughter" see Edward H. 
Rosenberry, Carol Marie Bensick, Pfister, Elbert, and Maragret Hallisy. 

33 

34 

See David L. Cowles for a detailed analysis of Dante intertexts in the tale. 

As several critics have pointed out, Beatrice may be linked to both Beatrice 
Portinari and Beatrice Cenci. See Martin F. Kearney for a sustained analysis of Beatrice 
Rappaccini's relationship to these figures. 

35 

See Mary Capello, John Downton Hazlett, and Dorah L. Jones for readings of 
Giovanni's discursive creation of Beatrice. Beverly Haviland notes that "The problem of 
reading, of interpretation, in the tale centers on the enigma of Beatrice: What kind of being 
is she? Is she pure? Is she contagious? Is she good? Is she evil?" (287). 

For further discussions of the coding of Beatrice's body see Fredrick C. Crews 
and Pfister. 

For discussions of Rappaccini's creation of/possession of Beatrice see Richard 
Brenzo, Pfister, Mary Capello, Sharon Deykin Baris, and Kearney. 
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Hawthorne's recently discovered tale "Rappaccini's Son" bears out this point. In 
this tale, Rappaccini's son, Helios, is given access to his scientific knowledge as he helps 
his father wHh his celestial observations. Significantly, in this tale it is the female character 
who suffers at the hands of science. Although Rappaccini's rival, Sabolovitch, attempts to 
blind Helios, he instead blinds his daughter Diana. See Herbert S. Bailey, Jr. for a reading 
of the connections between "Rappaccini's Daughter" and "Rappaccini's Son." 

39 

The ambiguity of my language here is reflective of the tale's ambiguous 
language. It is never entirely clear that Beatrice actually kiUs anything. The narrator 
continually qualifies what Giovanni sees: "his eyes, gazing down afar, might have deceived 
him as to the lizard, the insect, and the flowers" (999). See AUene Cooper, Cappello, and 
Baris. 

40 

Many critics view HaAvthorne as unequivocally condemning science. Rosenberry, 
for example, argues that "one of the plainest attitudes in Hawthorne's writings in a 
contemptuous distrust of science, which he personified in viUain after villain of 
Rappaccini's stamp" (42). See also, Lois A. Cuddy. 



CHAPTER V 

THE ANIMAL WITHIN: DARWINISM AND MASCULINITY 

By the mid-nineteenth century, the virile Baconian scientist penetrating a feminine 

nature had been supplanted by a new configuration of science and gender ushered in by 

Charles Darwin's On the Origin ofSpecies (1859). Darwinian theory posed a direct threat 

to the stable male subject/scientist, figuring him as a signifier in the evolutionary chain 

rather than as a divinely created, significant master. In the popular imagination of 

nineteenth-century Britain what was especially disturbing about Darwin's theories was the 

notion that the animal within—the sign of the human species' past—threatened to usurp 

masculine rationality and retum man to a state of irrational chaos. Darwin's theory 

effected no less than a decentering of the human subject, and the impact of this was much 

more significant for the male subject, who in nineteenth-century society culturally should 

embody dominance, rationality, and power. LuciUe B. Ritvo notes that Darwinian disciples 

such as Ernst Heinrich Haeckel and Sigmund Freud equated Darwin's discoveries wHh a 

Copernican revolution (22). Freud argues that "Darwin and liis coUaborator and 

foremnners" deaH a death blow to human presumptions of superiority by indicating that 

"man is not a being different from animals or superior to them; he is himself of animal 

descent, being more closely related to some species and more distantly to others" 

("Difficulty" 141). Darwin himself in The Descent ofMan (1871) emphasizes the deflating 

of human presumption implicH in his theory, closing that work with these words: 
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Man with all his noble qualities, with sympathy which feels 
for the most debased, with benevolence which extends not 
only to other men but to the humblest living creature, with 
his god-like intellect which has penetrated into the 
movements and constitution of the solar system—^with all 
these exacted powers—Man stiU bears in his bodily form the 
indelible stamp of his lowly origin. (405) 

This "lowly origin" threatens masculinity, and as Darwinian theory became ensconced in 

the nineteenth-century BrHish imagination, attempts to renegotiate masculinity within the 

context of Darwinian science pointed to questions of gender and science which troubled 

stable identity. In this chapter I examine three works which engage issues of masculinity 

and Darwinism, J.S. Le Fanu's "Green Tea," Robert Louis Stevenson's The Strange Case 

of Dr. Jeky// and Mr. Hyde, and Stevenson's "OlaUa." The first two works attempt to 

examine masculinity and Darwinism within almost exclusively male worlds of authority, 

while "Olalla" explicitly foregrounds the problematic impHcit in the other works of a 

nature personified as feminine—the ghost of the Baconian system—within the context of 

Darwin's views of nature and man's relationship to nature. 

For Bacon's scientist a personified feminine nature could be controlled by the 

masculine scientist because of divine intervention. The scientist received his ability to 

penetrate nature from God. Darwinism, however, removed God from the scenario and 

placed the male scientist in the position of being created by and controUed by a nature stiU 

personified as feminine, but a nature which the rational scientist no longer could control. 

As Alvar EUegard argues, the primary objection to Darwinian theory in nineteenth-century 

British popular and academic presses was predicated on Darwin's removal of the 

supernatural from this theory of descent, hence "what the critics chiefly objected to was 
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the randomness element in Darwin's theory" (268). By removing a divine force from the 

theory of evolution/descent, Darwin brought about an epistemological break wHh 

Baconian science. Morse Peckham argues that whereas Baconian science relied upon the 

idea that "in Nature the laws are there, they are immanent in the natural worid, and H is the 

will of God that in our enlightened progress we should discover them," Darwinian science 

revealed a world created by the apparently random (not divinely-controUed, not human-

controUed) process of natural selection which was so intricate and complex that "Darwin 

himself felt that a fuU comprehension was beyond him or any human being" (303). In mid-

nineteenth-century Britain, the Baconian scientist revealing nature's law is replaced by the 

Darwinian scientist castrated in the face of a nature beyond his understanding: nature is 

now a force which neither human rationality nor divine inspiration can explain. Linda S. 

Bergmann asserts that within the Darwinian system, "man here is no longer a master over 

nature; instead, he is an observer and uncertain describer" (84). Darwin emphasizes the 

false sense of wholeness which underlay the belief in divine creation: "H is only our natural 

prejudice, and that arrogance which made our forefathers declare that they were 

descended from demi-gods, which leads us to demur to this conclusion" (Descent 33). 

While the Darwinian scientist cannot, like the Baconian scientist, penetrate nature 

and reveal her secrets, he is haunted by a metaphorical association of nature with the 

feminine. In On the Origin of Species, Darwin attempts to move away from the 

personification of nature which pervaded eariier scientific models, stating "H is difficuH to 

avoid personifying the word Nature; but I mean by Nature, only the aggregate action and 
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product of many natural laws, and by laws the sequence of events as ascertained by us" 

2 

(109). Yet ultimately he does personify nature as feminine, stating 

Man can act only on external and visible characters: Nature, 
if I may be allowed to personify the natural preservation or 
survival of the fittest, cares nothing for appearances, except 
in so far as they are useful to any being. She can act on 
every internal organ, on every shade of constitutional 
difference, on the whole machinery of life, Man selects only 
for his own good: Nature only for that of the being which 
she tends. Each selected character is fully exercised by her, 
as is impHed by the fact of their selection. (111-12) 

In Darwin 's P/ots: Evo/utionary Narrative in Darwin, George E/iot and Nineteenth-

Century Fiction, GiUian Beer discusses Darwin's attempts to move away from 

anthropomorphized language when discussing his theories, concluding that although 

Darwin attempted to create nature and natural selection as neutral entities, he ultimately 

personified these processes due to the tendency of nineteenth-century discourse to be 

anthropomorphic: Darwin attempted to "write against the grain of his discourse" (53), but 

was only marginally successflil. UnHke Bacon's feminine nature, which can be mastered by 

the divinely inspired scientist, Darwin's feminine nature cannot be mastered by the male 

scientist: rather, he is created by and mastered by her. His attempts at selection are pale 

imHations of her successes. Thomas Henry Huxley, Danvin's chief proponent in late-

nineteenth-century Britain, brings out the implications of this feminine nature more 

explicitiy: discussing the theory of human descent, he states, "perhaps no order of 

mammals presents us wHh so extraordinary a series of gradations as this ... H is as if 

nature herself had foreseen the arrogance of man, and with Roman severity had provided 
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that his intellect, by Hs very triumphs, should call into prominence the slaves, admonishing 

the conqueror that he is but dust" (146). Huxley rhetorically creates a feminine nature who 

reminds the male scientist of his lack: as the human brain evolves, the subject is forced to 

perceive its lack of wholeness, to come to terms with its status as signifier within the 

ongoing chain of evolution. Within the context of Darwinian science, Bacon's metaphors 

turn against the stable male subject, positing a floundering masculine scientist, attempting 

to master nature, but seeing himself increasingly as controUed by a powerful, random 

feminine nature. As PhiUip Barrish argues, Darwin's personified feminine nature grants the 

feminine its traditional power "to produce and tend male subjects" (450). Yet, the 

implications of a feminine nature no longer under divine or human control are more 

threatening to the male subject than Barrish suggests. I certainly am not suggesting that 

Darwin's personified feminine nature granted any political/economic/social power to 

Victorian female subjects; rather, I am arguing that this rhetorical conception of nature 

affected male subjects and their perceptions of themselves as masterful and complete. By 

the I860s, for the male scientist, penetrating into the secrets of nature means discovering 

his own lack there. 

J.S. Le Fanu's tale "Green Tea" (1869) explores the effect of Darwinian science on 

a minister, Robert Lynder Jennings, who is haunted by a hallucinatory monkey, and 

examines the mystic scientist Martin Hesselius' attempt to contain the implications of 

Darwin wHhin Swedenborgian spiritualism. The few crHics who have commented on Le 

Fanu have tended to explore his work eHher as examples par exce//ence of the 

psychological ghost story or as representations of a distinctly Irish voice wHhin the Gothic 
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tradition. David Punter emphasizes the ahistorical qualities of Le Fanu's work, stating 

"there is very little historical or political interest in his 'supernatural' novels, for they are 

consciously and almost resignedly archaic" (Literature 237). However, while "Green Tea" 

partakes of Le Fanu's tendency to eschew contemporary settings and issues—Hs action is 

set probably in the late eighteenth century—contemporary concerns break through. 

Jennings' hallucination, however safely placed in the past by the author, is exceedingly 

suggestive of psychic dilemmas cmcial to the I860s: repressed Darwinism returns to haunt 
4 

Jennings and Le Fanu's text with Hs implications for identity. 

Jennings' confrontation with Darwinism demonized as an evil monkey is explored 

within the context of theological debates concerning Darwin's theory of descent/evolution. 

EUegard argues that within the popular publications of mid-century Britain, theological 

controversies surrounding Darwin's theory predominated: "science was no match for 

religion in the competition for public interest in Mid-Victorian Britain. Nor is there any 

doubt that H was largely the theological implications of the new theory that eventually 

won popular fame for if' (27). Jennings' inner conflict is produced by a battie between his 

theological beliefs and the hallucinatory monkey that threatens these beliefs. The first 

description of Jennings presents him as a minister who can no longer perform his duties. 

Hesselius relates that "when he goes down to his vicarage in Warwickshire, to engage in 

the actual duties of his sacred calling his heaHh soon fails him, and in a very strange way" 

(9). We later discover that H is the hallucinatory monkey that interferes with Jennings' 

religious duties. 

'i..-.tUJl,X 
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As H shatters Jennings' stability and drives him to suicide, Le Fanu's evil monkey 

embodies a catalogue of popular anxieties surrounding Darwinism. Ellegard notes that in 

the popular mid-century mind Darwinian theory was referred to as the "ape theory" (24). 

In an even less-aware popular mind Darwinism was the "monkey theory," as the Scopes 

Monkey Trial of I920s America attests. The sway the "ape theory" held over a public who 

had not even read Origin is exemplified by Richard Owen's 1860 review of Origin 'm the 

Edinburgh Review. Commenting on the opening paragraph of the work, Owen writes, 

what is there, we asked ourselves, as we closed the volume 
to ponder on this paragraph,—^what can there possibly be in 
the irUiabitants, we suppose he means aboriginal inhabitants, 
of South America, or in their distribution on that continent, 
to have suggested to any mind that man might be a 
transmuted ape, or to throw any light on the origin of the 
human or other species? (224) 

Prior to reading Darwin Owen is looking for evidence of Darwin's theory of human 

descent, a theory which Darwin does not write about explicitly until The Descent ofMan. 

Le Fanu's demonic monkey embodies reactionary mid-Victorian reactions concerning 

Darwin and his "ape theory." 

The monkey deliberately sets out to interfere with Jennings' religious duties, 

embodying a popular notion of Darwinism which saw H as "a wilful attack on religion" 

which sought to prove the Bible untme (EUegard 158). Jennings tells Hesselius that "while 

I was reading to the congregation, H [the monkey] would spring upon the open book and 

squat there, so that I was unable to see the page" (67). Later the monkey intermpts his 

prayers causing him, as he says, "to rise from my knees" (70). Finally, H chants "dreadfiil 

blasphemies" (73) as Jennings attempts to pray again. Le Fanu's black monkey with red 
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eyes which deliberately drives Jennings from his public and private religious duties 

demonizes the Darwinian theory of the popular imagination as evil and willfially irreligious. 

Though Jennings consciously rejects the implications of Darwinism, criticizing 

materialist explanations for the monkey and turning to Hesselius for a metaphysical 

explanation of his illness, unconsciously, the hallucinatory monkey reveais to him his 

closeness to the animal world. As EUegard argues, for many mid-Victorians, "to believe 

that man was only a developed ape was called a 'mental catastrophe' ... on this emotional 

level, the question evidently ceased to be a factual one" (297). It is this emotional impact 

on Jennings as male subject and Anglican clergyman that "Green Tea" explores. When 

Jennings first encounters the monkey in a hansom cab, he is horrified by it "pushing its 

face forward in mimicry to meet mine" (52): he is horrified in other words by its 

appearance as a mirror of himself as it mimics his behavior and points to the similarities 

between the human and the animal. The fear of the monkey as double, as sign of the 

human's link to the animal world, is further emphasized as Jennings attempts to flee the 

monkey. It follows him, as Jennings says, creeping, "swiftly along the wall, at exactly my 

pace" (56). The monkey, however, not only physically imHates Jennings, but also mimics 

his emotions. Attempting to recover from his first encounter with H, Jennings looks up to 

see the monkey standing on his table, looking "dazed and languid" (59), looking like a 

mirror image of himself and his emotional state. InDescent, Darwin gives voice to popular 

fears associated with his theory when he relates that "many kinds of monkeys have a 

strong taste for tea, coffee, and spirituous liquors: they wiU also, as I have myself seen, 

smoke tobacco with pleasure" (12). Darwin indicates here an impHcation of his theory 
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which Le Fanu voiced in demonized terms two years eariier: monkeys and apes are not 

only our ancestors, they possess the ability to learn and evolve into uncanny doubles of the 

human. In Jennings' hallucinations, the monkey at first physically appears "suUen and sick" 

(60), but gradually gains strength and finally gains the ability to "speak in words and 

consecutive sentences, with perfect coherence and articulation" (73). EUegard notes that 

frequently "Darwin's opponents adduced man's 'power of articulate speech' as one of the 

most important absolute distinctions between man and animals" (319): Jennings' speaking 

monkey clearly breaks down those barriers, making distinctions between human and 

animal difficult to discern. As the monkey evolves into a form closer to the human, he 

causes Jennings to devolve, urging him to "crimes, to injure others, or myself' (75), and 

finally driving him to suicide. Jennings' hallucinatory monkey exaggerates popular fears of 

Darwinism. While Jennings consciously rejects materialist theories, his unconscious haunts 

him with the repressed materialist explanation of the existence of the human subject. 

"Green Tea" takes place in an almost all-male world which seems to elide 

questions of gender as they are related to Darwinism. On the margins of the story, 

however, gender and sexuality become implicated with anxieties over Darwinian science. 

Hesselius tells us in his first description of Jennings that he "is a bachelor" (9) who is 

unable to perform his religious duties. Later, recounting his first impression of Jennings, he 

recalls that the impression has been that he is "unmarried" (20). Hesselius states that when 

Jennings leaves his congregation, after stopping his sermon mid-way, he is "pale as death" 

and displays "the agHation of a strange shame and horror" (10). Later, when Jennings first 

tells Hesselius about the monkey he is disturbed by "a sudden embarrassmenf' and looks 
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"guiltily for a momenf' (17). Further, Jennings tells Hesselius that the monkey has first 

started appearing to him while he has been working on a book on pagan reUgion. Jennings 

says that this area of study is "not good for the mind—the Christian mind" because "their 

religion involves their art, and both their manners, and the subject is a degrading 

fascination and the nemesis sure. God forgive me!" (46-47). Jennings' condemnation of 

the study of pagan religion echoes early Christian condemnations of pagan Hterature and 

philosophy as licentious and hence prone to undermine chastity. Augustine, for example, 

lamented that he had wasted his youth studying the "lascivious fables" of the pagan poets. 

The study of Greek and Latin poetry by the clergy continued to be a controversial issue 

throughout the years of the early Christian church and the medieval church. The fear, as 

Peter Brown argues, was a sexual one: the "seductions" of pagan literature and philosophy 

might tempt the celibate Christian. Jennings' hallucination has subtle connections to 

heterosexuality: the fear he has of pagan texts is the fear that they wiU sexually arouse him. 

For the Victorians, sexuality frequently was troped as the animal within. Man 

could distance himself from his origins in all other areas of life, but sexuality reminded him 

of his base origin, reminded him that he copulated in a manner simUar to animals. Within 

Christianity sexuality is coded as a sign of original sin; within Darwinism H is coded as a 

sign of the animal origins of man. Both systems converge in the character of Jennings who 

bears the physical marks of a Victorian masturbator, and who is haunted by a monkey who 

reminds him that his sexuality should be read as a signifier of his connections to the animal 

worid. As Laqueur observes, "the insane, pale, quivering masturbator" was a staple of 

Victorian representations of perversion (227). Jennings' paleness and shame are codes of 
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the man who engages in "the solitary vice." As Laqueur argues, the Victorian fear of 

masturbation was complexly intertwined with concerns over the suspicion produced by 

Darwinism that "H might not be tme, that man is a social animaL' (229). 

Although Jennings is an Anglican minister and hence able to marry and "control" 

his sexuality within the confines of heterosexual marriage, he does not. Only two female 

characters appear in "Green Tea," and both are portrayed as asexual and as unsuHable 

partners for Jennings: one is Lady Mary Heyduke, a matriarch who befriends Jennings, and 

the other is Jennings' niece who saves him from kiUing himself at one point when the 

monkey encourages him to do so. WHhin the context of Darwinism, as all three works I 

examine in this chapter wiU indicate, heterosexuality is a problematic coded with 

epistemological issues of nature and man. While Victor and Aylmer fear heterosexuality 

because in the sexual act feminine nature may master them rather than vice versa, this fear 

is redoubled when read within the context of Darwinian science. While nature is still 

personified as feminine, yet now powerful and unmanageable, sexual relations with an 

individual woman who is culturally linked with the feminine threatens to remind the male 

subject of his helplessness in the face of a feminine nature who created him through natural 

selection and who, in the popular imagination at least, holds the power to eliminate him 

and his species through flirther processes. Consciously, Jennings avoids heterosexual 

relations because they are sinflil, and within Christian ideology, suffers the psychic guilt of 

the masturbator; unconsciously, he avoids heterosexuality because H, like the monkey who 

emerges from the repressed, reveals to him the animal within, reveals to him that he is not 

a divinely created individual, but just another link in the evolutionary chain. 
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Le Fanu attempts to contain the implications of the hallucinatory monkey within a 

Swedenborgian framework. Both Jennings and Hesselius rely on Swedenborg to explain 

the monkey, to provide a framework through which they can read the monkey as a sign of 

another order of existence, a world of spirHs, which represents Hself to the human world 

through the process of correspondence. Jennings' attempt to reaffirm the mystical through 

Swedenborg fails, as his suicide attests. Rather than continue to read the monkey's 

meanings, Jennings cuts his own throat, Hesselius' attempt in his conclusion to the tale to 

bind the trauma produced by the monkey is marginally successful at best. Within the body 

of Le Fanu's work, Hesselius is a notoriously unsuccessfial psychiatrist/detective/mystic. In 

"CarmiUa," he kiUs the alleged vampire CarmiUa, but does not cure Laura of her obsession 

with her. In "Mr. Justice Harbottle" and "The Familiar," the cases are merely commented 

on by Hesselius: safely distant from the events in "The Familiar," Hesselius can state that 

"had I seen Mr. Barton, and examined him upon the points, in his case, which need 

elucidation, I should have without difficulty referred those phenomena to their proper 

disease" (102). Further, Le Fanu's narrative frame undermines Hesselius' reliability. 

"Green Tea" is presented as an authentic document composed of a series of letters 

translated and edHed by a student of Hesselius' who describes him as his "master" (4). 

The story's narrative stmcture bears many resemblances to the convoluted Gothic 

"authentic documents" which call their own reliability into question, a tradition belonging 

with The Cast/e of Otranto and expressed in such classic Gothic texts as Frankenstein, 

Dracu/a, and The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. Marion Shaw 

argues that the scientific "confessional" mode of Heart of Darkness, Dracu/a, and The 



176 

Turn of the Screw are related to late nineteenth-century Darwinian science and the 

emergence of a science of the mind in a psychoanalysis (91). The confessional mode of 

"Green Tea" and Hesselius' attempt to effect a talking cure on Jennings link Le Fanu's 

story to this group of works. 

Hesselius' highly suspect analysis attempts to combine Darwinian materialism with 

Swedenborgian mysticism. Hesselius concludes that Jennings' excessive ingestion of green 

tea has opened an interior eye in his brain which allows evil spirits to present themselves to 

the human world through correspondences. Hesselius' bizarre explanation is reflective of, 

almost parodic of, mid-century theories which sought to combine the spiritual and 

material.^ Hesselius expresses his belief that "medical science" will ultimately be 

understood as an "expression of that spiritual world from which, and in which alone, it has 

its life" (13). Ultimately, however, Hesselius attributes Jennings' suicide to a material, 

genetic cause: "the complaint under which he really succumbed was hereditary suicidal 

mania" (95). 

"Green Tea" demonizes Darwinian theory as a red-eyed monkey who destroys a 

minister, yet simuHaneously H cannot completely discount the validity of the theory. 

Jolanta Nalecz-Wojtczak suggests that Le Fanu always remained within the confines of a 

Victorian morality which conflated sexuality, eroticism, revenge, suicide, crime, and I 

would add, Darwinism, within "the category of evil" (196). While the evil monkey 

demonizes the public's worst fears about the implications of Darwin, the failure of any 

alternative to Darwinian science to save Jennings expresses a more complex view of the 

anxieties surrounding popular views of Darwin. Jennings' inability to consciously 
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acknowledge his connection to the animal world produces the monkey; yet even conscious 

acceptance of this theory, as Jeky// andHyde and "Olalla" demonstrate, does not solve the 

much-vexed issues of gender, identity, and sexuality when they are implicated within the 

context of Darwinian science. 

Henry Jekyll's attempt to deal with the animal within in Stevenson's The Strange 

Case ofDr. Jeky// andMr. Hyde (1886) relies on a process of scientifically separating the 

animal from the human. He attempts to reify the animal as Hyde and hence purify the 

human Jekyll of his association with the animal world. Jekyll consciously accepts 

Darwinian science, arguing that his experiment will result in the animal "delivered from the 

aspirations and remorse of his more upright twin" (61), and the human wiU "walk 

steadfastly and securely on his upward path" (61). While Jekyll accepts Darwinian 

principles, he ultimately rejects their implications, seeking to rid man of his animal past 

6 

through scientific means. Jekyll uses Darwinian science against Hself in his experiment. 

Jekyll's experiment reUes on two significant readings of Darwinism. The first is the 

reading produced by James SuUy and other evolutionary psychologists. SuIIy's theories 

significantly heightened the fear of devolution/degeneration in Victorian Britain by arguing 

that human consciousness, since H has been recently acquired, is the weakest part of the 

human anatomy. Devolution to a more primitive stage of human development is eminently 

possible.^ As a resuH of SuUy's and other's exploration of the possibility of devolution, 

added to the fear that the human species may be supplanted by a more evolved race, was 

8 

the fear that the human may devolve to an eariier form. This idea is implicH in Darwin. In 
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Descent, he writes that domesticated rabbHs have depleted "intellect, instinct, senses, and 

voluntary movements" when compared with the wUd rabbH or hare (146). Domestication 

of a species hence reduces Hs powers and sets the stage for degeneration. In his 

"Statement of the Case," Jekyll wrHes that "I have more than once observed that, in my 

second character, my faculties seemed sharpened to a point and my spirHs more tensely 

elastic; thus it came about that, where Jekyll perhaps might have succumbed, Hyde rose to 

the importance of the moment" (72). Jekyll's reading of his experiment hence supports the 

idea that the physical agility and quickness in thought of undomesticated man may 

overpower degenerating, domesticated man, a view underscored by the fact that in the 

battle for possession of JekyU's body, Hyde wins. 

Jekyll's experiment also reUes on the view of evolution as a ladder which one may 

ascend and descend. While this image of the ladder embodied the popular Victorian notion 

of Darwin's theory, H actually comes from Herbert Spencer, not Darwin. As Peter J. 

Bowler observes, Darwin posHed the image of the tree as the visual corollary of evolution. 

Unlike Spencer, he did not accept the idea that non-Caucasian races represent stages in 

the process of evolution leading up to the whHe European, but, rather, saw non-white 

races as different branching of the process of human development (49-52). Jekyll's 

experiment, however, relies upon the notion of evolution as a ladder. Hyde is an earlier 

stage of the human (son to JekyU as father) which scientific processes can reify. As many 

critics have noted, the racial implications of Jekyll's and other's readings of Hyde cast him 

9 

as a savage, a non-Caucasian who represents the past form of the whHe European male. 
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As I discuss below, while Jekyll and the other characters attempt to contain Hyde 

within the ladder of evolution, the novella ultimately does not do this, and even subverts 

Darwin's attempts to control his theory through the trope of the tree of evolution. In A 

Thousand P/ateaus, Deleuze and Guattari use the image of the^tree to discuss Western 

society's attempts to imposejanity upon multiplicity: "the tree articulates and hierarchizes 

Jracings; tracings are like the leaves of a tree" (12). Deleuze and Guattari posH the 

Crhiz,ome as an image which allows for multiplicities and uncertainties excluded from the 

image of the tree. The rhizome deterritorializes, breaks hierarchies, and scatters unity. 

Implicating Deleuze and Guattari's theory with Darwinism, I suggest that scientists' 

attempts to contain the implications of Darwinism result in the ladder and the tree, 

whereas implicit in Darwinism is the idea that the process of natural selection operates like 

a rhizome, breaking unities, predictable results, hierarchies. Darwin's personified feminine 

nature_operates rhizomatically, and this is precisely the horror that underlies the events in 

t 

Jekyll and Hyde. Hyde, like Darwin's feminine nature, cannot be contained in any unified i 

reading imposed upon him. 

Jekyll's narrative and the other narratives which comprise the novella represent 

10 

attempts to contain Hyde's meaning wHhin a particular discourse. JekyU attempts to read 

Hyde as a missing-link figure, one who embodies an earlier human form on the ladder of 

evolution. Although Jekyll's experiment relies on Darwin's theories for Hs basic premise 

(i.e., that there is a genetic link between animal and human) Jekyll regards the animal 

within with disgust: "this was the shocking thing; that the slime of the pH seemed to utter 

cries and voices; that the amorphous dust gesticulated and sinned; that what was dead, and 
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had no shape, should usurp the offices of life. And this again, that the insurgent horror was 

knit to him closer than a wife, closer than an eye; lay caged in his flesh" (74-75). Jekyll is 

revoHed by the impHcations of Darwinism. Although he maintains at the beginning of his 

statement that he is both man and animal (61), he uHimately rejects this idea, labeling 

Jekyll "my original and better self' (68), reflising to say "I" when discussing Hyde (73), 

and behind this, fashioning an experiment which allows him to disavow his animal origins 

onto a separate personality. Jekyll can then label Hyde "bestiaL' (65), "the lower side of 

me, so recently indulged, so recently chained down" (71), and "apelike" (75,76). Jekyll's 

displacement of his own animality onto Hyde is replicated by other characters in the 

novella as well. The maid who witnesses Sir Danvers Carew's murder reads Hyde's anger 

as "ape-like ftiry" (26). Poole describes Hyde as crying out "like a raf' (45), and describes 

him as acting "like a monkey" (47). Readings of Hyde in the novella do not establish a link 

between the human and animal world so much as disavow this link, much as Jennings 

refuses to read his hallucinatory monkey any flirther. Also, like Jennings, most of the 

characters in Jeky// and Hyde uHimately contain Hyde wHhin the framework of 

Christianity. 

As Silverman argues, in the novella, the binary opposition man/animal falls under 
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the larger Christian opposition of good/evil. In his narrative Jekyll invests Hyde with 

theological meaning as well as Darwinian scientific meaning. Discussing his transformation 

into Hyde, Jekyll states that "I knew myself, at the first breath of this new life, to be more 

wicked, tenfold more wicked, sold a slave to my original evil" (62). Later Jekyll describes 
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Hyde as "my deviL' (69). Enfield's reading of Hyde also contains him wHhin the Christian 

opposition of good and evU. Describing Hyde's trampling of a giri, he states that Hyde 

appeared "Hke Satan" (10) to Enfield and the crowd that gathers around the giri. 

Appropriating Enfield's reading as his own, Utterson labels Hyde "a fiend" (14) before he 

has ever encountered him, indicating Hyde's meaning is a textual one: understanding him 

only through Enfield's story, Utterson longs to affirm Enfield's theory by encountering 

Hyde for himself Utterson dreams of Hyde as an evil hypnotist (16). His detective 

discourse which seems to make meaning of the mystery of Hyde—"if he be Mr. Hyde ... I 

shaU be Mr. Seek" (17)— ultimately conceals, as does Jekyll's scientific discourse, a 
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theological reading of Hyde as evil. When Utterson actually encounters Hyde, he cannot 

immediately make meaning of him—"there must be something more, if I could find a name 

for it" (19)—but he resorts to a theological binding of Hyde's uncanniness, reading 

"Satan's signature" on his face (19). Hyde remains an embodiment of evil for Utterson, 

who views him as "the ghost of some old sin" (20). 

Yet the novella itself suggests that Hyde's meaning cannot be contained within the 

binary opposition of good and evil. Lanyon receives physical proof that Hyde is not a 

demon, but Jekyll transformed, and this revelation produces his death. Lanyon, who 

condemns JekyU's scientific theory as "wrong" (15), prepares to read JekyU's request for 

help as a sign of insanity, employing another binary opposition, sane/insane, which can be 

placed under the larger one of good/evil. Lanyon assures himself that he is "dealing with a 

case of cerebral disease" (55). Hyde's transformation back into JekyU shatters Lanyon's 

faith in oppositions which can contain Hyde's meaning, and he dies soon after. He wrHes, 
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"my Hfe is shaken to Hs roots" (59). The tree metaphor which brings consistency to 

Lanyon's worid has been destroyed by the rjhizomatic Hyde, who does not signify in 

Christian terms. The sense that Lanyon's entHe worid has been aHered is expressed when 

he tells Utterson, "well, life has been pleasant; I liked H; yes, sir, I used to like H. I 

sometimes think if we knew all, we should be more glad to get away" (36). Hyde threatens 

binary oppositions and the move toward unity they entail which is cmcial to Western 

society. As WiUiam Veeder argues, what is at stake in Jekyll and Hyde "is nothing less 

than patriarchy Hself' ("Children" 109). The signification of Hyde has exceeded Lanyon's 

14 

epistemology, so he dies rather than come to grips with this excess meaning. 

Further, Hyde does not embody the missing link which would affirm Jekyll's 

conception of the evolutionary ladder. As he breaks down the Christian opposition of 

good/evil, he also breaks down the opposition between animal/man and civilized/primitive. 

Darwin argues that the missing link theory is an impossible one because the shading of 

animal ijito man is a slow, imperceptible mixing: 

we have seen that species at any one period are not 
indefinitely variable, and are not linked together by a 
multitude of intermediate gradations, partly because the 
process of natural selection is always very slow, and at any 
one time acts only on a few forms; and partly because the 
very process of natural selection impHes the continual 
supplanting and extinction of preceding and intermediate 
gradations. (Origin 258) 

Hyde's uncanniness is produced by the fact that the blending of animal and man in him is 

an imperceptible one. As a cultural mirror for those he encounters, he indicates to them 

that the human and the animal cannot be compartmentalized into binary oppositions. Hyde 

points to an overlapping of animal and human: the sense of "deformity" which 
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characterizes people's perceptions of his physical form indicates something unnamable, 

something which refiises to be compartmentalized into the category of animal. In "A 

Chapter on Dreams," Stevenson relates a dream he experienced in which an uncanny dog 

appears: "presently the dog thmst forth his paw, caught a fly in his open palm, carried H to 

his mouth like an ape, and looking suddenly up at the dreamer in the window, winked to 

him with one eye" (192). The uncanny combination of dog, ape, and human consciousness 

in this dream is similar to Hyde's uncanniness as he mirrors back to humans their 

overlapping with the animal. In other words, JekyU's attempt to do just that fails. "Jekyll" 

and "Hyde" do not exist as separated entities, but are interpenetrated with each other's 

characteristics. 

The human and the animal/primitive cannot be separated into discernible 

categories: they shade into each other. The gentleman Enfield, under dubious 

circumstances at "three o'clock of a black winter morning" (9), encounters Hyde 

trampling a girl, and grabs him roughly (9). The crowd that gathers, including a doctor 
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and the girl's family, is fiUed with "the desire to kUL' Hyde (10). Unable to kill, due to 

social mles, they do "the next best thing," blackmail him (10). The gentiemen in this 

episode are portrayed as merely displacing their animality/primitiveness into another 

discourse. Stevenson's analysis of social stmctures here prefigures Freud's analysis of 

civilization in Civi/ization and Its Discontents, where the sublimation and displacement of 

primitive behavior creates the categories of human, civilized, and European. For Freud, 

civilization is not a polar opposHe to the primitive, but merely a reorganization of H: 
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"'civUization' describes the whole sum of the achievements and regulations which 

distinguish our lives from those of our animal ancestors and which serve two purposes— 

namely to protect men against nature and to adjust their mutual relations" (89). If the 

gentlemen narrowly escape violent reaction to Hyde by channeling their aggressivity into 

the discursive aHernative of blackmail, one would expect Hyde, supposedly the distiUed 

animal side of Jekyll, to remain outside discourse, and "primitively" fight back or mn 

away. What does Hyde do? He replies that "no gentleman but wishes to avoid a scene," 

gets "ten pounds in gold and a check for the balance" from Jekyll's laboratory, and has 

breakfast with Enfield and the girl's father while they wait for the check to be 

authenticated (10-11). No clear distinction can be made in this scene between gentlemanly 

discourse and animal aggressivity: the gentlemen are as violent as Hyde (symbolically 

speaking) and he is as able to control discursive systems well as they. 

This process of blurring the lines between primitive and civilized and hence erasing 

the possibility of Hyde embodying the missing link Jekyll wants him to be occurs 

throughout the novella. An interesting interpenetration between the animal/primitive and 

human/civilized occurs in the scene in which Carew is murdered. Just as Hyde breaks 

down the opposition between animal and human by provoking violent aggressivity which 

must be displaced in the discourse of blackmail, so he reveals the blurring between 

gentleman and savage by murdering Carew wHh the walking stick he is carrying. The 

epHome of British civilized behavior, the MP Carew walking the streets early in the 

morning without identification is described by the maid as having "accosted the other 

[Hyde] with a very pretty manner of poIHeness" (25). Hyde reacts by beating Carew with 

^ 
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the walking stick and trampling him to death. The fact that a gentieman's civUized 

accessory so easily transforms into a caveman's club indicates the uneasy closeness 

between Carew and Hyde's violent behavior. Stevenson here prefigures Thorstein 

Veblen's observation in The Theory of the Leisure C/ass that the gentieman's elegant 

walking stick is merely a replacement for the primitive man's club/weapon. ̂ ^ Although 

Hyde commits the act of murder, Carew's "accosting" of Hyde and the weapon he carries 

blur the distinction between gentiemen and savage in this episode. The fact that the stick 

has originally been a gift from Utterson to Jekyll further implicates gentiemen in the 

violent murder. 

The breakdown of scientific, social, and theological hierarchies due to the presence 

of Hyde is gendered in the novella. Hyde's dismptive force may be implicated with the 

feminine nature of Darwinian science. Hyde is feminized in the novel through a complex 

intertwining of his character with personified natural phenomena and with working class 

women who embody the frightening random force of nature implicit in Darwin's schema. 

Poole describes Hyde as "weeping like a woman" (48). In Lanyon's narrative, he describes 

Hyde as "wresting against the approaches of the hysteria" (57), a condition coded as 

feminine from the late eighteenth century on. These two references point to an association 

of the feminine with unrestrained (natural/primitive) behavior and wHh an indeterminacy of 

meaning. The hysteric speaks through bodily symptoms what spoken or written language 

fails to signify. The hysteric's body hence becomes a text to be read much as Hyde is read 

by all those who encounter him. 
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Two major images of feminine nature appear in the novella which become 

associated with Hyde and wHh the working class women who haunt the margins of the 
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text. FoUowing Carew's murder, Utterson glimpses a fog which covers the city creating 

a "city in a nightmare" (27). The fog is viewed by Utterson as demonic and H obscures his 

sight and understanding with Hs "lurid brown" and "swiriing wreaths" (27) like a 

bewitching prostitute. The fog settles around "many women of many different nationalities 

passing out, key in hand, to have a morning glass" (27), a description which suggests both 

the multiplicity of cultures associated with working class society and the association of the 

feminine with more "primitive" indulgences of appetite. After emerging from the fog, 

Utterson arrives at Hyde's house and immediately encounters Hyde's housekeeper who 

has "an evU face" (27). In this episode personified feminine nature, working class women, 

and Hyde are all associated with Utterson's bewilderment in the face of the mystery of 

Hyde. Like Darwin's feminine nature, Hyde, the women, and the fog seem to work to 

thwart Utterson's penetration into the mystery of this strange case. Like Deleuze and 

Guattari's rhizome, the femininity circulating through this episode fractures the stable 

meaning Utterson is seeking, revealing to him not the house of an animalistic murderer, 

but the house of "a connoisseur" with tell-tale signs of burned documents, not blood (28). 

In "The Last Night," Utterson follows Poole to JekyU's house and sees "a pale 

moon, lying on her back as though the wind had tiHed her, and a flying wrack of the most 

diaphanous and lawny texture" (42). As in the previously discussed episode, Utterson 

emerges from feminine nature to encounter a working-class woman, here Jekyll's 

housemaid who breaks "into hysterical whimpering" and attempts to embrace Utterson, an 

^ 
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act which horrifies him and which he labels "very irregular, very unseemly" (42). The 

sinister, sexual feminine moon, and the non-signifiable, sexually suggestive action of the 

maid ultimately relate to the mystery of Hyde as they converge in the supine Hyde, lying 

like the moon on his back, "contorted and still twHching" (49) as in the throes of orgasm, 
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and meaning something which exceeds Utterson's detective discourse. Utterson and 

Poole begin to search for Jekyll's body, while Hyde's meaning moves rhizomatically 

outside the unified meaning Poole and Utterson are seeking. 

Examination of the other images of the feminine in the novella point to the 

association of femininity with both Hyde and the indeterminacy of meaning' both he and 

Darwin's personified feminine nature embody. The working-class girl whom Hyde 

mthlessly tramples while she is on a mysterious errand at three o'clock in the morning 

mns into him "naturally enough" (9), as Enfield says, suggesting a complicity between the 

girl and Hyde in the act of meaningless violence which follows. Within the angry crowd 

which gathers around Hyde, the women act most aggressively and violently, "wild as 

harpies," as Enfield describes them (10). While the men in the crowd work to bind their 

anger within the discourse of blackmail, the women's anger, like Hyde's fury, remains 
20 

unsignifiable. The complicity between Hyde and working class women who are linked 

with an uncontrollable feminine nature emerges in the episode of Carew's murder. From a 

window, a maid watches Hyde and Carew, who are bathed in moonlight, and when Hyde 

begins murdering Carew, the maid does not attempt to save the MP, but faints, 

unconsciously consenting to Hyde's seemingly random destmction of the traditional 

^ 
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authority embodied in Carew. Like natural selection, Hyde operates randomly, selecting 

out Carew while the pale, feminine moon shines on impassively and the working class 
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woman silently coUaborates. In his statement, Jekyll relates Hyde's encounter with a 

woman: "once a woman spoke to him, offering, I think, a box of lights. He smote her in 

the face, and she fled" (73). In this episode, as in the previous ones, random violence 

converges with working class-woman and indeterminacy of meaning. Hyde strikes a 

prostitute who must offer her body under the code of a box of matches. The woman's 

complicity in the violence is suggested by her solicitation of Hyde as she "accosts" him 
22 

much like Carew does. 

The various manifestations of the feminine in the novella code it as primitive, 

random, unsignifiable, and threatening. Like Hyde, the working class women who embody 

the feminine in the novella defy binary oppositions. Most of them are neither angel nor 

whore and hence fail to signify within middle-class Victorian conceptions of femininity. In 

"Virginibus Puerisque" Stevenson associates even middle-class femininity with the 

degeneration of the male subject, arguing that "in marriage, a man becomes slack and 

selfish and undergoes a fatty degeneration of his moral being" (70). The more "primitive" 

and indeterminate working class woman and the "beast" Hyde serve as metaphors for 

Darwin's powerful, frightening natural selection, which in the popular imagination held the 

power to degenerate or destroy man at her whim. 

Hyde gains possession of JekylLs body, overcoming the rational, moral, whole 

male subject with his own discursive creation of animality, yet Hyde dies, killing himself 
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and lying indeterminately before the detective Utterson. Nevertheless, Darwin's random, 

uncontroUable feminine nature predominates in the novella. Jekyll ultimately concludes 

that the experiment was made possible by an "unknown impurity" in the chemicals used 

(75). Random natural selection causes Jekyll's loss of stability and ultimately selects him 
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out. The rhizomatic processes of nature subvert Jekyll's attempt to master evolutionary 

processes. 

Stevenson's "OlaUa" (1885) brings the threatening marginal feminine ofJeky// and 

Hyde to the forefront in order to examine devolution and natural selection as femininely 

troped processes. In "A Chapter On Dreams," Stevenson discusses the dream which 

generated "OlaUa" as centering on the two female characters: "here the court, the mother, 

the mother's niche, Olalla, Olalla's chamber, the meetings on the stair, the broken 

window, the ugly scene of the bite, were all given to me in bulk in detail [in the dream] ... 

I may even say that in this case the moral itself was given me; for it arose immediately on a 

comparison of the mother and the daughter, and from the hideous trick of atavism in the 

firsf' (198). Stevenson's description indicates that for him the female characters have an 

unconscious association with atavistic concerns, specifically the devolution/degeneration 

implications of Darwinism with which Stevenson is concerned in Jeky// and Hyde and 

which form the central focus of "OlaUa." As in Jeky// andHyde, the feminine in "Olalla" is 

linked with a horror of human devolution to the primitive as well as to a power to select 

out the male subject. 

"Olalla" relies upon theories of race and degeneration coming more directly from 

Spencer rather than from Darwin. As Bowler notes, Spencerian concepts of non-

~v 
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Caucasian races demonstrating various levels in the ladder of evolution leading up to 

British culture helped fuel the project of imperialism: "in an age of imperialism, H seemed 

only natural to revive models of social development based on the rise and fall of empires 

in the course of human history" (60). Yet, as Bowler observes, beUef in racial 

degeneration on the part of non-Caucasian races was a widespread belief in the late 

nineteenth century, even among those who opposed imperialism. 

Stevenson's English soldier/narrator, wounded in Spain, comes face to face with 

what he reads as the degenerated Spanish race, witnessing a once aristocratic family 
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turned animalistic. The doctor who sends the narrator to the residencia of Olalla and her 

family comments that "they were once a great people, and are now fallen to the brink of 

destitution" (223). The economic decline of the family has coincided with a racial 

degeneration. The doctor tells the narrator that Olalla's mother "was the last 

representative of a princely stock, degenerate both in parts and fortune" who because of 

her father's madness "ran wild about the residencia," resulting in her mating with a 

"muleteer" and producing two children, Felipe and Olalla (225). The "handsome" and 

"pleasant" narrator (224) finds himself lodging with a degenerate race which should point 

out to him the superiority of British civilization. Yet the story works to implicate the 

narrator in the Spanish family's process of devolution, hinting at the fragility of British 

superiority in the face of a Darwinian nature that can select out a race for either evolution 

or devolution. George Levine argues that one implication of Darwinism disturbing to the 

middle-class Victorian mind was the idea that 

• f w m ^ 



191 

in his world everything is always or potentially changing, 
and nothing can be understood without Hs history. Species, 
which had been conceived as permanent, transform into 
other species or are extinguished. The earth and all of Hs 
local ecological conditions are shifting. Traditionally, the 
more things change, the less "reaL'—that is, ideal—they are, 
the more cormpt and cormpting. But in submitting all 
things to time, Darwin challenged the ideals of a permanent 
substratum of nature and of permanent categories of 
thought. (16-17) 

Thus the ideal permanence of the British Empire and its attendant theories of British 

superiority are threatened by Darwinian theories of change. If the Spanish Empire can 

degenerate, so can the British Empire: this is the dark message the narrator receives 

during his stay at the residencia. 

Stevenson presents Felipe, the male representative of degeneration in the story, 

much like a domesticated animal—slow, inarticulate, but ultimately manageable by man. 

The doctor tells the narrator that Felipe is "very mstic, very cunning, very loutish, and I 

should say, an innocenf' (225). Like an animal, Felipe lacks the ability to concentrate, is 

mled by his senses, is inarticulate, and physically is "of a dusky hue, and inclined to 

hairyness" (226). Although the narrator is initially revoHed by Felipe, he eventually finds 

positive traHs in him such as his bird-Iike singing (227-228), and his "kindness in the 

touch, and such a simplicity, as of the bmtes" (256) which causes the narrator to weep. 

Ultimately Felipe is a non-threatening example of devolution because he is still 

manageable: the British male subject can exert power over him and domesticate him. In 

one scene the narrator comes upon Felipe torturing a squirrel. The narrator castigates him, 

calling him "vermin," squeezing his hand violently to demonstrate his superior strength, 
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resulting in Felipe exclaiming, "O, I try so hard ... O, commandante, bear with Felipe this 

once; he wiU never be a bmte again" (232). The narrator then comments that Felipe's 

^^original affection was changed into a dog-Iike, adoring fidelity" (232). When aligned with 

the masculine the devolved human in this story becomes a controUable savage eager to 

learn the "superior" British ways of the narrator. 

When aligned with the femirúne, however, degeneration invokes a frightening, 

uncontroUable, seductive, violent power. Olalla's mother begins to seduce the narrator 

into a process of devolution. Prior to encountering Olalla's mother, the narrator 

contemplates a portrait of one of her female ancestors and is seduced by it: "its beauty 

crept about my heart insidiously, silencing my scmples one after another; and while I knew 

that to love such a woman were to sign and seal one's own sentence of degeneration, I 

stiU knew that, if she were alive, I should love her" (230). The narrator reads 

miscegenation as degeneration of the Caucasian race, as did most Victorians, yet he is also 

allured by the possibUity of devolving. One of the anxieties produced by SuUy's theories of 

evolutionary psychology was centered around the attraction for the human of devolving to 
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a more primitive form, an attraction on which Jekyll's experiment is based. The 

narrator's contact with Olalla's mother points to his growing attraction to degeneration. 

Olalla's mother is characterized by her sloth, blankness of expression, and cat-Iike 

contentment. The narrator begins to adopt her behavior, sitting beside her "four times in 

the day" as she naps. The narrator comments, "her beauty and her stupidity soothed and 

amused me" (235). Unlike Felipe, however, who is domesticated animality, Olalla's 
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mother is coded as a frightening, violent, natural force: her lack of a name and her 

designation only as Felipe and Olalla's mother point to her association with the 

unpredictable and powerflil feminine nature of Darwinian. While during the day she is "the 

very sensuality of sloth" (241), at night her bestial cries keep the narrator awake (239). 

In a significant scene in the story, Olalla's mother becomes a violent, 

uncontrollable force, which, vampire-Hke, feeds on the narrator. Finding himself becoming 

more and more Hke Olalla's mother, he contemplates Olalla's order that he leave the 

residencia with "mere stupidity." Then he becomes "unmanned" by the possibility of losing 

Olalla and thmsts his hand through a window pane (250). The narrator loses his sense of 

masculine wholeness as a result of living at the residencia and seemingly mindlessly invites 

Olalla's mother's bite. He shows her his hand, and at the sight of blood, she "stooped and 

caught me by the hand; and the next moment my hand was at her mouth, and she had 

bitten me to the bone" (251). The narrator is saved by Felipe and Olalla, who stop their 

mother who springs at the narrator "again and again" (251). Olalla's mother embodies a 

nature which looks placid on the surface but which has the ability to destroy the narrator. 

His seduction by her slothfulness leads to him offering his bleeding hand to her mouth. 

The racial implications of the relationship between the narrator (the unnamed 

representative of Britain) and Olalla's mother (the unnamed representative of a 

degenerated, animalistic race) suggest that miscegenation ultimately works to destroy 
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Englishness. However, simultaneously it suggests that the narrator's exotic desire to be 

degenerated by a foreign woman is a Romantic one which does not account for facts like 
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native revoHs. Rousseau's noble savage never turns on the European who seeks his/her 

primitive wisdom. If we read Olalla's mother as linked with the femininely gendered 

process of natural selection, her seduction of and then attack upon the narrator suggest 

that the Englishman cannot control the processes of natural selection: she can seduce him 

into a devolved state, and then eliminate him. 

The character of Olalla explicitly personifies Darwinian nature. Unlike her mother, 

Olalla is articulate, but she is also animalistic and vampiric. As the narrator describes 

falling in love with Olalla, he comments that "she passed through my veins: she was one 

with me" (244). She, like her mother, feeds on the EngHshman's blood, depleting him of 

strength and civilized behavior. Because of her apparent primitiveness, the narrator reads 

Olalla as a personification of nature. While he loves her in a "civilized" way—"I had seen 

her books, read her verses, and thus, in a sense, divined the soul of my mistress" (247)— 

he fears that Olalla loves him only because of "my bodily favour" (247). In other words, 

he fears that her love is a chaotic primitive lust, while his love is a discourse-based courtly 

love. The narrator comes to associate Olalla with a nature he desperately wants to 

understand: "my heart wept for the sight of Olalla, as a child weeps for Hs mother" (248). 

Read in Darwinian terms, the narrator weeps for the feminine nature that in lieu of a 

personified masculine deity gave birth to him and his species. His love for her offers him "a 

key to nature's secrets" (249). However, the Baconian metaphor of imlocking the secrets 

of nature fails the narrator. Olalla refuses to be contained with the narrator's conception of 

a penetrable, primitive nature as she articulately voices Darwinian theory. Questioning the 

narrator's exoticism, OlaUa says, "is H me you love, friend? or the race that made me?" 
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(254). Olalla lays bare the narrator's fascination with a miscegenation which wiU cause 

him to devolve to a more primitive state. Olalla becomes a mouthpiece for the implications 

within Darwinism of the diminishment of the individual subject within an epistemology 

which empowers the force of natural selection. OlaUa states, "the race exHs; H is old; H is 

ever young, H carries Hs destiny in Hs bosom; upon H, like waves upon the sea, individual 

succeeds to individual, mocked with a semblance of self-control, but they are nothing. We 

speak of the soul, but the soul is in the race" (254). Olalla also articulates to the narrator 

the fear of devolution implicit in many readings of Darwin: "man has risen; if he has 

spmng from the bmtes, he can descend again to the same leveL' (254). Further, OlaUa, by 

reflising to mate with the narrator, chooses to select out her degenerated race: "shall I 

hand down this cursed vessel of humanity, charge it with fresh life as with fresh poison, 

and dash it, like a fire, in the faces of posterity? But my vow has been given; the race shall 

cease from off the world" (255). Olalla embodies the frightening implications of the 

powerflil force of natural selection personified as feminine. OlaUa, not the narrator, holds 

the decision as to whether he wiU be allowed to reproduce with her. Furthermore, "the 

race" Olalla speaks of destroying can be read as the human race in general. 

While "Olalla" brings to the foreground the fear of a feminine nature within 

Darwinian concepts of nature and man, H also contains the threat by placing OlaUa within 

the framework of Christianity. Although she voices explicitly Darwinian notions of the 

creation of the human species, she is commended by the Padre for her piety: he says she is 

"my favourite penitent" (257). The last glimpse we get of OlaUa in the story is one which 

frames her within Christian theology. As the narrator leaves the residencia, Olalla tells him. 
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"we are all such as He [Christ] was—the inheritors of sin; we must all bear and expiate a 

past which was not ours; there is in all of us—ay, even in me—a sparkle of the divine" 

(260-61). While bearing a past "which was not ours" could refer to notions of genetic 

inherHance, the "sparkle of the divine" she invokes reassuringly combines Darwinism wHh 

the transcendent. The narrator walks way, looking back at "Olalla stiU leaning on the 

cmcifix" (261). Although the narrator (like Enfield, Utterson, Lanyon, and Jekyll) tries to 

avoid the implications of Darwinian theory by placing H wHhin Christian epistemology, 

Olalla, like Hyde, exceeds the Christian category within which she is read. Implicit in the 

story is the idea that Olalla has not only articulated her own degeneration within a 

Darwinian context to the narrator, but has hinted to the narrator his own possible 

devolution. As the Spanish Empire once represented the epitome of Western civilization, 

but by the late nineteenth century was viewed by many as a mined culture, so the British 

Empire wiU eventually be selected out and replaced by a more powerful nation state. 

Looking at the portraits of Olalla's ancestors, the narrator is impressed by the notion of 

"the continued race, the creation and re-creation, the weaving and changing and handing 

down of fleshly elements" (240). He looks into "an ancient mirror" and studies his own 

features (240). Beer notes that one implication of Darwinism is that "the history of man is 

of a difficult and extensive family network which takes in barnacles as well as bears, an 

extended family which wiU never permH the aspiring climber—man—quHe to forget his 

lowly origins" (P/ots 63). In other words, by looking in the mirror, the narrator recognizes 

that the processes which have formed Olalla and her "race" have also formed him and his 

"race." Like the Spanish subject, the British subject may be in danger of being replaced by 
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a more powerful cuHure. The character of Quincey Morris in Dracu/a indicates that 

Victorians were aware of what "race" was threatening to supplant theirs. Seward states of 

the American Quincey that "if America can go on breeding men like that, she wiU be a 

power in the worid indeed" (180). Although Spencerian concepts of evolution reassured 

British subjects that they would remain at the top of the evolutionary chain, "Olalla" hints 

at the more disturbing possibility that Britain, embodied in the narrator, is not so far 

removed from Spanish culture, a culture perceived as degenerate by the British. 

The problems inherent in moving from a concept of a feminine nature penetrable 

by the scientist to a concept of nature as beyond human understanding and control, yet not 

subsumed under a masculine deity, are explored in these three works which intertwine a 

dark, Gothic vision of the world with the impHcations of Darwin's theories. The monkey, 

the primitive man, and the Spanish women who embody these anxieties point to a 

conflation between animal, primitiveness, and the feminine in late Victorian conceptions of 

the Darwin-induced threats to male subjectivity. While Le Fanu's monkey becomes 

uncomfortably and questionably contained with Swedenborgian mysticism, Hyde, Olalla's 

mother, and Olalla all exceed the Christian binary oppositions which seek to place their 

meaning under a masculine deity. The failure of Stevenson and his narrators to 

successfljUy restore the unity of the male subject wHhin the context of Darwinian science 

points to the rhizomatic multiplicity which wiU not be contained within Darwin's image of 

the unified tree of evolution. A unified masculine deity no longer "explains" human 

existence; rather, a feminine multiplicity lies behind the human species. The fact that the 

process of natural selection remains gendered as feminine within Darwin's writings, his 
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promoters such as Huxley, and imaginative writers such as Stevenson, points to the 

flexibijity__of Western concepts oLthe feminine. As these works suggest, the "not-all" 

feminine stands more as a negation of unified, masculine, binary opposition ^han as an 

ontological category in itself 
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Notes 

1 
I am using "man" in a gender-specific sense. In mid to late nineteenth-century 

Britain the scientist is stiU conceived of as male, and certainly in the context of the works I 
am examining in this chapter, science is a male-only realm of inquiry. These three works 
examine the effect of Darwin's theories on the male subject—on man—not on the female 
subject. 

2 

I am using the sixth edition ofOrigin (1872) which was the last published during 
Darwin's lifetime. See PhiIIip Barrish, Ruth Bernard Yeazell, GUlian Beer ("Four" and 
P/ots), and Lawrence Birkin for discussions of Darwin's writings and gender which have 
difference emphases from mine. 

3 

For readmgs of Le Fanu as a master of the psychological ghost story see Punter 
(Literature), Michael H. Begnal, Nelson Browne, Julia Briggs, Jolanta Nalecz-Wojtczak, 
and W.J. McCormak. For readings of Le Fanu as a regional author see McCormack, Mary 
E. F. Fitzgerald, and Browne. 

4 

Begnal makes, but does not develop, the observation that in "Green Tea" "Le 
Fanu has Darwin's The Origin of Species 'm mind here" (40). See Lenora Ledwon for a 
discussion of Darwinism and the nineteenth-century ghost story which argues that the 
impact of Origin produced in nineteenth-century ghost stories a new ghost "more tangible 
than its ethereal, numinous predecessors" which "haunts the reader in bestial, atavistic 
forms" (14). 

See Ellegard for a discussion of the various combinations of theology and 
Darwinism which pervaded mid-century debates (27). 

For discussions of Darwinism and Jeky// and Hyde see Janice Doane and Devon 
Hodges, Jerrold E. Hogle, Donald Lawler, Jackson (Fantasy), and Ed Block, Jr. 
("Gothic"). For a general discussion of the Gothic's imaginative representation of 
Darwinism, see Anne WiUiams, who argues that late nineteenth-century Gothic explores 
"the dreadfial suspicion—encouraged by Darwin—that nature does not bear the signs of 
God the Father after aU" (Art 134). 

See Block ("Gothic" and "CornhUl") for discussions of SuIIy's influence on 
Stevenson. 

John Angus Campbell notes that m Darwin's private journals, he "calmly 
speculates on the extinction of man ... and anticipates his replacement by a more highly 
evolved inteUigent being" (78). 
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Virgima Wright Wexman analyzes Rouben Mamoulian's 1931 version of the 
novella, emphasizing Hyde's ape-like appearance and his coding as African-American. 
Mamoulian himself argues that he based his image of Hyde on "our common ancestor, the 
Neanderthal man" (qtd. in Atkins 176). 

10 

See Nina Auerbach, Marie-Christine Leps, Peter K. Garrett, and Richard T. 
Gaughan for discussions of Hyde as a text that is read and interpreted by those who 
encounter him. 

11 
As Hogle notes, Hyde flmctions as the scapegoat for the gentieman in the novel. 

He, like the creature and Dracula, serves as a screen where various social anxieties can be 
projected, anxieties over Darwin, the working classes, women, non-Caucasians, criminals, 
Imperialism. See also Leps. 

12 

Silverman implies that the novel Hself is stmctured on the central symbolic 
opposition of good/evil (Semiotics 275). Bmce Clarke argues that the binary opposition 
masculine/feminine is central in Jeky// andHyde: "although female characters are marginal 
in Jeky// and Hyde, that literal near-invisibility is textually countered by a series of 
moralized clothes figures that reinscribe the text with a gender dialectic" (186). I agree 
with this assertion insofar as the opposition of good/evil is a gendered one in Judeo-
Christiarúty with the masculine "good" of the Trinity opposed to the feminine "evil" 
represented by Lilith Eve Jezebel, etc. Additionally, I agree that the characters attempt to 
contain Hyde's meaning through the use of binary oppositions, but I believe the novella 
itself does not entirely participate in that containment because it reveals the excess 
meaning of Hyde which cannot be contained within these rigid categories. 

13 

See Gordon Hirsch for a discussion of Jeky// and Hyde 's relationship to 
detective fiction. 

See Patrick Brantiinger and Richard Boyle, Garrett, and Ronald R. Thomas for 
discussions of Hyde exceeding binary oppositions. 

For discussions of the overlapping characteristics of Jekyll and Hyde, or more 
generally, of the civilized and savage see Vladimir Nabokov, Veeder ("Children"), and 
Leps. 

Veeder speculates on the dubious circumstances of both Enfield and Carew 
appearing in the streets of disreputable areas in the early morning hours, stating "indeed 
'man about town' is a term appropriate to Hyde, and to Enfield and Carew. What all these 
men are 'about' is unclear" ("Children" 119). 
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Veblen's The Theory of the Leisure C/ass (1899) analyzes from a Darwinian 
standpoint ways in which early stages of human behavior are represented in the clothing, 
possessions and lifestyies of t\iQ fin-de-siéc/e leisure class. 

18 

See Doane and Hodges, Clarke, Stephen Heath, Veeder ("Children"), Kanzer, 
and Shaw for examinations of femininity in the novella. 

19 

Although Veeder's emphasis is different from mine, he also notes that "how 
reminiscent of the moon 'lying on her back' is Hyde's corpse as Utterson 'turned H on Hs 
back'" ("Children" 150). 

20 

Although Shaw does not develop this point, she argues that "if the shadows of 
women flicker in the margins of The Strange Case, they do so not as source of moral evil 
but as a threatened indeterminacy of meaning which confession strives to expeL' (96-97). 
Clarke argues that Hyde as "metaphorical mantie" for Jekyll "ends up dismantiing the 
man" (107). In the novella, the use of the rhetorical feminine as a scapegoat for the 
masculine results in the deconstmction of the masculine. 

21 

Veeder reads the maid's silence as a sign of her complicity, arguing from a 
Freudian viewpoint, "fainting also constitutes maternal complicity in the son's subversive 
assertion of himself, since she cannot call the police until Hyde has safely vanished from 
both the neighborhood and his Soho flaf' ("ChUdren" 128). 

22 

As Veeder observes, "a woman who walks the streets late at night asldng men if 
they need a light is offering quite another type of box. And Jekyll (and Stevenson's 
readers) know if' ("ChUdren" 141). 

23 

In The Dynamiter Zero comments that "are you not aware that chemicals are 
proverbially as fickle as woman" (184). 

As Block observes, "Olalla" reworks the theme of aristocratic degeneration 
implicH in the Gothic from the mid-eighteenth century specifically within the context of 
Darwinian science ("Gothic") 

As Block notes, Stevenson expresses a "sinister interpretation" of evolutionary 
findings which suggests that "if the human species bears in Hself an unconscious 
recoUection of earlier phases of development, that memory must not include remembrance 
of the greater instinctual freedom of those phases, lest the self-preservative instinct in 
living generations be subverted" ("Gothic" 464). 

It should be noted that, strictly speaking, Caucasian refers to Spanish culture as 
well as British: Stevenson's story like Victorian Britain in general apparently conceives of 
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the Spanish as a race different from theirs. As Nancy Stepan argues, during British 
imperialism, "race" came to apply to different nations. Thus the British "race" ties in with 
a nationaHstic sense of purpose as opposed to biological descent (Idea 81-82). In this 
sense, for the narrator of "OlaUa," the Spanish are a different "race." 
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CHAPTER VI 

MASCULINITY AND IMPERIALISM: THE ANIMAL WITHOUT 

Fin-de-siéc/e anxieties about maintaining a stable masculinity in the face of the 

beast within (expressed by Le Fanu, Stevenson, and others) are frequently imbricated with 

fears surrounding the British male subject's ability to remain British when encountering 

another culture. In late nineteenth-century British works of fiction the implicH possibilities 

of degeneration of the individual which Darwinism ushered in overlap with fears of 

degeneration of the British Empire. Frequently these anxieties are conceived of in 

rhetorically gendered terms. As Sandra Siegel notes, fin-de-siêc/e British culture gendered 

civUization as masculine and the savage/degenerated Other as feminine: "the world of the 

primitive was insufficiently controlled, measured and developed by mascuHne vigor and 

masculine intelligence; the world of the 'decadents,' having 'fallen away' from civilization, 

mirrored the world of the primitive" (216). As Siegel notes, late nineteenth-century studies 

of degeneration equated the non-European "savage" and the decadent European (a 

category which could encompass a variety of peoples, i.e., criminals, intellectuals, 

feminists, Jews, homosexuals, aesthetes, the working class, the insane, women in general, 

etc.) as a single category threatening masculine civilization and ushering in "the 

'feminization' of civilization" (216). The British male subject of fin-de-siêc/e society 

found his masculinity threatened from within (through the revelation of his biological link 

to animals) and from without (through the feminized process of natural selection and 

through cuHural Others such as the non-European and the aesthete). In this chapter I 

203 
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examine three texts within which Darwinian and imperial anxieties converge with issues of 

maintaining masculine civilization in the face of a femininely-gendered process of 

degeneration. Wells' The Is/and of Doctor Moreau, Doyle's "The Adventure of the 

Speckled Band," and Conrad's Heart of Darkness all explore the threat of losing British 

masculine civilization through degeneration produced by the imperial Other. 

These three texts deal with the reaches of the British Empire not so much as actual 

physical settings but rather as sites where the unconscious fears of supposedly positivist, 

successful, civilized, masculine Britain take shape. Patrick Brantlinger notes that 'mfin-de-

siéc/e Gothic works (which he places in the category of "Imperial Gothic), "Africa, India, 

and the other dark places of the earth become a terrain upon which the political 

unconscious of imperialism maps its own desires, its own fantastic longitudes and 

1 

latitudes" (Ru/e 246). Thus the South America, India, and Africa which serve as the 

imperial settings in the three texts I examine focus not on the "reality" of these disparate 

cultures, but on what they mean psychically and mythically for the British subject. They 

are the blank spaces on the map which the British fiU in with their fantasies. In Cu/ture and 

Imperia/ism, Edward Said argues that for the nineteenth-century British author, imagining 

parts of the Empire as separate entities with their own cultures was inconceivable for the 

most part because if you were British, "in your narratives, histories, travel tales, and 

explorations your consciousness was represented as the principal authority, an active point 

of energy that made sense not just of colonizing activities but of exotic geographies and 

peoples" (xxi). For Prendick, Holmes, and Maríow, other cultures exist only insofar as 
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they help define British consciousness, i.e., pose a threat to Hs stability. Similarly, for 

Wells, Doyle, and Conrad, these settings are relevant only because they provide a 

backdrop for examining the British male subject and his propensity towards degeneration. 

However, all three works, in varying degrees, foreground the issue of exoticism, 

grounding their explorations in the British subject not in any ontological representation of 

South America, India, or Africa but in a British constmction of these geographical 

locations. 

Wells' The Is/and of Doctor Moreau (1896) examines the British male subject 

within the context of an imaginary island located in the proximity of the Galápagos 

Islands. This imaginative space implicates Darwin's theories with the imperial project. 

Moreau serves as both imperial governor and Darwinian scientist on the island, while the 

Beast People fimction in the narrative as overdetermined "natives." While on board the 

Ipecacuanha, Edward Prendick learns about the island from Montgomery. To paraphrase 

Charlie Marlow, it is presented to him as one of the blank spaces on the map. 

Montgomery says, "it's an island, where I live. So far as I know, it hasn't got a name" (7), 

Later, like a British imperialist, Moreau says of the island, "the place seemed waiting for 

me" (49). Said maintains that the genre of the British novel has continually been tied up 

with imperialist ambition. Of the prototypical modern novel Robinson Crusoe, Said 

remarks, "certainly not accidentally H is about a European who creates a fiefdom for 

himself on a distant, non-European island" (xii). British cartographers Hterally figured 

London the center of the worid by mapping longitude 0° as passing through the city. 

Moreau's desire to appropriate for his project the blank space of an island "waiting" for 
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British settiement updates Robinson Cmsoe's project of bringing civilization to "savage" 

areas of the worid. For Moreau, as Gothic scientist, the blank space is not to be populated 

by British subjects, but is to be used as an "appropriate," i.e., non-British, space for his 

unethical experimentation. As John A. McClure argues, fin-de-siêc/e imperial Gothic (or 

Imperial Romance as he terms it) relies upon London as the center of cartography within 

which "much of the worid was mapped for the first time" (114). The mapping of the worid 

practiced by British imperialists is imaginatively extended by Wells to a situation in which 

Moreau's attempt to control and name one of those blank spaces proves disastrous. 

Noble's Island becomes a microcosm for the failures and excesses of British Imperialism. 

The Beast People's relationship to non-European natives is a complex, multi-

layered one. Upon first encountering one of the Beast People, M'Ling, Prendick attempts 

2 

to read him as a native. Prendick continually emphasizes the "black face" (8) of M'Ling, 

coding him as African or native South American. Prendick is perplexed by "the black" (9) 

and his curious "deformity." The Ipecacuanha crew's treatment of M'Ling bears 

resemblances to some European treatments of non-Europeans. Although M'Ling is a man, 

as far as the crew knows, his black face gives them license to hit him and to allow the dogs 

to frighten him (9-10). Further, his black face allows the captain to label him "a devil" 

(II), coding the non-European as evil, a coding Prendick himself somewhat laconically 

repeats, referring to M'Ling as "the poor devil" (9). Later, he attempts to resist openly 

demonizing M'Ling: "that black figure with Hs eyes of fire stmck down through all my 

aduH thoughts and feelings, and for a moment the forgotten horrors of childhood came 
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back to my mind. Then the effect passed as H had come" (13). After arriving on the island, 

Prendick initially continues to read the Beast People as non-European natives; seeing one 

creature upon a slope, he describes him as having "a black negroid face" (17). As Prendick 

spends more time on the island he begins to perceive disparities between his preconceived 

notions of what constitutes a non-European "savage" and what the Beast People actually 

appear to be. After glimpsing the Leopard Man drinking "on all-fours like a beasf' (25), 

Prendick comments, "then I thought that the man I had just seen had been clothed in 

bluish cloth, had not been naked as a savage would have been; and I tried to persuade 

myself from that fact that he was after aU probably a peacefijl character" (25). Ironically, 

Prendick initially believes the Beast People are "safer" than the "savage," scantily clad 

natives of his imagination. The question Prendick poses to Montgomery apropos of the 

Beast People, "what race are they?" (23) is one of the central epistemological questions of 

the novel. What constitutes a non-European native? Who is the imperial Other? The 

central answer that novels offers is that the "savage" is a creation of the European mind: 

the Beast People are the product of Moreau's science. 

Moreau creates an imperial situation on Noble's Island in which he establishes 

himself as a whHe god figure controUing the Beast People and using them for manual 

labor. Moreau's "whiteness" is emphasized as much as M'Ling's "blackness" is in the 

3 

novel. Prendick first glimpses Moreau as "a massive white-haired man" (14). Until he 

learns Moreau's identity, Prendick continues to conceive of Moreau as "the whHe-haired 

man" (17). When they arrive at Noble's Island, Moreau uses the Beast People to help him 
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unload his animals, and Prendick notices that one "black" "was dressed Hke Montgomery 

and his white-haired companion, in jacket and trousers of blue serge" (18). Like the 

imperialist both exploHing the native through enforced manual labor and making him/her 

culturally conform to British dress and HabHs, Moreau attempts to mold the Beast People 

into British subjects. Prendick sees one of the Beast People dressed "in whHe, lugging a 

packing-case along the beach" (21). These "blacks" in white convey the process of race 

purification for which Moreau's humarúzation of the animals serves as an analogue. The 

Beast People are forced by Moreau to give up their original culture in order to become 

more masculine and civilized, i.e., more British. M'Ling serves as a domestic servant for 

Montgomery and Moreau: Prendick sees him "dressed in white" carrying "a little tray with 

some coffee and vegetables thereon" (21). As many British imperialists made domestic 

servants out of their subjects, so Moreau uses his "natives" in order to allow his time to be 

devoted exclusively to research. Significantly, however, as I discuss below, Moreau's 

"Fridays" are literally created by him. 

Moreau's deification of himself as a god to the Beast People correlates with the 

white god mythology which many European imperialists used in order to insure their 

hegemony over non-European natives: Kurtz represents one imaginative example. 

Moreau, "white and terrible" (32), establishes a series of laws which read as a parody of 

4 

European sanctions upon colonized peoples as weU as a parodic Decalogue. Moreau's 

laws are instated in order to protect himself from the Beast People's "savagery." Besides 

the prohibitions on eating and fighting, Prendick comments on "the prohibition of what I 
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thought then were the maddest, most impossible, and most indecent things one could well 

imagine" (38). These sexual prohibitions bear direct connection to European imperial 

5 

prohibitions regarding their subjects. As Sander L. Gilman argues, attempts to categorize 

and hence control non-European races frequently centered on the issue of sexual 

perversion. Gilman states that "perversion is the basic quality ascribed to the sexuality of 

the Other" ("Sexology" 73). Thus the problem of "civiHzing" non-European natives 

frequently took shape in prohibitions against perceived sexual perversions. However, in 

the nineteenth-century as European epistemology began to move toward a notion of 

essential degeneracy, the native's perversion labeled him or her as permanently, indeed 

racially, degenerate and hence in need of European administration. Gilman states, 

"degeneracy is the label for the other, specifically the other as the essence of pathology ... 

H is the sense of hopelessness and helplessness which is captured by the label of the 

degenerate" ("Sexology" 83). The Beast People's perverse sexuality troped as "stubborn 

beast-flesh" (81) by Moreau correlates Wit\i fin-de-siêc/e European perceptions of the 

innate sexual perversity of the non-European native. 

Exploring the Beast People as non-European natives is an uneasy process. The fact 

that they are animals who have been humanized through scientific means seems to point to 

an association between natives and animals and/or natives and missing links: both of these 

associations were prevalent in late nineteenth-century British society. As Gilman argues, 

by the late nineteenth century, the association of the primitive and unbridled, animalistic 

sexuality was a commonplace ("Black" 229). The non-European native is hence viewed by 
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many Victorians as uncivilized and animal-Iike. Emerging race theories, however, sought 

to codify European perceptions of other cultures in the supposedly objective discourse of 

science. Race theorists turned to Darwinian theory as a means of legitimizing views of the 

native as lower and more animalistic than the higher, European race. While this 

hierarchization of the human race stems more from Spencer's ladder of evolution than 

from Darwin's tree of evolution, the conduciveness of Darwinian theory to race theory 

remains a vexed issue. Potentially Darwin's theories seem to indicate similarities between 

races and hence threaten to eliminate the otherness which envelops European perceptions 

of other cultures. GiUian Beer argues, for example, that "instead of the severe disjunction 

between the human and other species enjoined by creationist theory the whole measure 

can be encompassed: 'we are aU netted together'" ("Four" 127) as a resuH of Darwinian 

6 

thought. Hence by exploding the Great Chain of Being, Darwin emphasizes the links 

between European and other cultures as well as the links between humans and animals. 

While this is certainly one impHcation of Darwinism being discussed in fin-de-siéc/e 

society, H is one that is fundamentally at odds with imperiaHsm. If all races and cultures 

stem from a common ancestor, how can the British justify the domination and exploHation 

of other humans? 

One answer which appears to be in play in Moreau is the perception of natives as 

subjects in-between the human and the animal. The Great Chain of Evolution thus places 

Europeans at the top and other groups, such as South American natives and Africans, at 

the bottom, close to apes. As Nancy Stepan argues, "scientists now argued that races 
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formed distinct types which no amount of environmental degeneration could transform 

into each other" ("BiologicaL' 97). According to this theory, South American natives, for 

example, were inherently degenerate when compared to the British subject. The lack of 

inherently masculine traHs in non-European peoples made them biologically inferior and 

more animalistic than Europeans. Stepan argues that in his attempts to establish an 

argument for continuity in his theory of descent, Darwin opened the gates for these 

biologized racial theories: "the argument for continuity led, almost inevHably, to the use of 

the lower races to fiU the gaps between animals and man. Later, scientists would find H 

only too easy to interpret Darwin as meaning that the races of man now formed an 

evolutionary scale" (Idea 55). 

Moreau's natives undoubtedly are coded with racial theories which view the non-

European as an intermediary between animal and human, and which give credence to the 

treatment of them as less than human. WhUe Moreau and Prendick clearly support, in 

varying degrees, fin-de-siéc/e racial theories—Moreau by forming humanized animals 

which resemble blacks and South American natives, and Prendick by already 

preconceiving of any native as potentially animalistic and hence being unable to distinguish 

between a human and a Beast Person—does the novel Hself? I am not suggesting that 

there is a simple answer to this question, yet the fact that Wells' "savages" are made by 

Moreau and not found by him appears to be an expIicH foregrounding of European 

perceptions of and epistemological creations of natives rather than any statement about 

non-Europeans per se In other words, Wells moves toward a deconstmction of European 

perceptions of the imperial Other. 
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The "reaL' non-Europeans who appear in the text are the Kanakas, who are briefly 

discussed in Moreau's explanation of his experiments. Moreau's use of the South Sea 

natives who were imported as laborers to Queensland in the 1860s to work on sugarcane 

plantations, and hence were historically exploited by Europeans much as Moreau exploits 

them, serves to iUustrate that Moreau equates the Kanakas with his natives. Moreau 

introduces a Gorilla Man ("a fair specimen of the negroid type" as he describes it [49]), 

into the camps of the Kanakas who help Moreau build his settlement, indicating that he 

views their level of civilization as equivalent to that of his experimental humans. In fact, in 

Moreau's Chain of Evolution, he places his Beast People higher than the Kanakas. 

Describing the "HoveL' the Gorilla Man builds, Moreau comments that he "buiH himself a 

hovel rather better, H seemed to me, than their [the Kanakas'] own shanties" (49-50). His 

contempt for the Kanakas remains even though we are told that one teaches the Gorilla 

Man to read and gives him "some mdimentary ideas of morality" (50). Moreau dismisses 

the deaths of the Kanakas lightly—"all the Kanaka boys are dead now" (50)—despHe the 

fact that his experiments have led directly or indirectly to their deaths. Moreau comments, 

"well, I have replaced them" (50), making expHcH his reading of non-Europeans as 

equivalent to his Beast People. 

While Moreau clearly supports racial theories stemming from the Chain of 

Evolution theory, the novel locates the issue back at the sHe of the British subject. 

Moreau's reading of natives sheds more light on his subjectivity than on theirs. Gilman 

astutely points out that late nineteenth-century racial theory "turns out to be an inner fear 

of that hidden within us and projected onto the worid" ("Sexology" 89). The animal within 
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becomes the animal without, a projection which protects the British subject from his own 

biological connection to the animal worid and which provides ideological justification for 

imperialism. Moreau's created natives reveal British fantasies about the imperial Other, 

When Prendick arrives at Noble's Island he sees an amalgamation of cultures which does 

not surprise him. In addition to the black-faced Beast People, he sees "brown men" and 

women wrapped as they are "only in the Easf' (17). Prendick sees, in other words, 

African, South America and Islamic "natives" existing in one location. Further, the black-

faced M'Ling bears a Chinese-sounding name. The fascinating aspect of this mixture of 

widely different cultures all coded as Other on Noble's Island is that Prendick is not in the 

least surprised to see signifiers of diverse cultures in one space. The only aspect of the 

Beast People's physical appearances which arouses his suspicion is their apparent 

"deformity." 

Here Wells seems to be suggesting a point theorized by Said: nineteenth-century 

British subjects made few or no distinctions between non-European cultures: they all 

stood as Other, exotic, threatening in the monoIHhic category of "the native." Said 

maintains that European perceptions of the non-European relied (and largely still does) on 

binary oppositions. Even those theorists who avoid the "them" and "us" distinction rely 

upon "if not the East/West division, then the North/South one, the have/have-not one, the 

imperialist/anti-imperialist one, the whHe/colored one" (Orient 327), For Prendick all of 

these cultures are non-British, so they are monolithically exotic, dangerous attractive, 

inferior, as they are for Moreau who uses this concept of the non-European as the basis 

for his experiment. He does not create Caucasian-type Beast People; he does create 
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Negroid-type Beast People. The highly exoticized representations of South America in 

much nineteenth-century British fiction may also be a factor here. Prendick expects any 

combination of cultures on the South American island because in the British imagination H 

is a blank space to be fiUed in as sHe, to use Said's words, for "a surrogate, and even 

7 

underground [European] self' (Orient 3). 

The effect of the island and its inhabitants on Prendick, as representative of 

mascuHne British civilization, forms the core of Wells' novel. Edward Prendick is "a 

private gentleman" (3) who takes, as he says, "to Natural History as a relief from the 

dulness of my comfortable independence" (7). He is representative of the Victorian 

gentleman who studies out of boredom. In some significant ways Prendick is set apart 

from his apparently less civilized contemporaries. After the wreck of the Lady Vain, 

Prendick, unlike the other two men who are on a raft with him, is horrified by the proposal 

8 

of cannibalism as a means of survival. Prendick states, "I stood out against it with all my 

might, was rather for scuttling the boat and perishing together among the sharks that 

followed us" (5). When Prendick is forced to accept the proposal, gentieman-like he 

maintains the objectivity of drawing lots, while the sailor who is chosen as a resuH of this 

process attacks the other sailor on board, resulting in their deaths as they faU overboard 

and sink "like stones" (5), and in Prendick's survival. Prendick's code of gentiemanly 

behavior apparently saves him at this juncture, though his hideous laugh which catches him 

"suddenly like a thing from withouf' (5) qualifies this success. 
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Prendick's fight against the feminizing degenerative forces at work in the novel is 

further underscored when he is compared with Montgomery. Montgomery is perceived as 

a degenerate due to his alcoholism, which, as Eric T. Carlson observes, is termed 

"dipsomania" and viewed in late nineteenth-century medical theories as a sign of a general 

degeneration of the human species because it is perceived as "not willful but an iUness, a 

particular form of mania" (130). In contrast to Montgomery's dipsomania, Prendick is "an 

abstainer," as he teUs Montgomery (23). Yet, Prendick's gentlemanliness appears to be 

primarily superficial: agreeing to follow the formality of drawing lots in order to practice 

cannibalism, and refusing to drink alcohol appear to be flimsy barriers against 

degeneration. Ultimately, Prendick does degenerate due to his time spent on the island. 

Further, Prendick's leisure class status, i.e., taking up scientific studies to ward off 

boredom, codes him as a decadent in fin-de-siécle society: his solipsistic scientific research 

would be perceived by Victorians as decadent because it leads to no published findings. 

Prendick's vague, non-goal-oriented research distinguishes him from someone like Charles 

Darwin who publishes his research prematurely (in his own view) because his theory is 

perceived by the Linnaean Society to be stronger than Alfred Russel Wallace's parallel 

theory. That is, Darwin publishes against his own better judgment in order to be socially 

responsible. Prendick as "useless," decadent scientist refers to a central concern of the 

novel: indeed, Moreau appears to explore the implications of the aesthetic movement 

within Hs imperial/Darwinian matrix. Wells maintains in a preface to Moreau that the trials 

of Oscar WUde in 1895 served as part of his inspiration for the novel: "there was a 

scandalous trial about this time, the graceless and pitiful downfaU of a man of genius, and 
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this story was the response of an imaginative mind to the reminder that humanity is but 

animal rough-hewn to a reasonable shape and in perpetual conflict between instinct and 

injunction" (ix). The implications of Wilde's trials and their association with the aesthetic 

movement in general (at least in the popular mind) seemed to illustrate to many the pitfalls 

of decadence as an artistic stance. Explorations of decadence appear to be coded in 

several significant ways in the novel. The threat of the feminization of the masculine 

British Empire via the aesthetes, whose philosophy and lifestyles promoted feminine 

pleasure over masculine duty, is explored in the three central characters in the novel. 

Montgomery's dipsomania codes him as decadent as does his possible 

homosexuality. Montgomery has been expelled from Britain because while a medical 

student in London, he says, "I lost my head for ten minutes on a foggy night" (12). 

Montgomery's transgression is left ambiguous, but many critics, including Elaine 

9 

Showalter, have read this transgression as related to Wilde's trials ("Apocalyptic" 80). 

Montgomery's close relationship with M'Ling—he says that M'Ling "was the only thing 

that had ever really cared for him" (71)—seems to indicate that Wells is subtly portraying 

Montgomery as homosexual. In fln-de-siêc/e Britain homosexuality was associated with 

both degeneration and decadent art. Although Montgomery's connection to decadence is a 

marginal part of the novel, Prendick's and Moreau's decadence are central. 

The significance of Prendick's propensity towards degeneration via a leisure 

lifestyle which resuHs in his residing on Noble's Island is heightened if we examine his 

character's associations with the then Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII. Victorian 
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anxieties over the future of the British Empire were intensified due to the future king's 

lifestyle of fln-de-siêc/e decadence. As Barbara Tuchman observes, a typical I890s 

evening for the leisure class in London might include a party at Lady de Grey's, 

"London's best-dressed woman," whose guest Hst included the Prince of Wales and Oscar 

Wilde. The Prince was part of the Marlborough House circle, notorious for Hs "fast" 

lifestyle and opposed by the "Incormptibles," a reactionary social group who viewed the 

Prince as "vulgar" and saw themselves "as upholding the tone of Society" (19). The 

impHcations of the Prince's decadent lifestyle did not go unnoticed by his contemporaries 

who despaired over the future of the Empire after Victoria's death. As Robert K. Massie 

observes, both Victoria and her husband, Albert, lamented the Prince's idleness, and 

Victoria likened the Marlborough set to "the nobility of France on the eve of the French 

Revolution" (16). The Prince was perceived by late nineteenth-century society as one sign 

of the impending degeneration of the British Empire. 

Edward Prendick's association with Prince Albert Edward, heir to the British 

throne, increases his emblematic significance as representative British male subject. Wells 

changed Prendick's name from Andrew to Edward in the course of the extensive revisions 

10 

he made to Moreau prior to Hs publication. Further, Prendick's last name is suggestive 

of an obscene reference to Edward's notorious womanizing: Pren—Prince—Prince's 

11 

Dick, "Prin" being a common slang term for Prince. Edward, the prince who thinks wHh 

his dick rather than with his brain, provoked anxieties in those who imagined him as future 

king. Edward Prendick is the sole survivor of the wreck of the Lady Vain (The Lady V. 
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The Lady Victoria) and hence may be read as the successor to the vain pretenses of 

Victorian society to achieve a massive, invincible empire externally, and to achieve a 

perfected society internally through their notion of progress. What happens to Edward as 

representative British subject? He degenerates to the animalistic status of a Beast Person 

and gives up aU hope for the British Empire, and by implication the world, through his 

isolated studies in astronomy. The pessimistic upshot of these associations is that Britain 

cannot look to Edward (or anyone) to "save" the Empire and usher in a utopia; for that, 

they must look to another world. Prendick like Moreau withdraws from the "usefulness" 

of public activity into the "useless" self-contained world of the decadent. 

Moreau represents a more sinister connection to fin-de-siéc/e decadence and the 

anxieties surrounding its supposedly feminine degenerativeness. Moreau's applications of 

Darwinian science are frequently portrayed in artistic terms in the novel. In trying to 

explain his experiments, Moreau uses Hterary explanations to shed Hght on them. 

Attempting to palliate Prendick's curiosity, Moreau says, "our littie establishment here 

contains a secret or so, is a kind of Blue-Beard's chamber, in facf' (20). In Moreau's 

library, Prendick discovers "surgical works and editions of the Latin and Greek classics" 

(20) on the shelves, indicating a connection that is being established between Hterature and 

12 

medicine. When forced to explain his experiment to Prendick, Moreau, attempting to 

establish a history for his experiments, refers to Hterature, "Victor Hugo gives an account 

of them [experimental humans] 'm L'Homme qui Rif (46). Further, when discussing the 

tortures of the Inquisition, Moreau argues that "their chief aim was artistic torture, but 
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some at least of the inquisHors must have had a touch of scientific curiosity" (47; emphasis 

added). These artistic allusions become more specifically linked to the aesthetes and /'art 

pour /'art theory prevalent in late nineteenth-century British and French societies as 

13 

Moreau's explanation continues. When Prendick asks Moreau why he has chosen the 

human form for his creations, Moreau first states that H has been chosen "by chance," but 

then comments that "I suppose there is something in the human form that appeals to the 

artistic turn more powerfuUy than any animal shape can" (47). Thus Moreau chooses to 

mold humans because of their aesthetic beauty, not because making humans has any usefljl 

purpose. Moreau expresses a "science-for-science's-sake" philosophy which eschews 
14 

utilitarian applications of knowledge. As Moreau tells Prendick, "we are on different 

platforms. You are a materialisf' (47), an assertion which angers Prendick. Moreau 

refljses to combine morality with his scientific creation, stating that "I have gone on, not 

heeding anything but the question I was pursuing" (49). Further, his experiments through 

their attempts to rid humans of "the beast flesh," are working toward a more aesthetically 

pleasing human, one who is free from the "cravings, instincts, desires that harm humanity" 

(51). In the preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray, Wilde asserts, "the only excuse for 

making a useless thing is that one admires H intensely. AU art is quHe useless" (138). 

Moreau appears to extend this aesthete philosophy to the realm of science, as his attempts 

to create a humanized animal are "useless" in any materialistic sense, and his motivation 

appears to be primarily aesthetic. Wilde also asserts in the preface that "there is no such 

thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written" (138). 
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Moreau echoes this philosophy when he tells Prendick that although Montgomery appears 

to like the Beast People, "H's his business not mine. They only sicken me with a sense of 

failure. I take no interest in them" (51). Moreau disregards the Beast People as if they are 

unsuccessfiji works of art. 

Moreau's connections to decadent art are fijrther solidified if his character is read 

as being associated with the French Symbolist painter Gustave Moreau. Critics have 

15 

proposed a variety of possibUities for the meanings of Moreau's name. In terms of 

examining the fear of the feminization of masculine civilization through decadence which 

haunts the margins of the novel, linking Moreau with this decadent artist appears relevant. 

Moreau's paintings focus on the breakdown of boundaries. Most immediately for WeUs' 

novel, Moreau frequently paints minglings of humans and animals. In The Chimera 

(1867), for example, a woman clings to a satyr as he attempts to fly off a cliff. in Licornes 

(undated) a woman places her arm around a combination between a human and a unicorn: 

the figure bears a unicorn's head, a human torso and arms, and unicorn's legs. In Oedipus 

andthe Sphinx (1864), the Hon with a woman's head, neck, and breasts, appears to merge 

into the body of Oedipus as she asks him the riddle. Moreau also draws on Greco-Roman 

myths of bestiality for his subject matter. Thus in Europa and the Bu// (1869) and Leda 

(undated) Moreau focuses on the breakdown of the boundaries of species as these women 

are seduced by Zeus in animal form. Significantly, Moreau also blurs the Hnes between 

male and female. In Jason andMedea (1865), the male and female figures bear similar hair 

and body shapes, and their genHals are carefijUy concealed. Moreau continually blurs the 
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Hnes between the male and female bodies, usually feminizing male figures as Orpheus at 

the Tomb of Eurydice (1897-98), Narcissus (1895), Hesiod and the Muse (1891) and 

16 

others attest. Reading Wells' Moreau through the work of Gustave Moreau further 

highUghts the associations Wells is making between decadent art, merging of animal and 

human, and the breakdown of gender distinctions 'mfln-de-siéc/e society. 

The threat to masculine civilization posed by decadent art, a movement Wells 
17 

openly opposed, is not the only feminine which threatens masculine identity in the novel. 

The feminine nature of Darwinian theory also emerges in the novel as the male characters 
18 

are beset by an uncontrollable nature which is personified as feminine. The novel 

presents several feminine personifications which point to a fear of the obliteration of 

masculine civilization by femininized Darwinian nature. Prendick's trip on the Lady Vain 

results in his being made helpless at the hands of bmtal natural forces: read along these 

lines, "Lady" may refer to Dame Nature refashioned in a Darwinian context; "Vain" may 

refer to masculine civilization's attempt to control a femininely personified nature, of 

which Moreau's experiments represent an example. Further, in the first paragraph of his 

narrative, Prendick refers to th.Q Medusa case, an infamous 1816 historical event involving 

a French frigate which wrecked, resulting in the survivors practicing cannibalism. The 

feminine name of the ship (Medusa) links the random and horrifying event of a shipwreck 

with a feminine personification much as the Lady Vain does. Prendick is rescued by the 

Ipecacuanha, a vessel bearing the name of a low-growing South American shmb whose 

roots are used medicinally. Of the ship, Montgomery comments that the captain "calls the 
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thing the Ipecacuanha, of all siUy, infernal names; though when there's much of a sea 

wHhout any mind, she certainly acts accordingly" (6). Like the Lady Vain, the 

Ipecacuanha represents an unpredictable, amoral feminine nature. Although the 

ipecacuanha plant is an emetic, which presumably may be used for beneficial purging, the 

instability of the view of a beneficent nature is underscored when Moreau tells Prendick 

that one of the Kanakas dies of a wounded heel "that he poisoned in some way with plant 

juice" (50), possibly the juice of the ipecacuanha plant or a metonymically linked plant. 

Additionally, an alternative name for the Ipecacuanha 'm other drafts of Moreau is The 

Red Luck, a name which foregrounds the "nature red in tooth and claw" which Tennyson 

personifies as feminine in In Memoriam, and which refers back to the dinghy of the Lady 

Vain which is found with "spots of blood on the gunwale" (6). 

Thus even before encountering Noble's Island, Prendick becomes helpless due to 

19 

the forces of a nature he cannot control. On board the Ipecacuanha Prendick must be 

revived with "some scarlet stuff, iced" (6) which indicates his devolution due to the 

bmtality of nature. Like an animal or a vampire, Prendick needs blood in order to regain 
20 

his strength. Due to the bmtal treatment by the captain and crew, Prendick comes to see 

himself as "a bH of human flotsam, cut off from my resources and with my fare unpaid" 

(II): Prendick, British gentleman, comes to realize that he is not the invincible upholder of 

British civUization, but a weakened animal, dependent upon others for survival. Due to 

natural forces he cannot control or explain, Prendick begins to waH "passively upon fate" 

(15) rather than attempting to create his own destiny as a nineteenth-century British 
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subject in another country should do. Prendick loses his masculine vigor and becomes a 

feminized hysteric. When he believes he is being abandoned by Montgomery and Moreau 

he "suddenly began to sob and weep, as I had never done since I was a littie child" (16). 

Reflecting back on this incident, Prendick calls H "my hysterical phase" (16). 

Prendick's hysteria and his likening of himself to a chUd point to the process of 

degeneration he is undergoing. As Siegel notes, 'm fln-de-siéc/e theories of degeneration, 

"savagery and civilization stand in opposition to each other as the child does to the aduH" 

(202). Further, woman occupies the "intermediate position between the chUd and man" 

(204). Prendick is slipping down the ladder of evolution from hysterical woman to child to 

savage and finally to animal. The motivating force behind this degeneration is a femininely 

personified nature which initially robs him of his physical strength through thirst and 

starvation and which eventually causes him to become "tropicalized" on Noble's Island. 

As Stepan argues, an issue of much concern in late nineteenth-century Europe was the 

theory that when "the white race moved out of its 'natural' home, H too underwent a 

process of biological degeneration—H became 'tropicalized'" ("BiologicaL' 99). During 

his stay on Noble's Island, Prendick does not recover from the degenerative process 

started by the wreck of the Lady Vain, but continues to suffer from "hysterics" (31), 

contemplates suicide (41), and becomes increasingly like the Beast People. He becomes 

"one of a tumultuous shouting crowd" (61) composed of the Beast People who are 

chasing the Leopard Man. Significantly, Prendick sees his degeneration as linked with 

Montgomery's, Moreau's, and the Beast People's existences, as a process controUed by "a 

vast pitiless Mechanism, [which] seemed to cut and shape the fabric of existence" (64). By 
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the time Prendick leaves the island he has both physically and mentally degenerated to the 

level of the Beast People: "I too must have undergone strange changes. My clothes hung 

about me as yellow rags, through whose rents showed the tanned skin. My hair grew long, 

and became matted together. I am told that even now my eyes have a strange brightness, a 

swift alertness of movement" (82). 

One central symbol personifies the combination between the feminine, Darwinian 

nature, and imperialism which has produced Prendick's devolution—the female puma. The 

puma brings together many of the central concerns of the novel into one figure. She stands 

for the feminine Darwinian nature, dangerous, uncontrollable, random. As Prendick and 

Montgomery travel on the Ipecacuanha, the female puma "lay crouched together, 

watching us with shining eyes, a black heap in the corner of its cage" (12). Like amoral 

nature, the puma watches, unconcerned, implacable, impenetrable, Significantly, Moreau 

chooses the puma as the creature upon which all of his hopes of conquering the "beast-

flesh" lie. Of the "beast-flesh," Moreau comments, "I mean to conquer that, This puma—" 

(50). He tells Prendick, "I have some hope of that puma. I have worked hard at her head 

and brain—" (51). Moreau chooses as his greatest experiment the species most difficult to 

aHer: Montgomery tells Prendick that "the Law, especially among the feline Beast People, 

became oddly weakened about nightfall" (53). By aHering the puma, Moreau feels he wiU 

conquer feminine nature and transform H into masculine civilization. The Western cultural 

association of the feline with sexuality also informs Moreau's experiment: by aHering the 

puma, he hopes to conquer the animal within, a concept largely figured as sexuality in 
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Victorian culture, and a concept which seems to be a personal one for Moreau, as his 

21 

asexuality attests. 

Moreau's choice of a female puma for his most important experiment also has 

imperial and racial implications. For the late nineteenth-century British subject, the best 

example of non-European "savagery" was embodied in the black African female. Gilman 

notes that for nineteenth-century Britain, the female Hottentot was frequently 

photographed, drawn and physically displayed as "an icon for deviant sexuality in generaL' 

("Black" 209). Thus when Victorian subjects saw the black female, "they saw her in terms 

of her buttocks and saw represented by the buttocks all the anomalies of her genitalia" 

(219). On the Great Chain of Evolution, the black female was placed next to the highest 

ape (213). Moreau's choice of a black female to perform his greatest experiment on 

indicates a desire to alter the imperial Other as well as to conquer Darwinian nature. 

HumaiHzing the puma means vanquishing an uncontroUable, frightening feminine nature 
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personified in many Victorian minds by the black female. This fear of non-European 

female sexuality as perverse and dangerous is also expressed by Prendick, when he 

expresses horror at the female Beast Creatures' reversion to their "originaL' sexual habHs: 

"some of them—the pioneers in this [reversion], I noticed with some surprise, were all 

females—began to disregard the injunction of decency, deliberately for the most part. 

Others even attempted public outrages upon the institution of monogamy. The tradition of 

the Law was clearly losing Hs force. I cannot pursue this disagreeable subjecf' (81). Thus 
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the "disagreeable subjecf' of non-European female sexuality (equated here with animal 

perversity) was a target for imperialist control and containment. 

Significantly, however, Moreau fails, and masculine civilization's hopes are 

vanquished by feminine nature. After many days of torture by Moreau, the puma shrieks 

wHh a voice "almost exactly like that of an angry vHago" (64) and breaks out of Moreau's 

lab, breaking Prendick's arm in the process. Moreau, "his massive white face all the more 

terrible for the blood that trickled from his forehead" sets out with a revolver (65): his 

"civilizing" process having failed, he plans to kUI nature/black female with Western 

technology. What occurs, however, is mutual destmction. The puma dies by Moreau's 

revolver, but Moreau is mauled to death by the puma. Prendick finds his body with one 

hand "almost severed at the wrist" (69). The puma attempts to bite off the hand, the 

penetrating, molding, mastering hand of the modern scientist which has attempted to 

control and "civilize" her. The puma's victory over Moreau (feminine nature's victory 

over masculine civilization) is underscored when Prendick encounters Moreau's body 

later. Prendick comments that "his wounds gaped, black as nighf' (72). Moreau's body 

has transformed into the physical color of the puma—black—and has become a 

Hteralization of his name, "moreau" being French for "jet black or black and shining." The 

white god has been defeated by the black savage, a conclusion which is further emphasized 

by the anarchy which breaks out on Noble's Island after Moreau's death. 

Prendick's effort to uphold the Law Moreau has instituted is unsuccessftil. The 

Beast People and Prendick revert to the "beast-flesh," "go native" in imperialist terms, and 

the novel imagines the extinction of the British Empire as well as the extinction of man. 
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Prendick finds himself in the situation imagined by Wells in his essay "On Extinction" 

where he envisions "the most terrible thing that man can conceive as happening to man .., 

two men, and then one man, looking extinction in the face" (172). Montgomery's death, 

the reversion of the Beast People, and the dead saUors Prendick discovers in the boat from 

the Ipecacuanha all point to the horror of the British subject/race extinguished by a 

feminine nature/imperial Other. 

Ultimately, however, Prendick retreats from the implications of his narrative. 

WhUe his experiences should teach him the connectedness between natives and Europeans, 

and the fragile prop which holds up the idealized British gentleman, he distances himself 

from the Beast People and hence refijses to acknowledge these insights. After Moreau's 

death, Prendick repudiates the sympathy for and identification with the Beast People he 

has felt earlier. Face to face with the Leopard Man, Prendick reaHzes "the fact of its 

humanity" (62). After its death, Prendick sees "the vUer aspect of Moreau's cmelty" (63). 

Yet once Moreau's despotic authority is removed from the island, Prendick begins to refer 

to the Beast People as "monsters," demonizing them as evil: "in retrospect H is strange to 

remember how soon I fell in with these monsters' ways" (80). Thus "natives" under 

British control are "safe" to sympathize with: "natives" under their own authority are 

"monsters." Although Prendick is forced to acknowledge similarities between the Beast 

People and British subjects, he retreats from these recognitions, attempting to isolate 

himself in the countryside wHh his chemical experiments and astronomical studies: "I have 

withdrawn myself from the confljsion of cities and multitudes, and spend my days 

shrouded by wise books—bright windows in this life of ours, IH by the shining souls of 
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men" (87). While Prendick's "hope" is achieved only by isolation, H indicates that he must 

continue to view the Beast People as other in order to keep his sanity (as his trips to "a 

mental specialisf' indicate [86]). 

For Prendick, encountering the imperial Other means becoming degenerate, losing 

"Englishness" and masculinity, and fighting to regain these qualities at any price. The 

novel, however, is more ambivalent. While the Beast People are demonized and feminized 

in negative ways, Moreau's corpse with Hs gaping black wounds attests to the futility and 

cormption of Victorian pretensions to "civilizing" the world though progress. And though 

the imperial Other remains alien in the novel, it is an Other created by a British scientist: 

yet even a fantasy native exceeds British authority and containment in Wells' dark vision. 

While Wells addresses the breakdown of masculine civilization through his central 

character/narrator, Arthur Conan Doyle relegates the expHcitly degenerate British male 

subject to the margins, foregrounding an at least apparently stable "subject supposed to 

know"—Sherlock Holmes. Moreau is connected to a Gothic tradition of the psychically-

fragmented narrator (e.g., the narrators of The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a 

Justifled Sinner, Frankenstein, Me/moth the Wanderer, etc.) who calls into question the 

stability of the Western myth of male subjectivity (and hence by implication "civilization" 

Hself). Placing that tradition in a specifically imperial context highlights the uneasy 

maintenance of "normality" through focusing on a central consciousness. The detective 

fiction genre, however, tends to relegate Gothic elements to the category of Other, 

foregrounding the rational stability of the individual detective and his ability to explain 
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Gothic romance in positivist scientific terms. Doyle's most written-about and admired 

Holmes story "The Adventure of The Speckled Band" (1892) is also perhaps the Holmes 

story wHh the closest connections to the Gothic genre, especially the Gothic refigured in 
24 

fim-de-siéc/e imperialist/Darwinian terms. Much like Moreau, "Band" explores masculine 

civilization and the threat posed to H by feminine degeneration through contrasting male 

subjects who must battle against otherness both within and without. 

Holmes is typically viewed as the rationalist par exce//ence. The Holmes stories 

portray the detective as one who seeks to retain British middle-class common sense and 
25 

"normality" in the face of criminal threats. Christopher Clausen argues that "Holmes' 

social philosophy, if one may so describe such a random set of attitudes, is that while the 

existing order of things may be unattractive in many ways, his duty and vocation is [sic] 

nevertheless to protect if' (115). In "Band," Holmes' goal is not to alter the existing social 

conditions, but merely to allow Helen Stoner's marriage to occur, a goal which can be 

achieved only by eliminating the degenerated, Orientalized, animalized, feminized threat of 

Grimesby Roylott. Reading Holmes' character from this perspective makes him seem to 

represent a stable center not present 'mMoreau. Unlike the nightmare world ofMoreau, 

where masculinity, science, and imperialism meet in the vivisected bodies of animals, the 

world of "Band" appears to reassure Hs middle-class audiences that Englishness, 
26 

masculinity and positivist science can prevail. Certainly a reading of "Band" which comes 

to these conclusions can be posHed. Holmes comes to Helen's rescue, straightens out the 

damage done by Roylott to middle-class domesticity (an action Hteralized in his 
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straightening out of the poker Roylott has twisted [265]), and allows life to continue as 

"normal." Indeed, many critics have read the Holmes stories as littie more than 
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propaganda for staid middle-class Victorian hegemony. Yet, further analysis of "Band" 

reveals that BrHish stability is not so easily maintained in the story. 

One issue which immediately arises when exploring Holmes as a figure who 

embodies masculine stability for Victorian society is the need for the figure of the private 

detective at all. Clausen argues that the typical middle-class Victorian tended to view 

crime as "a potentially mortal threat to civilization" (122). In a culture where the criminal 

and the revolutionary are simplistically equated—Clausen argues that "both were threats 

to the social order, and many people did not distinguish closely between them" (III)— 

crime is more than a threat to personal property, it is a threat to the very concept of a 

stable, respected British Empire. Although, as Albert D. Hunter observes, the new police 

force instituted in early nineteenth-century Britain was created primarily to protect "the 

middle-class consumer" (194), by the I890s, the failure of that poHce force had become 

apparent to many. Lydia Alix FiUingham discusses the ineptness of the London police 

force in quelling the riots which occurred in the city in the I880s and 90s: during the 

London bombing campaign by the Fenians and the Brotherhood (1883-85), Scotiand Yard 

was bombed, and to the embarrassment of the police force no one was hurt because no 

one was in the building at the time (683). The need for Holmes as a fictional character, 

i.e. his ideological fimction, may be related to comments made by Fredric Jameson who 

asserts that "the individual narrative, or the individual formal stmcture, is to be grasped as 
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the imaginary resolution of a real contradiction" (77). The imaginary space available for 

Holmes to appear in points to a lack of stability 'mfln-de-siéc/e Britain which did not bode 

well for the positivist outlook. 

Further, examination of Holmes as fantasy restorer of civilization reveals many 

gaps. Although Holmes is perceived as the defender of the middle-class status quo by 

many critics, his character is subtly linked to elements of degeneration. Holmes is coded, 

much like the male characters 'mMoreau, as a fin-de-siêc/e decadent. For a defender of 

middle-class values, Holmes is suspiciously un-bourgeois in many of his habits. Like 

Moreau, Holmes is asexual and obsessive about his work in an aesthetic, rather than 

utilitarian way. In "Band," Watson states that Holmes works "rather for the love of his art 

than for the acquirement of wealth" (257). Like Moreau and like aesthetes in general, 

Holmes is interested in the process of his art: thus unlike the middle-class readers of the 

Holmes stories, Holmes does not produce (either children or material products) for the 

Empire. Holmes' private income of four hundred pounds a year marks him, like Prendick, 

as an independent gentlemen. Like Prendick, he can pursue his scientific studies at leisure: 

he remarks to Helen, who is concerned about her inability to pay him, that, "as to reward, 

my profession is Hs own reward" (259). Doyle's most expIicH coding of Holmes as 

decadent is his dmg-taking. Throughout the Holmes stories, the detective takes cocaine, a 

detail which, as Stephen Knight argues, was perceived by Victorians "as an excitingly 

dangerous means of elevating and isolating the consciousness, closely bound up with the 

romantic artistic persona" (79). 
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Why does Doyle associate his fictional hero with what middle-class audiences 

would perceive of as a philosophical and aesthetic stance antithetical to Hs norms? While 

the ' eccentricity" of the detective as modeled on Poe's Dupin has been most often 

suggested as an answer to this question, I want to suggest that Doyle is deliberately 

"tainting" the character of Holmes, creating a "savior" of middle-class normality who 

pursues his art wHhout necessarily committing to the ideology he manicures. Doyle, who 

wrote the Holmes stories for profit and who came personally to despise them, may be 

covertly referencing himself through Holmes. From a middle-class perspective, Holmes 

restores middle-class normality through questionable means, e.g., he Hes about Roylott's 

death in "Band," aUows the criminal to escape in "A Scandal in Bohemia," "Charles 

August Milverton," "The Blue Carbuncle," and others, and openly expresses selfish 

fmstration at a client's death in "The Five Orange Pips." SimUarly, as I discuss below, 

Doyle restores "normality" to "Band" only by lying about the Indian swamp adder. What I 

am suggesting about Holmes is that like Prendick in Moreau the representative of British 

civilization in "Band" may already be tainted prior to his contact with the animaUzed, 

imperial Other. 

Holmes' antagonist in "Band," Grimesby Roylott, embodies an overcoding offin-

de-siéc/e concerns about the loss of masculinity at the hands of degenerative forces. Most 

immediately, Roylott represents the degenerated aristocrat, a staple of the Gothic as 

Manfred, Montoni, Schedoni, Melmoth, and others attest. In Helen's genealogy of the 

Roylott family, "one of the oldest Saxon families in England" (259), we learn that 

although the Roylott family was once prosperous, "four successive heirs were of a 
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dissolute and wastefijl disposition, and the family min was eventually completed by a 

gambler in the days of the Regency" (259). A middle-class sense of a degenerate 

aristocracy depleting the manliness and wealth of Britain (troped powerfully in Dracu/a, 

for example) becomes evident in Helen's repulsion at the decline of the Roylott family 

Roylott's threat as a useless aristocrat feeding off of middle-class productivity (as John 

Polidori first imagined the fictional vampire in his 1816 tale) is heightened by his 

associations with India, associations which turn him into the imperial Other of the story. 

Roylott's contact with India, which resuHs in his becoming Easternized, would 

have been perceived by an 1890s British audience as a threat to the stability of their entire 

world. As Gauri Viswanathan argues, early British contact with India encouraged "reverse 

acculturation," especially under the governorship of Warren Hastings (1774-85), who 

believed British interests in India would be secured by British assimilation "thoroughly into 

the native way of life" (28). However, as Viswanathan notes, the policy of Anglicism in 

British-controUed India (which was dominant by the mid-nineteenth century) viewed 

contact with natives as "the root cause of declining European morals" (31). Whereas 

adopting Indian cultural habits had earlier been seen as a means of making the BrHish 

Empire strong, by the mid nineteenth century, H was viewed as a practice which would 

degenerate H. Further, the policy of Anglicism, which encouraged distmst of native culture 

and a valorization of British culture, became sufíused with the paranoia which foUowed 

the Indian Mutiny of 1857. The sensationalized presentation of the mutiny to the British 

public resuHed in a frenetic hatred of Indians and a fear of contact with them, a process 



234 

which was heightened by artist presentations of the mutiny in melodramas, popular novels, 

stories, and poems. Brantiinger argues that "in the basic fantasy, repeated endlessly in 

novels, plays, poems, and histories, the imperialist dominators become victims and the 

dominated, villains ... most Victorian accounts insistently mystify the causes of the 

[Indian] Mutiny, treating the motives of the rebels as wholly irrational, at once childish and 

diaboHc" (Ru/e 222). After the Mutiny, the fear of the Easternization of the British subject 

gained new urgency. 

Roylott's interest in things Indian occurs over a hundred years too late and codes 

him as a villain in the popular imagination of Victorian society, apart from the actual 

crimes he commits. Rather than Anglicizing the East, Roylott has been Easternized due to 

his residence in India. Helen tells Holmes that Roylott, loath to live as an "aristocratic 

pauper" (259), had set up a medical practice in Calcutta which was successful due to "his 

professional skiU and his force of character" (260). Roylott's life in India had been mined 

because "in a fit of anger, however, caused by some robberies which had been perpetrated 

in the house, he beat his native butier to death and narrowly escaped a capHal sentence" 

(260). Roylott's downfall appears to have been produced by social circumstances, a 

depleted fortune which had encouraged him to make fast profit in the "lucrative" reaches 

of the Empire, and by a paranoia most likely produced by the propaganda surrounding the 

Indian Mutiny. Roylott's residence in India may have coincided with the Mutiny, as 

"Band" is set in 1883 and we are told that Roylott had married Helen and Julia's mother 

thirty years previously in India (260). Changing economic alignments in Britain and 

changes in imperial poHcy, which allowed the British milHary to wantonly murder Indians 
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in the wake of the Mutiny, but evidently did not allow individuals the same "privilege," 

may have served to influence Roylott's actions. Brantiinger notes that after the Mutiny the 

British retaliated in an excessive manner creating "atrocities of their own, hanging and 

shooting without trial, blowing prisoners from the mouths of cannons, looting, and 

massacring the Indian residents of recaptured towns" (Ru/e 201). Roylott's individual 

action of killing his butler because of exaggerated fear over supposed native criminality 

replicates the British massacres on a smaU scale; yet, Roylott has been tried and sentenced 

by British courts for his action. 

Helen's explanation of Roylott's actions, however, rests not on a cultural 

understanding of his murder of the butler, but on a sensationalized, biologized one. Helen 

tells Holmes that after her mother's death, Roylott changed: "violence of temper 

approaching to mania has been hereditary in the men of the family, and in my stepfather's 

case it had, I beUeve, been intensified by his long residence in the tropics" (260). Roylott's 

degeneration is understood by Helen to be a combination of aristocratic genetic insanity 

and tropicialization. The cormption of aristocratic blood and the cormpt climate of India 

have transformed Roylott into a murderer. As P.J. Marshall relates, by the late eighteenth 

century, British subjects viewed India as a degenerate society, and some reUed upon 

"environmental explanations" for this view: "H was assumed that the enervating climate of 

India stifled exertion, while Hs natural fertility ensured that a subsistence could be obtained 

with the minimum of effort" (58). Roylott's precarious masculinity and EngHshness (due 

to his cormpt aristocratic origins) had begun a process of decline due to tropicalization in 

India, at least according to Helen: moreover, her "I believe" remains unchallenged by any 
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of the characters in the story. Further, most of the signifiers of Roylott's loss of British 
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masculinity relate to a process of Easternization. 

Roylott's association with gypsies and his "passion" for "Indian animals" (260) 

serve as indications of his degeneration. Gypsies, believed to have originated in India, have 

typically been associated with the exotic, the supernatural, the degenerate due to their 

refusal to assimilate into British culture. Roylott's allowing the gypsies to camp on the 

grounds of Stoke Moran and his journeying with them "sometimes for weeks on end" 

(260) iUustrate that he is losing his Englishness (through associating with an Eastern 

group) and his masculinity (by aligning himself with a shiftless, pleasure-seeking 
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community). The fact that the gypsies are automatically suspected by Julia, Helen, 

Holmes, and the reader as being behind the mysterious occurrences at Stoke Moran 

indicates that they are being used in the story to code Roylott as degenerate and 

suspicious. 

Roylott's importation of "Indian" animals to the grounds of his estate indicates a 

process of reverse colonization. Rather than encouraging the process of peopling India 

with British subjects and ideas, Roylott brings "Indian" animals to Britain, wreaking havoc 

on British stability. Helen comments that, "he has at this moment a cheetah and a baboon, 

which wander freely over his grounds and are feared by the viUagers almost as much as 

their master" (260). In a striking scene in the story, Holmes and Watson encounter the 

baboon, and Watson describes H as "a hideous and distorted chUd" (271). In the dark the 

baboon is mistaken for a deformed human: this detail relates India and supposedly native 
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Indian animals to a lower form of development on the Chain of Evolution. The baboon, 

like the Beast People, is a frightening "native" of Easternized Stoke Moran which must be 

rationally explained. Although Watson is frightened by the baboon, Holmes laughs, and 

whispers to Watson, "that is the baboon" (271). Like the Indian native scmtinized by 

British studies of the essence of Indian character, the baboon provokes fear until it is 

explained within Western epistemological models. 

Doyle fijrther Easternizes Roylott through the character's links with the sultan of 

the OrientaHst imagination. The sultan with his harem was a popular facet of Victorian 

melodramas dealing with India. Distinctions between Hinduism and Islam were frequently 

discarded as pastiche versions of the Indian Mutiny portrayed the Hindu Nana Sahib as an 

AUah-obsessed maniac (Brantiinger, Ru/e 206). The stereotype of the licentious Oriental 

male who longs to hoard all British women for himself exists in a variety of Victorian 

fictional works, including Dracu/a. This stereotype was one which surfaced in the 

sensationalized accounts of the Mutiny: Brantlinger relates that people continued to 

believe "the sexual atrocity stories spawned by the hysteria of 1857" long after they had 

been discredHed (Ru/e 209). Doyle fashions Roylott as a British subject who has become 

Easternized into a sexually threatening suHan. Roylott's crimes in the story revolve round 

his desire to possess Julia and Helen and their personal incomes, a desire which leads him 

to murder Julia and to attempt to murder Helen upon their respective impending 

marriages. The covert sexual threat of Roylott is highlighted at several points in the story. 

When Helen consuHs Holmes, she mentions that the household has resided in one wing of 

the mansion: the young women's bedrooms hence are in close proximity to Roylott's, 

?»x 



238 

Helen states that on the night of Julia's murder she has heard "her key turn in the lock" 

(261), a comment which provokes Holmes to ask, "was H your custom always to lock 

yourselves in at night?" (261). Helen answers affirmatively, citing the cheetah and baboon 

as her reasons. The threat of Roylott's sexuality, hoarding his step-daughters rather than 

allowing them to marry and reproduce for the Empire, seems to be the covert reason here 
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for the young women locking their doors at night. Before Helen leaves Holmes' room, 

he reveals "five little livid spots, the marks of four fingers and a thumb ... printed upon the 

white wrisf' (263) of Helen. Holmes comments, "you have been cmelly used" (263), a 

statement which causes Helen to blush. Rape is the unmentioned element in this scene, the 

gap that hovers over Helen's embarrassment. Later, Holmes discovers a tied lash in 

Roylott's room, a clue which leads him to the resolution of the case but which provokes 

an unusually strong response in him, "Ah, me! It's a wicked world" (268). The impHcH 

point here is that Helen is the victim of Roylott's sadistic and excessive sexuality. Do the 

handprint and tied rope indicate bondage? Has Roylott boHed Julia's bed to the floor for 

other purposes than murder? Further, the use of the "Indian" swamp adder to strike the 

young women suggests a sexual means of death: the ilIicH Eastern penis poisoning them. 

When Roylott is found dead, poisoned by his own "Indian" snake, with "his feet thmst 

into red heelless Turkish slippers" (272), the image of him as Easternized suHan is 

complete. He has attempted to use his degenerate Eastern sexuality to keep his step-

daughters to himself, and has faUed. The defijsing of Roylott's sexual power coincides 

with Said's analysis of representations of the Oriental male's sexuality. Said maintains that 
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in Western presentations of the Eastern male his sexuality is played upon in order to define 

the East as threatening, yet "that very sexuality must never be taken seriously" (Orient 

311). Roylott's embodiment of Eastern sexuality is overcome by rational deduction. 

Ultimately, H is Roylott's knowledge of Eastern culture which provides him with 

the means to commH the murder of Julia and the attempted murder of Helen. The "Indian" 

swamp adder used by Roylott for a murder weapon may be seen initially as British 

misappropriation of Indian culture, yet Holmes comments that "the idea of using a form of 

poison which could not possibly be discovered by any chemical test was just such a one as 

would occur to a clever and mthless man who had had an Eastern training" (273). 

Becoming Easternized has allowed Roylott to attempt to subvert his dead wife's wiU and 

gain access to her entire fortune. It is, however, his aristocratic, genetic "mthlessness" 

combined with Eastern degeneration which makes him into a criminal. Accepting Holmes' 

explanation reveals the frightening imperial Other as the Easternized British subject, 

hopelessly tropicalized in a lucrative but dangerous part of the Empire. Like Prendick, 

Roylott encounters a non-European culture and degenerates. Yet, in both works the Other 

does not function as an easy scapegoat: Prendick's and Roylott's propensities for 

degeneration precede contact with another culture. Hence questions are raised about the 

stability of the upper-class British male suh]QCtper se. 

Further, analysis of "Band" becomes complicated when we examine the signifiers 

of "Indian" culture in the story, because they turn out not to be Indian at all. The "Indian" 

animals Roylott imports pose questions since both are primarily African in origin. 

Although cheetahs were imported as pets for Indian royalty, Roylott would more easily 
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acquire a pet cheetah from Africa. Furthermore, this "dangerous" Eastern animal is not 

threatening to humans at all. AIso, as WUliam S. Baring-Gould notes, there is only one 

baboon which could be imported from India, since baboons are indigenous to Africa and 

Arabia only (247). Roylott's "Indian" animals are not Indian, but not even Holmes 

questions the origins of the animals. 

The most vexed issue surrounding the story is Roylott's "Indian" swamp adder, a 

non-existent species which behaves in un-snakelike ways. Cait Murphy summarizes the 

problems attending the snake: "snakes don't have ears, so they cannot hear a low whistle, 

Snakes can't climb ropes. Snakes can't survive in an airtight safe. There's no such thing as 

an Indian swamp adder. No snake poison could have killed a huge man like Grimesby 
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Roylott instantly" (65). Holmes' explanation of the case, in other words, relies upon a 

non-existent and implausible snake. 

While the labeling of the cheetah, baboon, and snake as Indian clearly involves an 

OrientaHzing of India as other, dangerous, and cormpt, the question remains as to who is 

doing the Orientalizing. Holmes? Watson? Doyle? and why? Why does the representative 

of British common sense provide an explanation based upon an OrientaHzed fantasy of the 

"dangers" of India? One suggestion I offer is that Doyle is indicating the fragility of British 
34 

hegemony by posing the solution to the preservation of H as a non-existent snake. 

"Normality" is restored in the story: Helen is allowed to marry and produce sons for the 

Empire; Holmes has destroyed the threat of men like Roylott who deplete Englishness, 

humanity, and masculinity from the British state: he has rid Britain of the Easternized male 
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described as "this beauty" (265) and "a fierce old bird of prey" (264). He has done so, 

however, only through a fictional snake. Roylott's process of reverse colonization— 

implying that British culture does not always triumph—and his overcoded criminality are 

contained only by Doyle creating an implausible "solution" which neatly reassures readers 

of The Strand t\iat issues attending degeneration, masculinity, and empire 'm fin-de-siéc/e 

society can be reduced to a detective's battie with a snake. Yet for the more perceptive 

reader the gaps remain. Holmes' and Doyle's attempts to restore "normality" in "Band" 

appear like desperate attempts to manicure an ideology of imperial manliness threatened in 

various ways by internal and external forces. 

The question of a manicuring of imperialism as opposed to an exposé of it has 

centered around Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (1899), a text which has increasingly 

been examined within the context of "popular" 1890s British fiction like that written by 

Wells and Doyle. Rather than examining Heart as a timeless examination of human nature, 

critics have placed the novella within the context offin-de-siéc/e British society. G. Peter 

Winnington and Richard Ruppel have examined parallels between Heart and the work of 

the popular adventure-story writer C.J. Cutcliffe-Hyne. Their analyses reveal a method of 

situating Heart which I foUow, namely that Conrad is responding not so much to the 

Congo and Hs culture in the novella, but rather is responding to British representations of 

them. I argue that Conrad takes the genre of popular exotic adventure stories of the 

1890s and Gothicizes it. For example, the flippant, third-person narrators of many 

adventures tales are replaced by an elliptical, unreliable secondary narrator, Mariow, who 
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easily may be read in the tradition of Robert Wringhim, Victor Frankenstein, and Poe's 

unnamed narrators because of his unreliability and psychic fragmentation. Further, the 

convoluted narrative stmcture of Heart is reminiscent of The Private Memoirs and 

Confessions of a Justifled Sinner, "Green Tea," Jeky// and Hyde, Dracu/a, and other 

Gothic texts with Hs narrative layers and Hs pseudo-documentary approach to the events it 

relates. The doubling between Mariow and Kurtz may be related to the Gothic's emphasis 

on doubUng from "WiUiam Wilson" to Jeky// andHyde. 

Gothicizing the adventure tale has several impHcations for Conrad's treatment of 

imperialism. First, the Gothic tradition offers a discourse of resistance against the 

dominant hegemony, as the very uncertainty of ideological "reality" in the texts suggests. 

V 

Zizek's implication that "unrealistic" texts foreground the gaps in ideology by refusing to 

accept hegemonical notions as tmth is pertinent here: "ideology is not simply a 'false 

consciousness,' an illusory representation of reality, it is rather this reality itself which is 

already to be conceived as 'ideological' (Sub/ime 21). Hence, insofar as the Gothic rejects 

"reality," it may be seen as providing a resistance point against hegemony. Further, the 

overtly political Gothic of WiUiam Godwin and Mary SheUey offers a tradition of 

resistance to the dominant culture through the Gothic mode. Conrad's use of the Gothic 

mode as a means of portraying European experience in the Congo, however, also 

psychologizes the issue, a point which has caused many critics to disparage Heart as 
38 

ahistorical and universalizing. The tension between Africa as cultural reality and as 

psychic fantasy is a central one in the novella. Inasmuch as Heart is concerned, much like 

"Band " with British representations of the Other rather than with portraying the empirical 
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reality of African culture, the issues center, as they do in Moreau and "Band" on the 

maintenance of British masculine subjectivity as H encounters a fantasized imperial Other. 

Africa as fantasy space for late nineteenth-century European culture is a difficuH 

issue. Whereas Moreau posHs an uninhabHed island where "natives" are Hterally made by 

Moreau as Hs space, and "Band" deals with British misrepresentations of an India that 

remains distant from the geographical settings of the story, Heart does purport to 

represent Africa and Africans, albeH through the biased and ambivalent consciousness of 

one person, Marlow. Chinua Achebe's famous objection to the European creation of 

Africans as "a foil to Europe, as a place of negations at once remote and vaguely familiar" 
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(251-52), and to Comad's replication of "comforting myths" (253) about Africa in Heart 

is a position most subsequent critics of the novella have addressed, and a contention with 
40 

which I wrestle here. While Marlow certainly replicates myths of the "Dark Continenf' 

prevalent in fin-de-siéc/e society, I focus on his uneasy mixture of these myths with 

residual noble-savage myths about African society which produces a tension, and 

ultimately provides gUmpses of the contradictions of imperial ideology, contradictions 

frequently played out through the discourses of race and gender. 

Conrad foregrounds the issue of European mythology surrounding Africa. Early in 

the novella, Marlow discusses his childhood desire to "lose myself in all the glories of 

exploration" (22). Mariow's desire is directed explicitly toward "the biggest, the most 

blank" spot on the map: Africa. During Mariow's childhood, the region of Africa has been 

blank because European domination of Africa has not begun in earnest. By the time 
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Mariow goes to the Congo, however, Africa, he states, "was not a blank space anymore. 

It had got fiUed with rivers and lakes and names. It had ceased to be a blank space of 

delightflil mystery—a whHe patch for a boy to dream gloriously over. It had become a 

place of darkness" (22). The implication here is that European ideology has constmcted 

Africa as a place of darkness, has mapped onto a neutral area a fantasy of degeneration 

and evil. Marlow is "charmed" by the snake-Iike appearance of the Congo, but 

significantly, like Roylott's snake, this is one created by European society. As Marlow 

gazes at the map "in a shop-window" (22), he is gazing at a British creation of the Congo 

River as "an immense snaked uncoiled" (22). The fact that he wiU project this constmcted 

image of the Congo onto the actual material location itself is scarcely surprising: the 
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understanding of culture begins with (mis)representations of it. The typical late 

nineteenth-century British subject was bombarded with misrepresentations of Africa. As 

Brantiinger notes, "by the time of the Berlin Conference of 1884-85, which is often 

identified as the start of the Scramble for Africa, the British tended to see Africa as a 

center of evil, a part of the world possessed by a demonic darkness or barbarism, 

represented above all by slavery, human sacrifice, and cannibalism, which H was their duty 

to exorcise" (Ru/e 179). The fact that explorers and missionaries were largely responsible 

for this representation of Africa only makes the issue more compHcated. Mariow, or any 

late nineteenth-century British subject, can learn "authoritatively" about Africa only 

through misrepresentations, and these misrepresentations in turn stmcture the subject's 

perceptions of that geography and cuHure when they are physically encountered. In other 

words, Marlow cannot help but find "savagery" in Africa because his society has already 
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prepared him to look for H there. The extent to which Western subjects can read Africa 

against the grain (both nineteenth and twentieth century subjects) wiU determine their 

resistance to the mythology of the "Dark Continent." 

To some extent, as numerous critics have pointed out, Marlow has accepted the 

discursive dichotomy of Europe=civiIization/Africa=savagery. Marlow's descriptions of 

the landscape and the inhabitants of the Congo are informed by a merging of Darwinism 
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and imperialism which is evident in Moreau. Importantly, however, as in Moreau, this 

discursive constmction predates any actual contact with other cultures. Hence, Hstening to 

his aunt's descriptions of his impending journey, Marlow comments, "the best way I can 

explain it to you is by saying that, for a second or two, I felt as though instead of going to 

the centre of a continent, I were about to set off for the centre of the earth" (27). This 

sense of Africa as representative of early stages of the earth's evolution is then projected 

onto the landscape Marlow encounters: "the smell of mud, primeval mud, by Jove! was in 

my nostrils, the high stiUness of primeval forest was before my eyes" (41). Marlow's first 

reaction is to call the African mud merely mud, then the ideological association of African 

mud with primeval mud occurs to him (by Jove!). Later, apropos of his journey up the 

Congo Marlow comments, "going up that river was like travelling back to the eariiest 

beginnings of the worid, when vegetation rioted on the earth, and the big trees were 

kings" (48). Thus while the novella allows Marlow to reproduce the ideological 

constmction of Africa as unevolved, primeval continent, H also reveals that Mariow's 

perception of Africa as such has existed prior to his leaving Europe. 
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A similar tension is played out in his perceptions of the African people. One system 

Mariow uses to understand the African subject is a Darwinian-imperialist one. Undeniably, 

Mariow at times naturalizes the animalization of the African subject as lower on the 

evolutionary scale than Europeans, hence replicating dominant ideological views: I want 

to emphasize views here because Marlow's perceptions of the Africans are never centered 

in one discursive constmction. At one point Marlow describes the Africans as like ants: "a 

lot of people, mostly black and naked, moved about like ants" (29). Here Marlow does de-

humanize the Africans by associating them with ants. The discursive strategy he employs, 

however, gains relevance if we note the intertext of H.G. WeUs' "Empire of the Ants" 

(1895), a Darwinian story which imagines the supercession of the human race by ants. 

While Marlow here is certainly making the Africans other by comparing them to ants, he is 

also presenting the possibility of their eventual dominance over Europeans, a "fear" 
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prevalent in Herbert Spencer, and other Darwinists and degeneration theorists. Later, 

Marlow makes further associations between Africans and ants: contemplating the staked 

heads at the Inner Station, Mariow comments, "they were expressive and puzzHng, 

striking and disturbing—food for thought and also for vultures if there had been any 

looking down from the sky; but at all events for such ants as were industrious enough to 

ascend the pole" (73). Metonymically, the "industrious" ants who feed on human flesh 

may be related to Marlow's notoriously incorrect perception of the native's cannibalism, 
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which identifies H as essential nature rather than cultural practice. The metonymic 

association also leads us to Kurtz, who has been responsible for the staking of the heads. 
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and who possibly may have engaged in cannibaHsm, one possible meaning of the 

"unspeakable rites" (65). Interestingly, if we take into account Wells' story, the 

association of the Africans with ants makes them both Other and superior. 

Further animalization of the Africans by Marlow also may be read through the 

framework of Wells' fictions. Discussing his perception of Kurtz prior to meeting him, 

Marlow comments, "I believed in it in the same way one of you might believe there are 

inhabitants in the planet Mars" (41). Marlow then mentions a Scotch sailmaker who 

beheves Mars is populated with inhabitants "walking on all-fours," a belief he is wiUing to 

back up with violence (41). Marlow later describes the Congolese landscape as "an earth 

that wore the aspect of an unknown planef' (50). When Marlow pursues Kurtz at the 

Inner Station, he finds him "crawling on aU-fours" (80). I want to read these references as 

intertextual moments with WeUs' The War of the Wor/ds (1898). In Wells' novel the 

Martians are paradoxically more evolved than Europeans (through their technology) and 

less evolved (through their vampirism). The fact that Marlow reads his experiences 

through the sailmaker's story points again to the discursive basis of his perceptions and the 

projection of this story about Martians onto Africa. Two more animalizations of the 

Africans seem relevant here. Discussing his helmsman, Maríow comments, "to look at him 

was as edifying as seeing a dog in a parody of breeches and feather hat, walking on his 

hind legs" (51). While this reference undeniably naturalizes the animality of the helmsman 

by describing him as a dog, H also refers back to the Martians walking on all-fours (as the 

dog does before being humanized). Further, note that the parody is not the helmsman 

himself but the breeches and feather hat and the stance he must adopt, hinting at European 
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civilization's inability to adapt to the African Other, not vice versa. Later, Mariow uses yet 

another animal metaphor to describe the African subject, this time the "cannibals" on 

board his steamer: "I would just as soon have expected restraint from a hyena prowling 

amongst the corpses of a battiefield" (57). This image suggests the Martians, troped by the 

sailmaker as walking on all fours, who in Wells' novel wage war with Earth and at least 

initially defeat Hs inhabHants. Further, when the Martians die in War H is not due to the 

superiority of Europeans, but through a chance element—disease. What I want to suggest 

is that through these intertexts with WeUs' works, the novel is establishing the Africans as 

Other, but at the same time as potentially evolutionarily superior to the Europeans. 

Marlow animalizes the Africans but also expresses a fear that they wiU outlast and 

supersede European culture. 

This suggestion is borne out when we examine several places in Marlow's 

narrative which expHcHIy foreground the animalization of Africans as something produced 

by the Europeans present in the Congo. In a much-discussed passage in the novella, 

Mariow describes several Africans paddling a boat as having "faces like grotesque masks" 

(28). While certainly this can be read as statement indicating that Marlow denies African 

subjects their human status by describing their faces as masks, H is equally possible, H 

seems to me, to read the "grotesque masks" as European masks placed on the African 

subjects, i.e,, as preconceived notions projected onto them. Later, describing a chain-gang 

of "criminals," Maríow states, "black rags wound round their loins, and the short ends 

wagged to and fro like taUs" (30). The taUs these Africans possess have been placed there 

by the Europeans who have imprisoned them: hence the text explicitly provides a glimpse 
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of the animalization of Africans as a European constmct written onto African bodies. 

Later in the grove of death, Mariow sees a dying worker walk on aU fours "towards the 

river to drink" (32). The worker laps the water "out of his hand" (32). Although Mariow 

fails to contextualize this event fully, naturalizing the African's animal-Iike behavior to 

some extent by labeling him a "creature," we as readers can contextualize it. The novella 

(or Comad) as opposed to Marlow makes it clear that Belgian exploitation of Africans has 

caused this worker to behave in an animal-like fashion in order to survive. At the Inner 

Station, Marlow hears the Russian label the dead Africans as "rebels," and comments, 

"Rebels! What would be the next definition I was to hear? There had been enemies, 

criminals, workers—and these were rebels" (74). Here Marlow acknowledges the violence 

of the process of discursive containment, a process he engages in himself These gaps in 

the text which reveal that discourse about Africa and Africans is European-created are 

only moments, yet the presence of these moments points to two major lines I want to 

follow. First, the variety of discursive strategies Mariow uses to read the Africans points 

to the ideological tension which makes gaps possible. Second, these gaps reveal fissures in 

British imperial hegemony, which is played out, glossed over, and opened-up again at the 

levels of race and gender. 

First, Mariow's ambivalence toward the African subjects he encounters seem to 

relate to a tension between dominant fln-de-siéc/e "Dark Continenf' mythology and 

residual Romantic "noble-savage" mythology. Although Mariow's perceptions are 

saturated with mythology which casts the African as inferior and animal-Iike, at times 

Maríow reads the Africans through a noble-savage mythology. Jean-Jacques Rousseau's 
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conception of the superiority of the non-cormpt, non-European Other was extended most 

frequently to North and South American natives and inhabHants of Polynesian culture by 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europeans. G.S. Rousseau and Roy Porter note that 

"the taints of negritude and slavery disqualified the bulk of the dark continent from 

offering positive exotic messages or models to the Europeans" (11). Although Africans 

have rarely been understood within the noble savage framework (Aphra Behn's Oronooko 

would appear an exception here) Marlow attempts to do so, and his attempts result in an 

uneasy mixture of the African as evil savage and as superior, noble savage. For example, 

in the passage in which Marlow describes the Africans' faces as being "like grotesque 

masks" he goes on to comment, "but they had bone, muscle, a wild vitality, an intense 

energy of movement, that was as natural and tme as the surf along their coast. They 

wanted no excuse for being there. They were a great comfort to look at" (28). Marlow 

posHs the Africans as superior, through their naturalness, to the culturally cormpted 

Europeans. These Africans are immediately juxtaposed with a French "man-of-war" which 

is "firing into a continenf' (28). Similarly, after making an analogy between the 

"cannibals" on board his steamer and a hyena, Mariow notes, an "inexpHcable note of 

desperate grief in this savage clamour that had swept by us on the river-bank, behind the 

blind whiteness of the fog" (57). The tragic aspect of the Africans which Mariow finds 

here and in the "wild and gorgeous apparition of a woman" (76) may be related to the 

tragedy of Western culture ("blind whHeness") spoiling the innate "naturalness" and 

"beauty" of the savage. While some critics have pointed to these passages as indications of 

Maríow's/Conrad's positive representations of the Africans, I argue that these descriptions 
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are as discursively violent as those stemming from the "Dark Continent" mythology. To 

contain Africans as the natural opposHe of the cultural Europeans is a containment which 

silences them, forcing African culture to be embodied in mute physicality. 

Further, Mariow's Romantic myth of the noble savage is portrayed in a sinister 

light in the grove-of-death scene. In this scene African workers are dying due to cmelly 

enforced labor and a lack of food, facts which were prevalent in Leopold's Congo, where 

Africans forced to become railway workers frequently left work to die much as the 

46 

Africans in Comad's grove-of-death scene do. Marlow, however, faced with the 

exploited, dying workers, romanticizes them: "they were dying slowly—it was very clear. 

They were not enemies, they were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now—nothing 

but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom" (31). 

The transformation of the dying Africans into shadows idealizes them and removes them 

from the world of imperial exploitation. The noble-savage discourse and Romanticization-

of-suffering strategy may be connected to the Gothic with its tradition of noble savage 

mythology (e.g., The Ita/ian, Me/moth the Wanderer, Frankenstein, Wuthering Heights, 

etc.) and stylization of death and pain (e.g., The Cast/e of Otranío, The Mysteries of 

Udo/pho, Unc/e Si/as, etc). Yet, the inclusion of noble-savage mythology in Heart 

produces a tension as Marlow tries to reconcUe H Wit\v fin-de-siéc/e views of Africa and 

Africans, causing, as I see H, moments where "reality" (ideology) fails. Marlow's frequent 

sense of the umeality of the events, locations, and peoples he sees in Africa suggests, 

perhaps, not a refusal to view them as human, but a sense of ideological failure. His 
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employment of various discursive strategies to understand the Africans indicates that they 

exceed the stmctures through which he is viewing them. 

In two significant scenes, ideology seems to faHer, providing glimpses of the 

Africans as subjects who do not fit into European strategies for reading them. In one 

passage, Marlow aclmowledges a kinship with the Africans: "they howled and leaped, and 

spun, and made horrid faces; but what thrilled you was just the thought of their 

humanity—like yours—the thought of your remote kinship wHh this wild and passionate 

uproar" (51). While Marlow here contains the Africans within evolutionary-imperialist 

rhetoric as inhabitants of "the night of first ages" (51), the reaction from his audience on 

board the Ne//ie suggests that even this assertion—that Europeans are connected to 

Africans as cavemen are to modern men—provokes anger and distmst. Marlow asks, "an 

appeal to me this fiendish row—is there?" (51). One implication is that Marlow has gone 

too far for his audience in estabHshing similarities between Europeans and Africans, 

especially since his use of the second person directly implicates the audience. Marlow must 

retreat, and he does, emphasizing his manly, European devotion to duty: "who's that 

gmnting? You wonder I didn't go ashore for a howl and dance? Well, no—I didn't. Fine 

sentiments, you say? Fine sentiments be hanged! I had no time. I had to watch the 

steering, and circumvent those snags, and get the tin-pot along by hook or by crook" (51). 

The fact that Mariow shocks his audience by suggesting correlations between European 

and African subjects also implies that Conrad may be shocking his B/ackwood's Magazine 

readers, described by R. G. Hampson as "conservative and imperiaHst in politics, and 

predominately male" ("Conrad" 10). 
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Later, Marlow makes íurther connections between Europeans and Africans. After 

the death of his helmsman, Mariow apparently displaces his grief for the African onto 

fabricated grief for Kurtz, whom he knows only as fantasy figure: "'he [the helmsman] is 

dead,' murmured the fellow, immensely impressed. 'No doubt about H,' said I, tugging 

like mad at the shoe-laces. 'And by the way, I suppose Mr. Kurtz is dead as well by this 

time'" (62). The fact that Marlow must displace his grief for the helmsman onto Kurtz 

indicates that open grief for a "savage" is taboo for Marlow's audience and most likely is 

consciously taboo for Marlow. Continuing with his discussion of his grief, Marlow 

comments, "my sorrow had a startling extravagance of emotion, even such as I had 

noticed in the howling sorrow of these savages in the bush. I couldn't have felt more of 

lonely desolation somehow, had I been robbed of a belief or had missed by destiny in life" 

(63). These comments result in a reaction from Marlow's audience: "why do you sigh in 

this beastly way, somebody? Absurd? Well, absurd. Good Lord! mustn't a man ever— 

Here give me some tobacco" (63). The audience clearly reacts against Marlow comparing 

himself to "these savages in the bush" and to his feminine emotion. This provides a key 

point where issues of race and gender merge. Mariow's manly persona his audience 

demands is threatened by his glimpses of his similarities wHh "savages" and by his feminine 

feelings. Maríow must reassert his manliness—"Here, give me some tobacco— in order to 

continue with his narrative. Further, he blames tropicalization for his reactions: "here you 

all are, each moored with two good addresses, like a hulk with two anchors, a butcher 

round one corner, a policeman round another, excellent appetHes, and temperature 

normal you hear—normal from year's end to year's end" (63). No doubt Maríow 
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blaming the tropics for his feminine identification with the natives largely satisfies his 

audience, as he is able to continue with his "yarn." 

These episodes point to gaps in dominant ideology which Maríow occasionally 

reveals. The fact that Maríow must elide these gaps in order to keep talking foregrounds 

the audience on board the Ne//ie and Conrad's audience, both of which demand imperial 

manliness from a narrator. Said comments that "aHhough the almost oppressive force of 

Marlow's narrative leaves us with a quite accurate sense that there is no way out of the 

sovereign historical force of imperialism, and that it has the power of a system 

representing everything within its dominion, Conrad shows us what Marlow does is 

contingent, it is acted out for a set of like-minded hearers, and it is limited to that 

situation" ("Intellectuals" 48-49). In order to keep his listeners/readers, Marlow must 

represent "reality" as they know it, i.e., as the battle of masculine civilization against the 

degenerating forces of "savagery" and femininity. While race and gender certainly intersect 

complexly in the novella, I want to focus on Marlow's attempts to contain the feminine, 

which, like his attempts to contain the racial Other, rely on a variety of discursive systems 

47 

which occasionally fail, providing the reader with glimpses of an aHernative "reality." 

Presentation of the feminine in the novella needs to be placed wHhin the context of 

New Imperialism, the rhetoric stmcturing late nineteenth-century British concepts of 

Empire and the threat of degeneration. New Imperialism represented an attempt on the 

part of the British to revHalize their imperialist endeavors. Rhetorically, H was conceived 

of as a process of asserting individual manliness as means of inspiring imperial service on 
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the part of BrHish subjects. H. John Field argues that New Imperialist theory posHed two 

distinct goals for its project: H envisioned Hself "primarily for the character regeneration of 

Englishmen; secondarily for the maintenance of polHical empire" (47). Thus young men 

were educated to fight off degenerative feminine forces in order to maintain Englishness 

and the Empire. The primary metaphors employed in New Imperialist rhetoric were 

familial ones. The notion of the good father imperialist emerged: as Chris Bongie notes, 

"for the most part, turn of the century colonial literature can be read as an attempt to 

come to terms with the challenges of speaking paternaHstically rather than despotically 

about the subjects of imperial mle" (276). Because of the paternaHsm of New Imperialism, 

the domestic feminine as support for masculine, active "benevolence" in the reaches of the 
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Empire was cmcial. 

Heart portrays the project of sustaining British masculinity as a difficuH one. The 

associations of the feminine with Darwinian nature and a non-European, natural savagery 

exceed the attempts on the part of Mariow to contain the feminine within the domestic 

sphere. The feminine exists on several planes in the novella. The Danvinian, amoral 

feminine nature present in Moreau manifests Hself in Mariow's narrative as well. The 

Darwinian feminine appears first in the frame narrator's description of the sea: "for there is 

nothing mysterious to a seaman unless H be the sea Hself, which is the mistress of his 

existence and as inscmtable as Destiny" (19). This passage suggests that Mariow's 

masculinity is precarious due to his profession which places him at the mercy of a 

femininely personified nature. Once Maríow arrives in Africa he reads the inability of the 
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Europeans to establish an "efficienf' society there as a resuH, primarily, of Darwinian 

nature: "we called at some more places with farcical names, where the merry dance of 

death and trade goes on in a still and earthy atmosphere as of overheated catacomb; all 

along the formless coast bordered by dangerous surf, as if Nature herself had tried to ward 

off intmders" (28). Hence the root cause of inefficiency and tropicalization, i.e., 

degeneration of the European, is traced back to the Darwinian feminine. Marlow's 

personification of the jungle is emphasized further in the passage in which Marlow 

eavesdrops on the manager and his uncle's conversation: 

I saw him extend his short flipper of an arm for a gesture 
that took in the forest, the creek, the mud, the river— 
seemed to beckon with a dishonouring flourish before the 
sunlit face of the land a treacherous appeal to the lurking 
death, to the hidden evil, to the profound darkness of its 
heart. It was so startling that I leaped to my feet and looked 
back at the edge of the forest, as though I had expected an 
answer of some sort to that black display of confidence. 
(48) 

Mariow expects nature to answer, to differentiate Hself from the manager's plans for 
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Kurtz's murder. The jungle remains silent, indicating "her" (from Mariow's perspective) 

complicity with the manager's sinister designs. The fact that Mariow must view the jungle 

not neutrally, but as a seemingly wiUfijUy destmctive feminine force is telling, and provides 

the framework for his perceptions of the feminine in the novella. 

For Maríow, the Darwinian feminine, personified in the jungle, is a castrating 

force. He comments, "I feH often Hs mysterious stillness watching me at my monkey 

tricks, just as it watches you fellows performing on your respective tight ropes for—what 

is it? half a crown and a tumble" (49). Darwinian feminine nature reduces the male subject 
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to the devolved status of a monkey, a point which offends Marlow's audience—"Try to be 

civil, Marlow" (49). Later, Marlow's perception of the castrating potential of nature is 

Hteralized: "you look on amazed, and began to suspect your self of being deaf—then the 

night came suddenly, and stmck you blind as weU" (54). Blindness being a common 

oedipal metaphor for castration, Marlow here is reduced from captain to castrated and 

helpless subject due to nature. Marlow continues his personification of nature in a 

Gothicized tone when he describes its vampirization of Kurtz: Marlow comments that the 

jungle "had taken him, loved him, embraced him, got into his veins, consumed his flesh, 

and sealed his soul to its own by the inconceivable ceremonies of some deviHsh initiation" 

(64). Kurtz, representative male subject for Marlow (as I discuss below) has been 

degenerated by an aggressive, consuming, feminine nature. Further, according to Marlow, 

a vampiric feminine nature has made Kurtz into one of her kind. Kurtz's open mouth (75) 

reemerges in Marlow's imagination as a vampiric mouth: "I had a vision of him on the 

stretcher, opening his mouth voraciously, as if to devour all the earth with all Hs mankind" 

(89). Vampirized by nature, Kurtz seeks to devour the Englishmen he should defend and 

uphold. 

Another guise in which the feminine appears in Marlow's narrative is through the 

various feminized ships and boats which appear in the narrative. Although H is 

conventional in Western society to give water vessels feminine names, that does not mean 

H is an ideologically innocent process. Mariow views the vessels as linked with the 

Darwinian feminine which threatens British manliness. The sinister feminine appears in he 

guise of the "man-of-war" who is paradoxically really she. Maríow comments: "her ensign 
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dropped Hmp like a rag; the muzzles of the long six-inch guns stuck out all over the torn 

huU; the greasy, slimy swell swung her up lazily and let her down, swaying her thin masts. 

In the empty immensHy of earth, sky, and water, there she was, incomprehensible, firing 

into a continent" (28). The man of war links the feminine with apparent randomness and 

irrationality ("incomprehensible") of the Darwinian feminine. In addition, it displaces the 

imperial destmction going on in the Congo onto the feminine. While men control the ship, 

Marlow fears her, another her who threatens his status as masculine subject. Marlow 

originally perceives his steamer as something manageable and comforting: "she was 

nothing so solid in make, and rather less pretty in shape, but I had expended enough hard 

work on her to make me love her" (43). Marlow's steamer, however, becomes gradually 

defamiliarized. First, Marlow describes it as "a sluggish beetle crawling on the floor of a 

lofty portico" (50). Later, his boat becomes openly sinister in his eyes as it coUaborates 

with nature against his "mission" by merging with the fog: "what we could see was just 

the steamer we were on, her outlines blurred as though she had been on the point of 

dissolving, and a misty strip of water, perhaps two feet broad, around her—and that was 

all" (55). For Marlow, all femininely gendered objects/people in the narrative seem to 

relate back to the fear linked with the Darwinian feminine and Hs potential to thwart 

English manliness. Ironically, as Marlow attempts to narrativize the problems attendant 

with manliness, he can do so only on board the Ne//ie, whose feminine presence subverts 

50 

his discursive mastery. 
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Another conceptual means of representing the feminine which Maríow employs is 

Hs association wHh savagery, an association which points back to the Danvinian nature 

"red in tooth and claw." At one point, Maríow hears "a very loud cry," which he believes 

inHially is the mist (nature) screaming, but which he realized eventually is the cumulative 

crying of the Africans (54). The matrix of feminine-savage-animal-nature within which 

Marlow's narrative operates serves to contain both Africans, women, and the feminine (as 

conceptual category) as the "naturaL' mirror of the "cultural" European male. Mariow 

describes his fever as "the playful paw-strokes of the wilderness" (56-57) in an 

overdetermined metaphor which suggests Moreau's puma. The conflation of feminine 

nature and savage African is made explicit when Marlow describes the Africans retreating: 

"I noticed that the crowd of savages was vanishing without any perceptible movement of 

retreat, as if the forest that had ejected these beings so suddenly had drawn them in again 

as the breath is drawn in a long aspiration" (75). Marlow repeats this image in his 

description of the African woman who wears the signifiers of her civilization but whom 

Marlow views as the mirror image of "the immense wilderness, the colossal body of the 

fecund and mysterious life" (76). 

Marlow's reliance upon the Darwinian feminine to conceptualize the feminine 

becomes complicated because H is a system fundamentally at odds with the domestic, 

angelic feminine needed for British manliness to be maintained. In order to sustain his 

masculine subject status, Marlow attempts to allow the Darwinian feminine to exist as a 

conceptual category while containing individual women within an angel of the house 

ideology. For me, the interest in this process, as in Marlow's attempt to fit Africans into 

''Sîv 



260 

his conceptual categories, lies in Hs failure. Although for Mariow the African woman 

mirrors the jungle, Mariow includes a story in his narrative which represents an attempt to 

domesticate the woman. The Russian relates an incident in which the woman "got in one 

day and kicked up a row about those miserable rags I picked up in the storeroom to mend 

my clothes with. I wasn't decenf' (77). As Peter Hyland argues, this incident serves to 

transform the African woman into "the littie woman" of British domesticity (9). Ultimately 

for Marlow the domestication of the African woman fails. Rather than remembering her as 

domestic woman, he remembers her as a mythic nature figure "bedecked with powerless 

charms, stretching bare brown arms over the glitter of the infernal stream, the stream of 

darkness" (93). Ostensibly "safe" from feminine nature once back in Europe, Marlow can 

label the woman's charms "powerless." I want to emphasize that both conceptual 

categories—mythic nature and domestic woman—contain the meaning of the African 

woman: it is in the tension between the two systems that any space for resisting Marlow's 

metaphors emerges. Insofar as Conrad makes us see the systems of Marlow's thoughts 

(and I beUeve he does), does he move toward a questioning of hegemony? 

Similar tension spots occur in Marlow's narrative. Marlow's presentation of his 

aunt as domesticated, out-of-touch woman is elaborately constmcted in the early part of 

the narrative, prompting Marlow to comment, "H's queer how out of touch with tmth 

women are. They live in a world of their own, and there had never been anything Hke H, 

and never can be. It is too beautifiil aHogether" (27). Maríow's constmction of separate 

spheres here which he repeats later (63) seems to be engineered (consciously or 

unconsciously) to contradict the fact that Marlow's aunt attained his post for him: 
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"Then—would you believe H?—I tried the women. I, Chariie Maríow, set the women to 

work— to get a job" (23). Maríow's siUy aunt who teUs him to "wear flanneL' (27) in the 

Congo conceals a more sinister aunt who sends him on a nightmare journey. For Maríow 

she (horrific, Darwinian nature) is behind everything, subverting masculine stability at 

every turn. Hence the two knitting women conceal death beneath their domestic veneer of 

knitting "black wool feverishly" (25). And one of the women is even demonized as a 

wHch: while she sHs in the pose of domestic comfort—"her flat cloth slippers were 

propped up on a foot-warmer"—she holds a cat on her lap and has "a wart on one cheek" 

(25): tell-tale signs of a witch. As with the African woman, the domestic and demonic 

Darwinian discourses coUide, illuminating Marlow's thought-processes. 

The place of the Intended in Marlow's conception of the feminine has been much-

discussed. I want to focus on the ways in which the savage, feminine nature of Marlow's 

Darwinian imagination emerges even in the figure of the Intended, a character who is 

usually viewed as embodying the angel-of-the-house ideal of Victorian society. At the 

Central Station, Marlow sees a painting Kurtz has done: "Then I noticed a small sketch in 

oils, on a panel, representing a woman, draped and blindfolded, carrying a lighted torch. 

The background was sombre—almost black. The movement of the woman was stately, 

and the effect of the torchlight on the face was sinister" (39). This painting, presumably of 

the Intended, may be read as revealing the horrific Darwinian feminine lurking beneath the 

angel of the house. While the woman in the painting appears to be bringing enlightenment, 

she, like medieval Fortune (a predecessor of metaphorical conceptions of Darwin's natural 

selection), operates in a random way. Further, the light makes her face appear not 
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ignorant, but wilIfuUy malignant. For Maríow, then, (and H is his description I am 

discussing), the Intended has already been represented as terrifying. From Mariow's 

paranoiac perspective, she, like the other women "behind" European imperialism, seeks to 

willftjlly destroy EngHsh manliness through her coUaboration with African "savagery" and 

the jungle's dangerous climate. 

When Marlow encounters the Intended he attempts to read her as the ideal 

woman, but his reading of the painting foUows him unconsciously. Before meeting her, he 

says he has thought of her as "a soul as translucently pure as a cliff of crystaL' (87). While 

her purity is emphasized here, note that it is troped by an image of nature. While Marlow 

attempts to read her as the angel of the house "ready to listen without mental reservation, 

without suspicion, without a thought for herself' (89), her voice reminds him of "the 

ripple of the river, the soughing of the trees swayed by the wind, the murmurs of the 

crowds, the faint ring of incomprehensible words cried from afar, the whisper of a voice 

speaking from beyond the threshold of an eternal darkness" (92). He finds himself forced 

to compare her with the African woman (93). Beginning as the angel of the house, the 

Intended ends as Madeleine Usher, a horrifying, deadly feminine force. Mariow comments, 

"H seemed to me that house would coUapse before I could escape" (94), making reference 

to "The Fall of the House of Usher," as does the tomb-Iike appearance of the Intended's 

home with its "cold and monumental whHeness" (90). The Intended hence becomes her, 

the Darwinian feminine force Maríow has battied in the Congo and also must battie in 

Europe: he must battie H because H stmctures his ideological "reality." From this 
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perspective Maríow's lie is his ideological "tmth." The Intended is yet another 
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manifestation of "the horror." 

The extent to which Maríow's ideological creations of the feminine and the racial 

Others become visible to the reader relates to his constmction of Kurtz as an ideal male 

subject. Marlow's affirmation of dominant ideology relies largely on his idealized image of 

Kurtz as masculine authority. One means by which Marlow constmcts Kurtz is through his 

disembodiment of him: for Marlow, Kurtz is most powerful when he is a voice: "I flung 

one shoe overboard, and became aware that that was exactly what I had been looking 

forward to—a talk with Kurtz ... the man presented himself as a voice" (62). Apropos of 

HoUywood cinema, Silverman argues, "the voice-over is privileged to the degree that it 

transcends the body. Conversely, it loses power and authority with every corporeal 

encroachmenf' (Acoustic 49). Silverman views the disembodied male voice as one means 

in Hollywood cinema of reasserting masculine hegemony and stability. Marlow appears to 

be attempting a similar constmction of Kurtz. Kurtz's bodiless voice gains authority prior 

to any glimpse of his physically weak body. Marlow also attempts to empower himself as a 

bodiless voice as he relates his narrative to his audience. The frame narrator comments, "H 

had become so pHch dark that we listeners could hardly see one another. For a long time 

already he, sitting apart, had been no more to us than a voice" (42). The fact that Marlow 

asserts Kurtz's bodiless voice in the cmcial passage in which he feels grief over the death 

of his helmsman and identifies himself with the Africans, points to Mariow's need to 

recuperate his own masculinity through Kurtz. 
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Although Marlow attempts to constmct masculine authority through his narrative 

and with that narrative's constmction of Kurtz, he also undermines that authority, 

simultaneously inscribing and erasing hegemony. Marlow's bodiless voice is continually 

challenged by his audience and H is presented to us only through the "authority" of an 

unknown narrator. Further, after constmcting Kurtz as disembodied voice, Marlow 

comments, "the gift of expression, the bewildering, the illuminating, the most exalted and 

the most contemptible, the pulsating stream of Hght, the deceitful flow from the heart of an 

impenetrable darkness" (62). Kurtz's report with its "eloquence" and "burning noble 

words" (65) and its postscript—"Exterminate all the bmtes!" (66)— seems to indicate that 

the "stream of light" and the "deceitful flow" are one and the same. Although Marlow 

protects Kurtz's reputation by removing the postscript from the report (88), he has 

revealed the outcome of Kurtz's European subjectivity—"AU Europe contributed to the 

making of Kurtz" (65)—genocide and apocalyptic destmction. "AU the bmtes" ultimately 

means everyone in the novel by the time the reader has finished the narrative, from the 

African "savages," to the sinister women, to the tropicalized and feminized Kurtz, to 

Marlow himself, "primitively" bowing down before his constmcted idol of Kurtz. 

Masculinity is reconstmcted in Heart, but as a terrifying idol. If Mariow believes he 

protects the Intended from the "tmth" that reveals the He offin-de-siéc/e British ideology, 

he does not protect the reader. 

One fascination of these three British imperial texts lies in their ability to 

reconstmct dominant ideology as a lie. Hence Prendick must regain faith in English 

civilization only through abandoning any contact with the worid and losing himself in 
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astronomical studies. Holmes restores "normality" to British family life only through the 

fortuHous, non-existent snake, which aUows the mystery to be solved and brings about 

Roylott's death. Mariow keeps his faith in British manhood and imperialism by wiUfuUy 

imposing an idealized mask on Kurtz. Ideology as recognized lie, however, is not 

necessarily powerless. Although these male characters, and these three authors' works, 

gain some degree of distance from dominant late nineteenth-century British hegemony, 

that does not mean they have "transcended" ideology. Zizek notes that "cynical distance is 

just one way—one of many ways—to blind ourselves to the stmcturing power of 

ideological fantasy; even if we do not take things seriously, even if we keep an ironical 

distance, we are sti// doing them'' (Sub/ime 33). The extent to which these three works 

would rather accept masculine civilization as lie rather than face the savage, Darwinian 

feminine offln-de-siêc/e fantasy indicates the unconscious hold hegemony has on them. 

To the extent to which these works, in their desperation to maintain British manliness, 

reveal the workings of ideology, they provide points of resistance. 
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Notes 

1 

For other readings of British imperial settings as dealing more immediately with 
the British psyche than with the physical circumstances of imperialism, see Roger Bowen 
and Elaine ShowaHer ("Apocalyptic"). Apropos of his scientific romances, which include 
Moreau, Wells describes them as "fantasies" which "aim indeed only at the same amount 
of conviction one gets in a good gripping dream" ("Preface" 240). While this statement 
can certainly be read as the older Wells condemning his "fancifiil" eariier writings, H also 
reveals that Wells' purpose in Moreau is more the unconscious (the dream) of British 
imperialism than the physical "reality" of H. 

2 

For other readings of the Beast People's connection to British imperialism see 
Brian Stableford, ShowaHer ("Apocalyptic"), Robert M. Philmus ("Introducing"), Patrick 
A. McCarthy, and Roger Bozzett. 

3 

Punter argues that the black and white imagery of Moreau fimctions as "a natural 
metaphorical accompaniment, images of white imperialism in Hs decline" (Terror 253). 

4 

For connections between Moreau's law and both the Decalogue and Kipling's 
The Jung/e Books, see Robert Platzner, Philmus ("Satiric"), John Batchelor, John R. 
Reed, and Gorman Beauchamp. 

5 

For a reading of these unnamed prohibitions as most likely sexual in nature see 
Philmus (Variorum 95n). 

6 

For other theorists who see the potential in Darwinism for eliminating difference 
see George Levine and Beer (P/ots). 

7 

Many nineteenth-century texts focus on South America as a space for fantastic 
occurrences. Wells' "Empire of the Ants" and Doyle's The Lost Wor/d and "The 
Adventure of the Sussex Vampire" are prime examples. The tendency to use South 
America as a space for the fantastic persists, as Michael Crichton's Jurassic Park attests. 

8 

See Reed for a discussion of the influence of the Regina v. Dud/ey and Stephens 
(1884) case which determined that "despHe the acknowledged necessity for seamen to 
survive even through cannibalism, human—which is to say British—law would not 
endorse murder to permit such survivaL' (134-35). 
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9 

Critics have proposed other transgressions as forming the basis of Montgomery's 
outcast status, such as murder (e.g., Michéle Paris) and cannibalism (e.g., Reed). 

10 

For discussions of Wells' revisions of Moreau see Philmus ("Revisions" and 
Variorum). 

11 

George IV, for example, was referred to as "Prinny" (Brooke-Littie/ A 
Concise Dictionary of S/ang and Unconventiona/ Eng/ish notes that "dick" as slang for 
"penis" dates from milHary usage from about 1880. 

12 

For a discussion of Moreau's library in relation to WeUs' work and some 
contemporary variations on it see Suzanne JiU Levine. 

13 

For discussions of Moreau as artist see S. Levine and Reed. 

14 

In the Gothic tradition, the association of the scientist and the artist is a 
commonplace. Victor Frankenstein "authors" his creature, Aylmer seeks to make 
Georgiana into a flawless work of art, Rappaccini watches over his garden as if it is his 
artistic tableau. Wells takes this traditional association and places it in the specific context 
of the Aesthetic Movement. 

15 

For a summary of the possible sources for Moreau's name see PhUmus 
(Variorum xlxii-xliiin). Steffen-Fluhr briefly discusses some connections between Gustave 
Moreau and Wells' Moreau ("Paper" 326-27n), and argues that Wells most likely gained 
knowledge of Moreau's paintings through indirect sources such as Huysman and Wilde. 
R.D. Haynes makes an argument for reading Moreau's name allegorically as Death (Mor) 
Water (Eau). It should be noted also that the meaning of "moreau" in French is "jet black, 
or black and shining": this meaning appears to make a connection between Moreau and his 
most prized experiment, the shining black puma who kills him. 

16 

I have relied on several sources for Moreau's paintings: see Jean Selz, Paul Flat, 
Robert Rosenblum, and Redon, Seurat, and the Symbo/ists. 

17 

Several critics discuss Wells' contempt for the Aesthetic Movement: see 
McCarthy, and Philmus (Variorum 96-97n). For a solid discussion of the threat the 
Aesthetic Movement posed to rigid Victorian gender systems, see Siegel. 

18 

For discussions of the feminine in the novel, see Paris, who seems to emphasize 
an essentialized femininity in the novel that the characters transgress against. ShowaHer 
makes the connection between the anti-vivisection movement (which Wells' novel was 
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read in light of) and Hs connection with feminists ("Apocalyptic" 79-80). Philmus 
mentions in his introduction that the puma may be read as "the paramount instance of a 
Darwinian Nature which proves to be intractable to his intentions," though he does not 
explore the implications of her gendering at any length ("Introducing" xxv). See also 
Steffen-Fluhr ("Paper"). J. Edward Chamberiin's discussion of thermodynamics and Hs 
metaphor of "dark and yet luminous feminine authority" (276) seems relevant here as well. 
Another possible connection being made is between the black female puma and entropy. 

19 

Various impHcations of Darwinism which are explored in the novel have been 
discussed by many critics, see Haynes, Bowen, McCarthy, Philmus (Variorum, 
"Introducing," "Satiric"), Milling, S. Levine, Batchelor, Stableford, Shaw, ShowaHer 
("Apocalyptic), and Crossley. Wells' articles on Darwinism and its related ideas which are 
relevant for Moreau include "The Limits of Individual Plasticity," "The Influence of 
Islands on Variation," "On Extinction," and "Human Evolution as an Artificial Process." 
See also T.H. Huxley's "Evolution and Ethics." 

20 

Paradoxically vampires tend to represent both devolution and evolution 'mfln-
de-siéc/e texts. In Dracu/a, for example, Dracula with his "child's brain" represents the 
devolved, degenerated Transylvanian aristocrat who threatens to make British subjects 
into beasts. However, Van Helsing also sees him as a representative of a new species, one 
which is evolving to be stronger and more dominant than the human species. Wells uses 
the vampire as an image of evolution in The War of the Wor/ds where the Martians feed 
through blood transfijsions. In Moreau, however, the vampiric images appear to be 
associated more clearly with devolution. 

21 

Brian Aldiss, although he does not discuss the female puma, but only the 
Leopard Man, argues that in Moreau the cat is linked directly to sexuality (32). It should 
be noted that in earlier drafts of Moreau, a Mrs. Moreau appears. Wells' removal of 
female characters, apart from the female Beast People, places the issue of gender on a 
metaphorical level, where H more properly belongs. Anxieties surrounding Darwinian 
feminine nature and the feminine imperial Other are anxieties grounded in rhetoric not in 
biology. In other words, what is at stake in Moreau is femininity as a conceptual category, 
not the status of real women. Further, eliminating the character of Mrs. Moreau places 
Moreau firmly within the tradition of asexual Gothic scientists such as Victor 
Frankenstein, Henry Jekyll, and Rappaccini. 

22 

ShowaHer notes that the puma may be read as a "shrieking sister," who 
represents the New Women of fln-de-siéc/e society and feminist anti-vivisectionists 
("Apocalyptic" 79). For a discussion of the anti-vivisection movement in Britain, see Coral 
Lansbury. 

^ 
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23 

For discussions of Doyle's containment of the Gothic, see Daniel Sheridan and 
Jasmine Yong Hall. Doyle's "The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire" represents an 
explicH bringing of the Gothic fantastic into the purview of rational explanation as the 
supposed vampirism in the story is explained as a case of attempted murder. It should be 
noted, however, that the Radcliffean Gothic always explained the fantastic through 
rationality: Emily St. Aubert, for example, may be read as an early detective figure as she 
attempts to make sense out of the strange occurrences at Udolpho. A central difference 
between Emily and Holmes, however, is that Emily enjoys the possibility of the 
supernatural encroaching on the phenomenal world even though she ultimately discounts H 
while Holmes holds belief in the supernatural in contempt. 

24 

"Band" is included in The Oxford Book of Gothic Ta/es. Roylott's dilapidated 
Stoke Moran, his virtual imprisonment and impHed rape of his stepdaughters Julia and 
Helen, and his bmtality and irrational anger all relate him to the classic Gothic viUains, 
such as Manfred or Montoni. 

25 

Stephen Knight notes that most of the criminals in the Holmes stories come from 
the middle class. With the exception of the occasional aristocrat, Doyle's criminals are 
typically middle class, illustrating "the dangers that arise if members are untme to its 
codes" (91). Knight sees this location of the criminal in the middle class as a conservative 
gesture on Doyle's part, a refiisal to deal with the dispossessed, poverty-stricken criminal 
(94). 

26 

The Strand, the pubHcation in which most of the Holmes stories appeared, 
appealed primarily to a bourgeois audience. Knight comments that "the magazine was to 
be read and taken home by the white-coUar man who worked in London. It was a central 
piece of middle-class ideological Hterature, oriented towards the family and respectable 
success in life" (70). 

27 

See Sheridan, Jon Thompson, Clausen, Hall, and Catherine Belsey. 

28 

Sheridan argues that Holmes' decadence is merely a "Bohemian exterior" which 
conceals a "scientific conservative" (34). The fact, however, that the Holmes stories rely 
upon reading surfaces closely (one of the components of the art of detection) seems to 
undermine the surface/depth reading Sheridan posHs. Hilda Kuper relates Holmes' dmg-
taking to the diviner, arguing that "dmgs and music are ancient ways of crossing the 
boundaries of the ordinary into the realm of visions" (141). Relating Holmes to the diviner 
associates him with a Hminal status in society. 

29 

Knight notes that the increasingly prevalence of aristocratic viUains in 
nineteenth-century detective fiction points to the fact that "through the nineteenth century 
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the upper class had steadily become more bourgeois in outlook" (92). Yet, as Lydia Alix 
Fillingham notes, the Holmes stories rely upon Holmes' code as a private gentleman who 
makes the detective as "distasteful voyeur" more palatable (670). The tension between 
Holmes' own class and Hs codes and the middle-class morality he defends for the readers 
of The Strand is a significant one. 

30 

For a discussion of OrientaHsm and imperialism in the story with a different 
focus from mine, see Rosemary Hennessey and Rajeswari Mohan. For more general 
discussions of Doyle and imperialism see Thompson, Kenneth Wilson, and Howard 
Davies. 

31 

Hennessey and Mohan argue that Roylott's "shiftlessness" also associates him 
with negative working class stereotypes (330). 

32 

For discussions of the possible or metaphorical sexual relationship between 
Roylott and his step-daughters see Hennessey and Mohan and Hall. 

33 

See also Baring-Gould and John A. Hodgson for discussions of the swamp 
adder. 

34 

It would be possible to read Watson as creating the snake in order to protect 
Holmes' reputation. At the beginning of the story, Watson states, "H is perhaps as weU 
that the facts should now come to light, for I have reasons to know there are widespread 
mmours as to the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott which tend to make the matter even 
more terrible than the tmth" (258). Perhaps Watson's "tmth" is an attempt to maintain the 
ideological fiction of Holmes as spotiess cmsader. 

35 

Hall notes that Roylott initially feminizes Holmes, casting him as an old-maid 
"busy-body": by the end of the story, however, the feminization has come to be 
emphasized in relation to Roylott's character (299). Hennessey and Mohan note that both 
Roylott and Helen are animalized in order to set them up in opposition to "Holmes' 
rational, reserved, western, middle-class norm" (348). While I disagree with the position 
that Holmes is such a clear-cut character, I agree that the animalization of Helen and 
Roylott serves as a means of making them other in the story. 

36 
I am using the 1921 Heinemann edHion ofHeart. 

Several critics have discussed Africa as representation in Heart. Robert 
Hampson states, ''Heart of Darkness does not offer a representation of Africa: H offers a 
representation of representations of Africa" ("Heart" 25). 



271 
38 

For a representative discussion ofHeart as ahistorical, see Patrick Parrinder. 

39 

Achebe's "An Image of Africa" was first present as the second Chancellor's 
Lecture at the University of Massachusetts in 1975, and was published in The 
Massachusetts Review 18 (1977): 782-94. I am using an revised version from The Norton 
edition ofHeart ofDarkness because of Hs wider availabUity. 

40 

Achebe's assertions have provoked much debate over Conrad's aUeged racism. 
For samplings of this debate, see Robert Burden, Simon During, Larry T. ShiUock, lan 
Watt, Hunt Hawkins ("Issue"), Peter Nazareth, Wilson Harris, Patrick Brantiinger 
("Heart"), and Said ("Intellectuals"). 

41 

Nina Schwartz discusses the shop-window as an indicator of the economic 
concerns which frame Maríow's desire for Africa (87). 

42 

For a discussion of relationships between the work of Wells and Conrad, see 
McCarthy. 

43 

Brian W. Shaffer discusses Conrad's use of Spencerian theory, a use which both 
endorses many of Spencer's theories and also parodies them. See also Redmon O'Hanlon 
for a discussion of Conrad and Darwinian theory. 

44 

Heart seems to posH cannibalism as a fact of life of the Congolese, when most 
likely the Africans' cannibalism was provoked by their ongoing battles with the Arabs. 
Cannibalism as a war tactic is a cultural feature rather than the essentialized cannibalism 
(savagery) Marlow reads the Congolese as displaying. See Reynold Humphries and Gary 
Adelman. 

45 

Sanford Pinsker, for example, cites approvingly the "kind of grace under 
pressure" (202) the African rowers demonstrate to Marlow. Any attempt to set up these 
descriptions as a "defense" against Achebe's assertions appears to me to be very limited. 

46 

For discussions of Leopold's Congolese exploitation and its relationship to 
Heart see, Adelman, Bongie, Mary Golanka, Hunt Hawkins ("Conrad"), and Brantiinger 
("Heart" and Ru/e). 

Al 

For discussions of gender issues in Heart see Claire Kahane, Nina Pelikan 
Straus, and Peter Hyland. Various intersections of race and gender are explored by Zoreh 
T. Sullivan, Mahmoud K. Kharbutii, Bette London, André Brink, M. Keith Booker, 
Johanna M. Smith ("Too"), Valerie F. Sedlak, and Padmini Mongia. 
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48 

See also Todd G. Willy for a discussion of New ImperiaHsm in Heart. 

49 

See C.T. Watts for an argument centered around the "murder plot" in Heart. 

50 

See M. Keith Booker for a discussion of the failure of mastery on the part of 
Marlow in the noveUa. 

51 

Other critics have noted, from different perspectives, that the Intended and the 
horror are the same in Marlow's mind. See, for example, Kahane, SuUivan, and Smith 
("Too"). 
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CHAPTER VII 

MASCULINITY AND IMPERIALISM: THE MALE LOVER 

The dilemma of maintaining Englishness when confronting the imperial Other 

becomes a multi-faceted problematic in texts in which that very otherness is eroticized. In 

the British imperialist imagination contact of the British male subject with other cuHures 

frequently sexualizes him as well as making him horrific. While Wells and Doyle tend to 

downplay the eroticization of the Englishman altered by the imperial experience, other 

authors highlight the perceived attractiveness which accompanies a loss of Western 

manliness. Ronald Hyam explores the interconnections between imperial domination and 

the sexuaHzation of the British male subject, arguing that in the British imperialist fantasy, 

contact with other cultures produced "a heathen, ribald, sensual class of Britons absolutely 

unbound by convention" (91). As Hyam points out, an EngHshman traveling throughout 

the Empire was perceived as (and frequently actually was) making a tour of exotic 

bordellos. As the resuH of imperialist expansion, British male sexuality frequently became 

exoticized and eroticized as both appeaHng and dangerously other. In this chapter I 

examine the convergence of issues of imperialism, gender, and heterosexual desire as they 

are expressed in three texts (Chariotte Bronté's Jane Eyre, May Sinclair's "The Villa 

Désirée," and Jean Rhys' Wide Sargasso Sea) which, in varying degrees, create fantasy 

male lovers in the context of empire. These three texts explore the fantasy male lover of 

the Gothic imagination in the expIicH context of imperialism and attempt to negotiate 

gender roles and heterosexual desire within this context. Bronté's text both Hbidinally 
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valorizes the Easternized man and attempts to imagine heterosexuality outside of the 

context of imperial fantasy. Sinclair's brief tale explicitly exposes the fantasy lover of 

Bronté's novel as a creation of the feminine imagination. Rhys' text refigures the topic of 

heterosexuality and fantasy by exploring competing exoticizations (West Indian as other; 

Englishman as other) in the terrain of imperial conquest. All three texts explore 

interconnections between feminine sexual fantasy and imperialist representation. 

Bronté's Jane Eyre (1847) creates a fantasy male lover (Edward Rochester) who 

is sexualized as dark, other, and mastering. While recent criticism has paid much attention 

to Rochester's objectification of Jane, it should be emphasized that for Jane Rochester is a 

fantasy lover whose textual predecessors are Montoni, Schedoni, Melmoth, and Byron's 

heroes. If one reads sexual desire as predicated on a libidinally valorized set of cultural 

images within which, goaded by desire, individual love objects are framed, Jane's desire, 

as much as Rochester's, must center on a fantasy of subjectivity. Jane falls in love with 

Rochester because he conforms to a preconceived representation of the male lover, and 

because for her he embodies desire Hself In Lacanian terms romantic love is grounded in 

the imaginary, in the misperception of the love object as idealized and other. For Lacan the 

impossibUity of (hetero)sexual relation lies in the male lover's (mis)perception of the 

woman as the component which wiU make him whole: Lacan argues that the man relates 

to the objet a and "the whole of his realisation in the sexual relation comes down to 

fantasy" ("Love" 157). Within the symbolic order, however, I submH that the female 

subject is equally encouraged to search for a fantasy wholeness in romantic love. If, as 

Lacan argues, both men and women may occupy either the phallic subject position or the 
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"not-aU" subject position, then do not women frequently have relations with the objet a 

rather than with the male subject himself? Does not the myth of Aristophanes stmcture 

both feminine and masculine desire? Moreover, the Lacanian conception of desire Hself 

stmctures the fantasies of both male and female subjects. For Lacan, desire is an endless 

process of searching for extradiscursive being. Joan Copjec comments, 

desire is produced not as a striving for something but only 
as a striving for something else or something more. It stems 
from the feeling of having been duped by language, cheated 
of something, not from our having been presented with a 
determinate object or goal for which we can aim. Desire has 
no content—it is for nothing—because language can deliver 
to us no inconvertible tmth, no positive goal. (Read 55) 

The male lover who stmctures much of the Gothic seems to attest to the fantasy 

constmction of the male lover as either sexual and demonic (Montoni) or asexual and 

domestic (Valancourt), or sometimes locates the same polar fantasies within a single 

character, as Jane Eyre does. I want to approach Jane's/Bronté's creation of Rochester 

from the premise that he is as much a fantasy demon lover for Jane as she is an 

angel/sprite/witch for him. Further, I want to explore the association of Rochester's 

sexuality with the reaches of empire as a means of both disavowing his sexuality and 

underscoring his fimction as a representation of desire Hself for Jane. 

Jane's creation of masculine fantasy figures precedes her contact with Rochester. 

Jane's sexuaHzation of the heterosexual lover as Gothic dream/nightmare begins at 

Gateshead as Jane imagines Mr. Reed rising from the grave to save her from the cmel 

treatment inflicted upon her by Mrs. Reed. Jane comments, "I doubted not—had never 
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doubted—that if Mr. Reed had been alive he would have treated me kindly; and now, as I 

sat looking at the whHe bed and over-shadowed walls . . . I began to recall what I had 

heard of dead men" (16). Jane then fantasizes that Mr. Reed arises from the grave as 

"some haloed face, bending over me with strange pity" (17). Jane's fantasy frightens her 

so that, as she comments, "my heart beat thick, my head grew hot . . . I uttered a wild, 

involuntary cry" (17). The sexual undertones of Jane's fantasy of Mr. Reed—the close 

proximity of his bed, his figure bent over Jane like a lover's, the sexual "fever" she 

experiences (a common metaphor in the novel), and the "involuntary cry" of orgasm— 

point to the Gothic fantasy which stmctures Jane's early sexual fantasies. Further, Jane's 

fantasy takes place in the red room, a room which, as Elaine Showalter has argued, 

strikingly resembles the settings for "flagellation ceremonies of Victorian pornography" 

(Literature 115). The physical description of the room itself hence imbricates sexuality, 

domination, and eroticized fear, staples not only of Victorian pornography but of Gothic 

fiction. 

Further, Jane's tendency to eroticize despotism in the imagination (a tendency 

shared by Gothic heroines such a Emily St. Aubert, Maud Ruthyn, Mina Harker, and 

others) continues to stmcture Jane's perceptions of the male subject, as her reading of 

Brocklehurst demonstrates. Jane's first description of Brocklehurst casts him as the wolf 

from the PerrauH tale "Littie Red Riding Hood": "what a face he had, now that H was 

almost on a level with mine! what a great nose! and what a mouth! and what large 

prominent teeth!" (32). PerrauH's tale has frequently been read as a tale of female sexual 

initiation. Héléne Cixous wryly comments that "H will not, I imagine, be lost on your that 
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the 'red riding hood' in question is a littie clitoris" (485). Upon encountering the wolf 

disguised as her grandmother, Little Red Riding Hood "took off her clothes, but when she 

climbed up on the bed she was astonished to see how her grandmother looked in her 

nightgown" (28). PerrauH's tale ends with the wolf devouring Littie Red Riding Hood: 

"with these words the wicked Wolf leaped upon littie Red Riding Hood and gobbled her 

up" (28). Associating Brocklehurst with the wolf is tantamount to sexualizing him. 

Moreover, the image of masculine sexuality as animalistic and dangerous is an image Jane 

extends to Rochester. Later at Lowood, Jane perceives Brocklehurst as a personified 

erection: "it was Mr. Brocklehurst, buttoned up in a surtout, and looking longer, 

2 

narrower, and more rigid than ever" (62). Jane's sexualization of Brocklehurst is ftjrther 

underscored by the speeches he makes which she chooses to relate to the readers. 

Brocklehurst tells Miss Temple, "my mission is to mortify in these girls the lusts of the 

flesh" (65). Brocklehurst seeks to desexualize the poor wards of Lowood: as Annette 

Federico observes, Brocklehurst's strict injunctions regarding the clothing and hairstyles 

of the girls are attempts on his part to deny sexual attractiveness to the poor (30-31). Yet, 

Brocklehurst's obsession with feminine sexuality fiiels Jane's sexualization of his 

authoritarian power. What I am suggesting is that Rochester as Jane's demon lover 

emerges as part of a pattern in Jane's sexual fantasies. 

While Jane's conscious mind rejects authoritarian power, as her constant protests 

against tyranny, slavery, and exploitation attest, unconsciously she eroticizes despotism. 

Apropos of unconscious investment in authority, Zizek comments. 
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in vain do we try to break out of the ideological dream by 
'̂ opening our eyes" and trying to see reality as it is, by 
throwing away the ideological spectacles: as the subjects of 
such a post-ideological, objective, sober look, free of so-
called ideological prejudices, as the subjects of a look which 
views the facts as they are, we remain throughout the 
"consciousness of our ideological dream." The only way to 
break the power of the ideological dream is to confront the 
Real of our desire which announces itself in this dream. 
(Sub/ime 48) 

Hence we may understand Jane's conscious protests against despotism, as when she 

accuses John Reed of being "like a murderer—you are like a slave—driver—you are like 

the Roman emperors" (II), as being traversed by her unconscious erotic investment in 

authoritarian power. The emperors which come to Jane's mind after her protest against 

John are Nero and Caligula, emperors infamous for their sexual escapades. Thus I suggest 

that Jane's conscious rejection of authoritarian power does not necessarily make her the 

liberated heroine many critics want her to be: her unconscious investment eroticizes the 

very despotism that she criticizes. This tension between conscious rejection of 

master/slave relations and her eroticization of these relations forms a central component of 

her relationship wHh Rochester, and forms the core of her imperialist imagination. 

Rochester serves as screen onto which Jane projects her Gothicized sexual 

fantasies and her sexuaHzed images of empire. Mrs. Fairfax's first description of Rochester 

provides Jane with sufficient material for a formation of a fantasy lover. Mrs. Fairfax 

comments, "he is rather peculiar, perhaps: he has travelled a great deal, and seen great 

deal of the worid, I should think. I dare say he is clever" (106). Rochester's "peculiarities" 

associate him wHh the mysterious Gothic villain already haunting Jane, a figure whose 



279 

lineage may be traced back, as Jane does trace H, to PerrauH's Bluebeard (108). Further, 

Rochester's association with travel immediately labels him as a sexualized figure, the 

association of foreign travel with varied sexual experience being a strong one in the 

nineteenth-century British imagination, as Hyam's study attests. When Jane first 

encounters Rochester she associates him with the myth of the Gytrash "which, in the form 

of a horse, mule, or large dog, haunted solitary ways, and sometimes came upon belated 

travellers, as this horse was now coming upon me" (113). Rochester's first appearance in 

the novel frames him within a context of animalized and demonized masculine sexuality 

much as Jane frames Brocklehurst within the context of "Little Red Riding Hood." After 

meeting Rochester face to face, Jane transforms him into an artistic representation: "the 

new face, too, was like a new picture introduced to the gallery of memory; and it was 

dissimilar to aU the others hanging there: firstly, because it was masculine; and secondly, 

because it was dark, strong and stern" (117). Later, when separated from Rochester, Jane 

finds comfort in a sketch she draws of him (236), indicating her conception of him as 

fantasy representation. 

Within Thornfield, which Rochester tropes as a Gothic min (217-18), Jane 

constmcts Rochester as the demon lover of Gothic fantasy. For example, when Rochester 

displays sexual attraction toward Jane after she has saved his life, she comments, "strange 

energy was in his voice; strange fire in his look" (152). When Rochester proposes to Jane, 

largely in order to begin their sexual relationship, Jane sees "strange gleams in [his] eyes" 

(257). Jane demonizes Rochester's sexuality much in the same way Ambrosio's sexuality 

is imagined as demonic in The Monk. Further, Hke Emily's sexual fantasies of Montoni in 
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The Mysteries of Udo/pho, Jane's fantasies of Rochester as demon lover are portrayed as 

being projected onto the male subject. While walking with Rochester in the garden at 

Thornfield, Jane comments, "I became ashamed of feeling any confusion: the evil—if evil 

existent or prospective there was—seemed to lie with me only; his mind was unconscious 

3 

and quief' (252). On one level, then, Jane's fantasies of Rochester link her wHh Blanche 

Ingram who imagines Rochester as "an English hero of the road," "an Italian bandH," or 

"a Levantine pirate" (186). These figures drawn from Radcliffe and Byron also stmcture 

Jane's fantasy of Rochester as mascuHne lover. 

Most cmcially for my purposes, I want to examine how Jane's sexualization of 

Rochester becomes imbricated with the imperialist imagination's eroticization of the 

reaches of the British Empire, an eroticization which aUows the potentially destabilizing 

forces of sexuality and desire to be displaced onto an imperial Other. Jane's fantasy of 

Rochester draws its representations from an imperialist/Orientalist repertoire of 

stereotypes. The observation that the sultan of the Orientalist imagination is connected to 

the Gothic viUain is a valid point, as Horace Walpole's Hierog/yphic Ta/es, William 

Beckford's Vathek, and other works estabUshed an Orientalist Gothic discourse in the late 

eighteenth-century British Hterary imagination. Jane's early thoughts are influenced by 

images of Oriental despotism. As Said notes, the myth of Oriental despotism has 

stmctured the European Orientalist imagination which provides the West with the exaHed 

project of "teaching the Orient the meaning of liberty" ( Orient 172). While at Gateshead 

Jane reads "some Arabian tales" (38). Her perception of the East relies upon conscious 

rejection of what she perceives as a natural and inferior Oriental despotism as she imagines 
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herself a "rebel slave" (12) at Gateshead, an image she will later use to defy what she 

perceives as Rochester's Eastern mastery, casting herself as a missionary who stirs up 

"mutiny" among Rochester's imagined harem (272). Early in the novel, however, we see 

Jane's open hostility to Eastern tyranny coexisting with romanticized images of the East, 

also drawn from British representations of the East. At Lowood Jane rambles with the 

other giris "like gipsies" in the woods (78), and Helen, whom Jane idealizes, appears to 

4 

her '̂ silent as an Indian" (69). Other cultures exist as a means for Jane to distance herself 

from Eastern ways, and also as romanticized images within which she invests her desire. It 

is important to see both perceptions of the East as part of the Orientalist imagination. 

Pointing to the East as despotic or pointing to it as a source of superior pleasure and 

wisdom are two sides of a coin which represents the East as the Other against which the 

West defines itself Said emphasizes that for the nineteenth-century European the East 

fimctions as both a place to distance oneself from and a place within which to find one's 

Romantic inner-identity: "by the middle of the nineteenth century the Orient had become, 

as Disraeli said, a career, one in which one could remake and restore not only the Orient 

but also oneself' (Orient 166). It should also be noted that Jane's adoptions of Eastern 

metaphors come directly from the society within which she is living. Brocklehurst 

condemns Jane as demonic by comparing her to "a littie heathen who says Hs prayers to 

Brahma and kneels before Juggernauf' (67). SimUarly, the Reeds' possession of a book of 

"Arabian tales" stems from a perception of the East as Romantic and fantastic, an exciting 

subject for literary representation. 

•«* 
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Jane's perceptions of Rochester utilize a series of Orientalist images which both 

eroticize him and make him dangerously other. Prior to meeting Rochester, Jane notes in 

one of the rooms at Thornfield "a Turkey carpet" in the midst of a luxuriously decorated 

room (105). The metonymic sHppage between contact with other cultures, sexual license, 

madness, and death, within which Jane frames these early ghostly perceptions of 

Rochester is established in Jane's room at the George Inn at MiIIcote prior to her journey 

to Thornfield. In her room there is "a portrait of George the Third, and another of the 

Prince of Wales, and a representation of the death of Wolfe" (94). George the Third 

clearly represents madness here, the Prince of Wales (the future George the Fourth) sexual 

license, and Wolfe imperial conquest, death in battle for the glory of Britain, and through 

his name, the unconscious sexualization of authoritarian power (big, bad Wolfe) Jane has 

earlier displayed. Thus when Jane enters Rochester's room at Thornfield, madness, 

despotism, sexuality, and imperialism are all coded in the opulent and Easternized 

appearance she encounters. During Jane's first meeting with Rochester, he compares 

himself to "Mahomef' (116), and later he compares himself to "the Medes and Persians" 

(139). I discuss below Rochester's possible motivations for OrientaHzing himself, but I 

want to focus here on how these allusions, seemingly casual references on Rochester's 

part, serve to contribute to Jane's Easternization and eroticization of him. Jane later 

describes Rochester's eye as "orientaL' (163), an image which conflates the sexuality (fire) 

of his eyes with oriental despotism. Jane's casting of Rochester as eroticized suHan is 

doubled by Blanche who asks Rochester to sing a "Corsair-song" (182) and who, in the 

charade performed at Thornfield, plays a harem woman to Rochester's "eastern emir" 
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(185). Although Blanche and Jane are portrayed as rivals in the novel, their erotic 

imaginings are similar. Both eroticize Rochester as both Gothic viUain and Eastern suHan. 

Both romanticize gypsies, as Jane's reference to herself as gypsy and Blanche's desire to 

both visit a gypsy camp and converse with the "gypsy" (really Rochester in disguise) 

attest. These similarities between Blanche and Jane point to a permeation of cultural 

stereotypes prevalent in the mind of any educated nineteenth-century British woman, 

regardless of social station. 

While Oriental images serve to eroticize Rochester in the early stages of Rochester 

and Jane's relationship, they later serve as signs of Rochester's cormption from which 

Jane wants to distance herself Prior to Rochester's proposal to Jane, she looks to the East 

for comfort "the east had its own charm of fine, deep blue, and its own modest gem, a 

rising and solitary star" (250): Jane is drawn to the opulent East with its gem, like the 

gems which decorate the harem women of Jane's imagination: yet eventually Jane replaces 

this gem with the star of Bethlehem. While Jane has earlier valorized Rochester because of 

his sultan-Iike appearance and manners, now she begins to reject these metaphors. Jane's 

fear of/hatred for Rochester's despotism, which mirrors her eariier protest against John 

Reed, is traversed by her sexuaHzed image of Rochester as despot. After learning of their 

engagement, Mrs. Fairfax warns Jane about Rochester's sexuality and Jane's own: "try 

and keep Mr. Rochester at a distance: distmst yourself as well as him. Gentiemen in his 

station are not accustomed to marry their governesses" (268). After this warning, Jane 

begins consciously to reject Rochester's economic and sexual advantages over her, yet 

unconsciously continues to eroticize him as an Eastern suHan. Critics who have focused on 
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Jane's conscious rejection of Rochester's apparent masterful position in relation to her 

have, H seems to me, failed to account for her unconscious erotic investment in Rochester 

as master, an investment which blinds Jane to the chinks in Rochester's masculine ego, 

chinks which he (and Bronté) continually reveal. Jane's attraction to Rochester is an 

attraction to a flawless masculine ego which she understands through the fantasy of the 

masterfljl sultan. Thus when Rochester offers Jane half of his estate, she labels him "King 

Ahasuems" (264). After their trip to the silk warehouse, Jane looks at Rochester and 

remarks, "I thought his smile was such as a sultan might, in a blissful and fond moment, 

bestow on a slave his gold and gems had enriched: I cmshed his hand, which was ever 

hunting mine, vigorously, and thmst it back to him red with the passionate pressure—" 

(271). Jane's inability to separate Rochester's economic independence from both 

Easternized metaphors and masculine sexuality is apparent here. Although she consciously 

rejects being a "kept women," she does so only by displacing this anger onto the East: 

further she simuHaneously is aroused by her image of Rochester as suHan as his hand "red 

with passionate pressure" (whose pressure? his? hers? both?) is "thmsf' back to him. Jane 

then becomes angry at Rochester's "eastern allusion," which in fact serves to separate 

Jane from Eastern women— "I would not exchange this one littie English giri for the 

grand Turk's whole seragHo" (271)—and asserts her EngHshness in her desire to become 

a missionary and liberate harem women (272). Later, Jane conflates Islamic and Hindu 

cultures by rejecting Rochester's "pagan idea" of her dying in "a suttee" (275), an Eastern 

allusion which she projects onto the Romantic song Rochester has sung to her. 
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Jane's unconscious sexualization of Rochester as suHan and conscious rejection of 

his Oriental despotism ultimately converge in her fear that through contact with Rochester 

she is losing her Englishness. By remaining with Rochester she is becoming other due to 

his cormpting influence. Jane condenms her love for Rochester because "he stood between 

me and every thought of religion, as an eclipse intervenes between man and the broad sun. 

I could not, in those days, see God for his creature: of whom I had made an idoL' (277). 

Thus I argue that Jane rejects Rochester not primarily because as the heroine of a "cuH 

text of feminism" (to use Spivak's phrase) she rejects sexual inequality, but because she 
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fears becoming Easternized due to his influence. Thus the suttee represents Jane losing 

EngHshness as much or more than it represents Jane's rejection of patriarchal domination. 

Jane flees Rochester because she "must renounce love and idoL' (320): she must stop the 

paganization of her English Christianity which contact with Rochester has begun. Jane 

leaves Rochester because she does not want "to be the instmment of evil" (326) to 

Rochester, i.e., by remaining there as his mistress/harem woman, Jane would further the 

process of Easternization/cormption Rochester has undergone due to his contact with the 

imperial Other (Bertha). At Moor House Jane laments her "broken idol and lost elysium" 
8 

(357), paganizing her connection with Rochester. 

Jane's fear of the certain death awaiting her in India if she accompanies St. John 

there causes her to return to Rochester, and, miraculously, he has become Westernized 

again, due to Bertha's death and his Christian conversion produced by the physical 

punishment of the fire. Rochester comments, "only of late—I began to see and 
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acknowledge the hand of God in my doom" (452). Joyce Zonana comments apropos of 

Rochester, "the Western man is 'Eastern' in his ways, and for Jane to be happy, he must 

be thoroughly Westernized. To the extent that Bronté has Jane present hers as a model 

life—'Reader, I married him'—she suggests that her female readers would also be well 

advised to identify and eliminate any such Eastern elements in their own spouses and 

suitors" ("Sultan" 597). The last pages of the novel attempt to imagine a sexual Rochester 

apart from Jane's fantasy of the Eastern sultan, but the maimed and blinded Rochester 

whom Jane marries lacks the libidinal valorization of the earlier Rochester. Jane can voice 

her sexual feelings for Rochester only through scripture: "no woman was ever nearer to 

her mate than I am: ever more absolutely bone of his bone, and flesh of his flesh" (456). 

Jane's resituating of Rochester's sexuality within Western Christian discourse lacks the 

erotic power of the Easternization of his sexuality: their ten-year marriage is glossed over 

in a brief concluding chapter. 

The novel traces the origins of Rochester's Easternized sexuality 

attractive/repulsive back to his contact with other cultures, contact which (in 

Jane's/Bronté's views) has both sexualized and cormpted him. Rochester's despotism and 

overt sexuality are traced back to his travels and uHimately to his marriage to Bertha. 

Rochester remarks to Jane, "I started, or rather (for like other defauHers, I like to iay half 

the blame on iU fortune and adverse circumstances) was thmst on a wrong track at the age 

of one and twenty and never have recovered the right course since" (136). Rochester's 

degeneration, originally produced by the arranged marriage with Bertha and her 

subsequent "cormption" of him, leads him to roam "over half the globe" (135), and seek 
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sexual satisfaction with "foreign" women like Céline Varens. Jane condemns Adéle's 

French "devotion to matters of dress" (173), and eventually praises Adéle's "cure" due to 

"a sound, English education" (455). Although France is negatively coded as decadent in 

the novel, H is not French culture which has caused Rochester to fly "through Europe half 

mad; with disgust, hate, and rage" (262); H is Jamaican culture which has sexualized and 

cormpted Rochester's EngHsh "soundness." 

Initially, the fact that Rochester has become Easternized in the West Indies appears 

paradoxical. Examination, however, of eighteenth- and nineteenth- century British 

perceptions of Jamaican culture reveal OrientaHzation of the West Indies as a common 

pattern. I draw on two British representations of Jamaica, Edward Long's The History of 

Jamaica (1774) and Matthew Lewis' Journa/ of a West India Proprietor (1818) which 

portray Jamaican culture much in the way Bronté does in Jane Eyre. One facet of British 

experience in Jamaica which becomes evident in these texts is the projection of the 

Orientalist imagination onto the complex Creole, slave, European, and African cultures in 

Jamaica. Long relates a custom among the native Africans of wearing turbans, a custom 

imitated, as he relates, by mulattos and even "the Creole whHe ladies" (413). Long 

comments that "the same custom prevails among the Eastern nations" (413). Long's 

description links Africans to "Eastern" (Islamic? Hindu?) customs and further shows a 

slippage between African, mulatto, and whHe Creole customs which points to an 

Easterrúzation of those who Hve in Jamaica: the fact that shared characteristics between 

various cultures comprising Jamaican society are imagined as Eastern, and hence suspect, 

is significant. Rochester's degeneration at the hands of Bertha and Jamaica Hself points to 
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British fears of losing EngHshness in Jamaica. Long points to the horror on the part of the 

"civilized European" when he/she encounters "whHe legitimate, and Mulatto iUegitimate, 

children, all claimed by the same married father, and all bred up together under the same 

roof' (330). The fact that white Creole women adopt the African customs (coded as 

Eastern) points to questions about the stability of British hegemony in Jamaica. 

Lewis also Easternizes the West Indies, and like Long, does so primarily when he 

feels threatened by Jamaican society. The reader is not surprised to find Lewis censuring 

mnaway slaves since his journal functions largely as an apology for plantation slavery in 

Jamaica; what is interesting, however, is that he Orientalizes mnaway slaves. Lewis relates 

the story of a mnaway slave, Plato, who establishes a "retreat in the mountains" which is 

"as well furnished as the haram of Constantinople" (82). Lewis emphasizes that the slave 

women join Plato and find "freedom, protection, and unbounded generosity; for he spared 

no pains to secure their affections by gratifying their vanity" (83). White Creole ladies lose 

their jewelry to Plato who uses it "for the decoration of his sultanas" and frequently lose 

their black maids to his seductions (83). Lewis' story is fascinating because H associates 

slaves' independence wHh Oriental despotism and sees the demands of the slaves as 

limited to a well-stocked harem. Further Lewis' example codes Jamaica as a place where 

Eastern opulence and despotism frequently triumph over Western manliness and 

rationalism. Even thought Plato's "reign" is eventually stopped, Lewis has emphasized the 

attractiveness of his "retreat." Lewis also compares the various mixtures between 

Europeans and Africans, whHe and black Creoles to "the separation of castes in India" 

(74). The misnomer of the "Indies" seems to be taken Hterally here. Although Lewis 
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Orientalizes Jamaican culture in order to keep H suff ciently other and negative in order to 

justify British domination there, he presents Jamaica as superior to the East because H is 

under Western control: praising himself for his benevolent treatment of his slaves, Lewis 

remarks, "I would set off for Constantinople to-morrow, could I only be convinced that 

my arrival would make the Mufti redress the complaints of the lower orders of Turks with 

more scmpulous justice, and the Bashaws relax the fetters of their slaves as much as their 

safety would permif' (183). Lewis also understands the perceived childishness of Jamaican 

culture through Eastern metaphors. Discussing the slaves' tales, which he finally calls not 

fairy tales but ''nursery tales" (211), he says the teUer of these tales reminds him "of the 

Eastern story-teUers" (212). Said discusses the perceived chUdishness of modern, 

supposedly degenerate Eastern culture: "the Oriental is irrational, depraved (fallen), 

chUdlike, 'different'; thus the European is rational, virtuous, mature, 'normal'" (40). 

"Eastern" here is a label which means that the slaves, like the Orientals in general, need 

Western paternal guidance. 

Placing Rochester's Orientalized character within the context of these works helps 

us to understand why Jamaica has Easternized him. Since degeneration is most powerfijlly 

troped as Eastern in the British imperialist imagination, Bertha's Oriental tendencies, due 

to her close proximity to African culture in Jamaica, have degenerated Rochester. The 

"Indian Messalina" (315) with her "pygmy intellecf' (310) has degenerated the British 

subject Rochester into his inferior, the Eastern despot. Yet H is also his sexual contact 

with Bertha with her "vices" and "intemperate and unchaste" (310) character which has 

made Rochester the sexualized object of Jane's fantasies. It is, after aU, Rochester's 
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restlessness, sexual experience, and passion which draw her to him. The Eastern 

metaphors work to displace Rochester's degeneration on the East and the Easternized 

Jamaica, yet simuHaneousIy they invest masculine sexuality with a desirability English 

manliness does not possess. 

Rochester' sexualization occurs partly through a process of tropicalization, which 

explains Rochester's "fire" much like Helen Stoner explains Grimesby Roylott's anger, as 

a biological degenerative state produced by a dangerous climate. In his "explanation" of 

his marriage to Jane, Rochester emphasizes the degenerative effects of the climate of 

Jamaica upon his rationality. Rochester awakens to Bertha's screams on "a fiery West-

Indian nighf' (312), oppressed by the atmosphere around him. He looks outside and sees a 

bloody moon: "the moon was setting in the waves, broad and red, like a hot cannonball— 

she threw her last bloody glance over a world quivering with the ferment of tempest" 

(312). Rochester, faced with a feminine climate of blood, fire, and violence (cannonball) 

which sexualizes him but diminishes his reason and manhood, labels life in Jamaica as 

"heU" (312). Rochester contemplates suicide, but is stopped by "a wind fresh from 

Europe" (312) which causes him to believe "Regeneration possible" (313). Rochester's 

tropicalization locates the origins of his sexual escapades and bigamy in a non-European 

climate. Altered by the climate, Rochester can no longer behave like a proper Englishman: 

Rochester's predicament is similar to Roylott's: the tropical climate has physiologically 

Easternized him. Interestingly, however, transportation of Bertha to Thornfield has 

resuHed in the Jamaican climate emerging, in a subdued form, in Britain. Similar to 
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Roylott, Rochester has engaged in reverse colonization—bringing the non-European to 

Europe—and seemingly this colonization includes a transportation of the Jamaican climate 

to Britain. Bertha's presence at Thornfield produces a moon "blood-red and half overcasf' 

(279). In the garden at Thornfield, prior to Rochester's proposal to Jane, he spots an 

insect about which he comments, "he reminds me rather of a West Indian insect; one does 

not often see so large and gay a night-rover in England" (251). The insect serves as 

another sign of the tropicalization of England which Rochester, as Easternized man, is 

effecting. 

Bertha's attempts to burn Rochester and her final act of conflagration at 

Thomfield IHeralize the "fiery West-Indian nighf' which has produced her and which has 

"mined" Rochester. Critics have frequently linked the images of fire to sexual desire, but 

the emphasis here, H seems to me, should fall not on the fact that Bertha and the West 

Indies represent psycho-sexual dimensions of Rochester and Jane, but that British culture 

seems to imagine sexuality exclusively through exoticizations of other cultures. Hence the 

sexuality of Rochester has IHeralIy been produced by the West Indian climate. When Jane 

contemplates her desertion of Rochester, she comments, 

let me ask myself one question—Which is better?—to have 
surrendered to temptation . . . to have sunk down in the 
silken snare; fallen asleep on the flowers covering H; 
wakened in a southern clime, amongst the luxuries of a 
pleasure-viUa; to have been now living in France, Mr. 
Rochester's mistress . . . or to be a viUage-schooImistress, 
free and honest, in a breezy mountain nook in the healthy 
heartofEngIand?(364) 
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The latter to be sure, from Jane's perspective. Notice that Jane can imagine her sexuality 

and Rochester's only in a "southern clime." Had Jane gone to France with Rochester, she 

would have been "cormpted" by the sexual cHmate and would have lost her English 

"freedom" and "honesty." Similarly, St. John understands India as a place where the 

British subject is sexualized. He asks Jane, "how can I, a man not yet thirty, take out with 

me to India a girl of nineteen, unless she be married to me? How can we be forever 

together—sometimes in solitudes, sometimes amidst savage tribes—and unwed?" (413). 

While Jane and St. John can be alone in England and not be overwhelmed with sexual 

desire for each other, St. John imagines that in India that the climate and culture wiU 

sexualize them so that they will spring on each other like members of "savage tribes," or at 

least he imagines that in India their relationship will beperceived as sexual (whether or not 

it is) whereas in England an asexual male/female relationship is socially possible. The 

fantasy of asexual, rational Englishmen and women becoming hopelessly sexuaHzed due to 

contact with the imperial Other is a strong fantasy underlying Jane Eyre. 

Again, Bronté's imagination is not unique in this respect. Edward Long comments 

on the sexualization of the European male subject which occurs, as he sees it, as a matter 

of course in Jamaica: "in a place, where, by custom, so littie restraint is laid on the 

passions, the Europeans, who at home have always been used to greater purity and 

strictness of manners, are too easily led aside to give a loose to every kind of sensual 

delight: on the account some black or yellow quasheba is fought for, by whom a tawney 

breed is produced" (328). For Long, then, H is Jamaican culture which leads the European 

"aside," seducing him with sensuality and sexuality. The sexual domination of slaves in 
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Jamaica by European landowners and overseers is displaced onto the slave herself, and the 

male subject is a victim of a degenerate culture, not an active participant in his own sexual 

acts. 

If Long blames Jamaican culture for the sexualization of the European, Lewis 

blames the cHmate itself In metaphors strikingly similar to Rochester's, Lewis demonizes 

the "tropics" of Jamaica. Lewis comments that the "close and sultry" weather of the West 

Indies is fit for "the DeviL' (42-43). Lewis also describes a moon which correlates with the 

bloody moon of Jane Eyre: "to-night the sky had an effect so beautifiil, that when at 

length the moon thought proper to show her great red dmnken face, I thought that we did 

much better without her" (43). For Lewis the sexual, dmnken, bloody, feminine moon of 

Jamaica disturbs, interfering with the serenity of the night sky. Later, Lewis describes the 

Jamaican air as fit for Satan's children, Sin and Death (64). For Lewis, the Jamaican 

climate is both seductive and dangerous, alluring the European in and then vampirizing 

him. Prior to his discussion of an attempt made on his life by one of his slaves, Lewis feels 

"a gentle vampire-/ike breeze" (340) surrounding him. By locating the climate as the root 

cause of Jamaican subjects' behavior, Lewis can blame the slave's anger on HabHation in a 

vampiric climate. Similarly, Bertha's vampiric attacks on Rochester and Richard Mason 

are linked to her being the degenerate offspring of a degenerate climate and culture. 

Ultimately in Jane Eyre, the anxieties surrounding European contact with non-

Europeans center on Bertha Mason who fljnctions as the scapegoat for EngHsh sexuality 

and imperial domination. Bronté explains Bertha's frightening behavior through her 

cultural and racial origins. Bertha is a Creole, a designation of extreme instability, since the 

^ 
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term "Creole" applies to people of African, European, and mixed origin who have been 

bom or naturalized in the West Indies. The assumption in the novel seems to be that 

Bertha possess African blood, a biological fact which, in the nineteenth-century 

imagination, "explains" her tendencies toward excessive sexuality, madness, and animality. 

When Jane sees Bertha in the mirror, she emphasizes the "discoloured face" which is 

"savage" and "the roU of the red eyes and the fearful blackened inflation of the lineaments" 

(286). Bertha's mixed blood produces discoloration: the red of the Jamaican moon is 
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combined with the black which serves as an indicator of Bertha's African origins. 

Rochester tells Jane that Bertha's family has wanted him to marry Bertha because he is "of 

a good race" (309). In Rochester's version Bertha's family wants to purify their bloodline 

by infijsing it with English blood which will presumably wash out the "taints" of African 

blood. Rochester is in effect prostituted by his father and brother because of his 

Englishness, although that very EngHshness is proven to be precarious, and easily 

"degraded" by Bertha's "black" behavior. The novel Hnks Bertha's madness directly with 

her African origins. Rochester remarks that "her excesses had prematurely developed the 

germs of insaiúty" (311): in other words, Bertha has syphiHs. Her propensity toward 

syphilis would have been viewed by a nineteenth-century audience as a sign of her African 

origins. Long, for example, commenting on the African slaves newly arrived in Jamaica, 

states, "these Negroes are few of them exempt from a venereal traif' (433). Long seems to 

view syphilis as "naturally" African, part of the biological/genetic makeup of native 

Africans. This is a view impIicH in Jane Eyre as well. It is as much Bertha's "naturaL' 

^ 
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propensity toward syphilis as her sexual excesses which produces madness. Thus as 

Rochester's statement implies, Bertha's sexual encounters only "prematurely" produce the 

insanity already latent in her body. 

Bertha's character is overcoded with a series of metaphors which both link her 

wHh BrHish perceptions of Jamaican blacks, and allow her to serve as the scapegoat for 

Rochester's "dangerous" Eastern sexuality. Bertha is rhetorically contained in one way 

through references which demonize her as a supernatural creature. Thus Bertha is 

Rochester's "destiny" whom he personifies as a "hag" from Macbeth (143). When Jane 

looks at Bertha in her room/cell, Rochester says Jane is standing "so grave and quiet at the 

mouth of heU" (296). For Rochester, Bertha is "one real fiend, worse than a legion of such 

as we imagine" (304). It is not Rochester alone who demonizes Bertha. Richard Mason 

portrays Bertha as a vampire: "she sucked the blood: she said she'd drain my heart" (215). 

Jane also tropes Bertha as vampire: her glimpse of Bertha in the mirror reminds her "of the 

foul German spectre—the Vampyre" (286). The demonization of Bertha by the characters 

in the novel may be traced back to nineteenth-century racial theories which associated 

Africans and demons. Lewis demonizes the slaves on his plantation, viewing their 

ceremonies as "an exact counterpart of the festivity of the wHches in Macbeth" (60). 

Demonizing Bertha both silences the historical reasons for her madness by making her a 

supernatural figure outside history, and perpetuates the biological explanation of her 

behavior: her African racial origins "explain" her demonic behavior. 

The novel íurther codes Bertha as other through the animal metaphors used to 

describe her character. Jane describes Bertha in terms of a dog: "I heard thence a snariing. 
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snatching sound, almost like a dog quarrelling" (211). Richard Mason says of Bertha's 

attack on him, "she worried me like a tigress" (214). For Rochester, Bertha is a wolf 

(218). When Rochester takes Jane to Bertha's room/ceU, she describes Bertha thus: "what 

H was, whether beast or human being, one could not, at first sight, tell; H grovelled, 

seemingly, on all fours; H snatched and growled like some strange wild animaL' (295). The 

fact that Jane has expected to encounter an animalized figure, due to the metaphors 

through which she and others have understood the mystery of Bertha, is significant here. 

Bertha moves on aU fours, but only "seemingly": does Jane animalize Bertha in order to 
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dehumanize her "rival"? Bertha becomes "the clothed hyena" (296) to Jane. 

Significantly, all of these references point to Bertha as /ike an animal, not as an animal. In 

a nineteenth-century context Bertha's animal-like behavior is "easily" explained by her 

African origins. Even prior to Darwinian theory—which in many cases was used as 

"scientific" justification for prevalent racial theories—the European perception of the 

African as less human and more animaHstic than the Caucasian was powerflil. Through 

"studying" the Africans in Jamaica, Long becomes convinced that "the WhHe and the 

Negroe are two distinct species" (336). Long continually compares the African subject to 

"an oran-outang' (355). For Lewis, the "negresses" on his plantation are like laying hens 

(76). A slave's loyalty is such as when "a dog grows attached to the person who feeds and 

makes much of him" (105). In the nineteenth-century issues of the African as animal 

frequently centered on issues of sexuality. Long relates an anecdote about orangutans who 

"carry off Negroe women into theH woody retreats, in order to enjoy them" (360). In the 

logic of the novel, Bertha's connection to animalized, demonized sexuality resuHs from 
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her African blood which, in turn, sexualizes Rochester and makes him the Easternized 

sultan of Jane's dreams/nightmares. 

As many critics have noted, the death of Bertha is the event that makes Rochester 
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and Jane's union possible. Rather than focusing on how Bertha represents aspects of 

Rochester's and Jane's sexuality which must be eliminated before marriage can occur 

(rather than psychologizing Bertha), I want to focus on how Bertha serves as a scapegoat 

for Rochester's dangerous Eastern sexuality, the sexuality which attracted Jane to him in 

the first place. After rejecting St. John's proposal of marriage, largely because she is not 

sexually attracted to him and all he offers her is "certain death" at the hands of the imperial 

Other in India, Jane heads toward Thornfield, hoping that Bertha is dead (428). Jane's 

wish, she discovers through the butler's story, has come tme. Bertha has set fire to 

Thornfield, then jumped, which results in her lying "dead as the stones on which her brains 

and blood were scattered" (433). Metonymically, Bertha's violent death rids Rochester of 

his aggressive, Eastern sexuality. Jane finds Rochester maimed and blinded, a punishment 

which reflects a Christian message—prior to leaving Rochester, Jane has referred to the 

Sermon on the Mount: "you shall, yourself, pluck out your right eye; yourself cut off your 

right hand" (301)—in which dangerous Eastern behavior has been quelled by God. 

Further, foUowing Jane's line of thought, Rochester has become a "suHable" husband for 

an EngHshwomen because he has lost his "penetrating" suHan's gaze and his "mastering" 

hand, both weapons of seduction in his attempts to make Jane into a harem woman. 

Has sexual relation become possible between Rochester and Jane? Rochester after 

the fire has become largely desexualized. The Christianized, blinded, maimed, Rochester 
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physically touches Jane primarily because she serves as "his prop and guide" (454), not 

because he wants to have sex with her, like the Easternized Rochester. Further, Jane's 

sexual desire seems to become directed toward theH son, who possesses Rochester's 

"large, briUiant, and black" (457) eyes—his "orientaL' eyes. Paradoxically, then, the cause 

of Jane's attraction to Rochester—his sexuality, otherness—also ensures the impossibility 

of sexual consummation because for Jane to have sex with the earlier Rochester she must 

put her Englishness in peril. The purifying of Rochester's otherness (embodied in the 

scapegoat Bertha's death, and his trial by fire) defiise Jane's sexual attraction to him. Why 

does Jane's sexual attraction to Rochester rely upon Eastern metaphors? Why must 

Rochester be "cormpted" by Jamaican culture before he is able to be sexually attractive to 

Jane? 

I want to approach these questions by examining the manner in which Rochester 

serves as a personification of desire itself for Jane. Desire, in Lacanian terms, operates as a 

longing for no defmite object, but merely for something outside language. Hence there can 

be no attainment of desire because there exists no positive goal which can satisfy it. 

Copjec comments that for the Western subject "one thing comes to be substituted for 

another in an endless chain only because the subject is cut off from that essential thing that 

would complete H" (Read 61). In Lacanian terms, that "essential thing" has no positive 

existence, but is merely an effect of language Hself Rochester's otherness becomes the 

precondition for Jane locating in him the source of something beyond language. Jane 

describes her love for Rochester thus: "I loved him very much—more than I could tmst 

myself to say—more than words had power to express" (265). For Jane, Rochester 
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embodies the objet a, the extradiscursive element which will complete her. Jane's desire 

for the courtship phase of their relationship to continue (282), and her unwiUingness to 

speak Rochester's name (an act which would subjectify him and hence made him incapable 

of embodying the wholeness of "master") suggest that Jane resists Rochester's attempts at 

seduction not so much because she is afraid of the sexual act Hself, but because she is 

afraid physical intimacy with Rochester wiU reveal him as a particular, vulnerable male 
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subject rather than the fantasy sultan who wiU complete her. Sexual union is possible 

with Rochester only after he has ceased to represent desire for Jane: the cmx is that once 

Jane sees Rochester as a vulnerable male subject she is no longer capable of sexualizing 

him. 

The Easternization of Rochester relies upon viewing other cultures as, 

paradoxically, possessing the objet a missing in British experience, while at the same time 

embodying a lack when compared with the fuUness of British culture. Thus for Lewis, 

Creole society iUustrates a completeness lacking in Britain. He praises a mulatto woman 

who rents a room to him, commenting, "inns would be bowers of Paradise, if they were all 

rented by mulatto landladies, like Judy James" (63). He praises the beauty of Creole 

women and the natural landscape of Jamaica: "Mary Wiggins and an old Cotton-tree are 

the most picturesque objects that I have seen for these twenty years" (67). For Lewis, 

Jamaica embodies desire itself there he believes he discovers what is lacking in British 

society, yet that something is uHimately unattainable. Lewis and Jane's perceptions of non-

European cultures as embodying the objet a represents, of course, another use of the non-
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Western as merely a means of defining the European. As desire Hself, the East and the 

West Indies become fantasy spaces for European libidinal investment. 

I have been focusing on the trajectory of Jane's sexualization of Rochester as 

fantasy male subject. While her fantasies stmcture the novel (she is the first-person 

narrator), they are not the whole story in Jane Eyre. Jane's fantasy Rochester is 

challenged by Bronté's creation of Rochester as a character adopting the masquerade of 

masculinity but less than comfortable with this masquerade. Thus while Jane cannot find a 

sexualized Rochester apart from Eastern metaphors, perhaps Bronté does, or at least 

moves more in the direction of eroticizing a man who acknowledges lack, something Jane, 

with her Orientalist fantasies, is incapable of doing. Jane Eyre portrays Rochester as a 

man who is aware of his lack but who is torn between acknowledging it and maintaining 

the masquerade of masculinity. When Rochester enters the novel, mythically for us 

because Jane compares him to the Gytrash, the fantasy of mastering, powerful masculinity 

is undermined by Rochester's horse slipping and Rochester and the horse falling to the 

ground. The first image of Rochester demonstrates that he acknowledges that he is not 

self-sufficient (he cannot maintain the masculine individualist myth): he must lean on Jane 

physically in order to remount his horse (116). During their first extended conversation, 

Rochester emphasizes uncertainties regarding his masculine wholeness when he comments 

to a staring Jane, "I suppose I have all my limbs and all my features like any other man?" 

(132). He later expresses further concern regarding his physical appearance when 

discussing his affair with Céline Varens: observing her with another man, Rochester 

remarks that she "even waxed rather brilliant on my personal defects—deformities she 
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termed them" (145). Thus Rochester does not have the sense of physical wholeness 

attributed to the ideal male subject: the ugly reflection and the corps morce/é threaten his 

sense of stable identity. This idea is underscored in a passage in which Rochester imagines 

himself as an outcast: he asks Jane, "If all these people came in a body and spat at me, 

what would you do, Jane?" (206). While Rochester has a legitimate fear behind imagining 

himself as social outcast, the extremity of this statement points to his inability to recognize 
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himself as successful master of Thornfield. 

Further, Rochester openly recognizes his dependence upon Jane. Unlike her, he 

recognizes intersubjectivity as the condition of the subject, male or female: at many points 

in the novel it is Jane who attempts to achieve the sense of completion she believes resides 

in independence. During his extended and roundabout proposal to Jane, Rochester 

comments, "it is as if I had a string somewhere under my left ribs, tightly and inextricably 

knotted to a simUar string situated in the corresponding quarter of your little frame" (254). 

While we can read this as a statement indicating that Rochester is searching for the objet a 

in Jane, it may also be read as a painfiil acknowledgment of lack and the need for 
20 

intersubjectivHy. During their engagement, Rochester recogmzes his dependence upon 

Jane; Jane strives to move toward an illusory wholeness. In a moment of méconnaissance, 

Jane looks in the mirror and sees herself as "no longer plain" (259). Rochester's awareness 

of intersubjectivity is emphasized when he asks Jane to subjectify him, to create him as a 

subject apart from the Name of the Father: "Say, Edward—g/ve me my /?a/77e—Edward, I 

wiU marry you" (258; emphasis added). Rochester's tenuous relationship to the name of 

iiM.Ji 
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the Father, as spurned and prostituted second son, causes him to seek his identity in his 

relationship wHh Jane. As discussed above, Jane continually refers to Rochester as 

"master" and "sir"—her response to the proposal is "then, sir, I wiU marry you" (258)—a 

tendency which I read as indicative of her desire for a whole master in Rochester. On the 

other hand, Rochester remembers Jane's subjectifying of him—calling him into being as a 

subject apart from the paternal metaphor—as important. For example. Rochester 

comments to Jane, "those words did not die inarticulate on your lips. I heard them clear 

and soft: a thought too solemn, perhaps. but sweet as music—'I think it is a glorious thing 

to have the hope of living with you, Edward, because I love you'" (284). Interestingly, in 

the statement Jane actually makes, she omits the word "Edward" (283). Prior to Jane 

leaving Thornfield, Rochester comments, "I liked my name pronounced by your lips" 

(319). Rochester's desire to be "Edward" rather than "Rochester" is indicative of a desire 

to resign the mantle of the phallus in favor of intersubjectivity with Jane. While Jane fights 

her dependence on Rochester, Rochester states that he is "conquered" by Jane (263). 

While the economic, gender, and class disparities between Jane and Rochester are cmcial 

factions here as critics have discussed, a fijrther factor in Jane's refijsal to depend on 

Rochester is based in her desire to have a master to submH to, as her Orientalist fantasies 

indicate. Thus the lacking Rochester repels her until she learns to accept him through 

submission to God the Father, a master who promises to make her whole in the afteriife. 

While Rochester openly acknowledges his lack, he also hides that lack beneath a 

masquerade of masculinity. What is interesting is that this masquerade is foregrounded as 

such. Rochester's Easternization of himself relies upon an adoption of tme manliness 
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which he, like Jane, associates with the East. Rochester seems to take refuge in Eastern 

metaphors in order to preserve an image of wholeness which threatens to break down 

continually in his character. Thus he labels himself "Mahomef' (116) after he and the 

horse have fallen. Similarly, after Jane saves Rochester from being engulfed in his burning 

bed, he almost reveals his love/desire for Jane, stating, "I saw H in your eyes when I first 

beheld you: their expression and smile did not—(again he stopped)—did not (he 

proceeded hastily) strike dehght in my very innermost heart so for nothing" (152). 

Rochester's fear of revealing his dependence upon Jane almost silences him and he 

employs an Eastern metaphor to gloss over his fragility: "I have heard of good genii: there 

are grains of tmth in the wildest fable. My cherished preserver, good night!" (152). The 

references to the East hence provide Rochester with the wholeness he needs in order to 

remain the stable male subject while his feelings for Jane threaten to reveal to her a 

fragmented Rochester. Similarly, when Rochester expresses insecurity to Jane about his 

physical appearance, he asks her "can't you give me a charm, or a phiHer, or something of 

that sort, to make me a handsome man?" (248). Again, a reference to the East (Hs 

supposed magical powers) provides an iUusory wholeness for Rochester which aUows him 

to elide his vulnerability. 

Interestingly, however, the masquerade of a masculine wholeness (imagined as 

Eastern) is revealed to be just that—a masquerade—in a significant scene in the novel: 

further, Rochester's enactment of this masquerade suggests that he views this masculinity 

as something staged. At a party at Thornfield, Rochester and his guests stage a charade 

which has three parts. In the first, Rochester and Blanche act out a wedding which resuHs 
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in the clue "Bride" (185). The second tableau presented portrays Rochester as suHan and 

Blanche as a harem women. This Eastern scene fails to elicH a response from the audience. 

A third tableau is presented in which Rochester sHs in a "sordid scene" dejected because 

he is in "fetters" (186). This third scene provides the audience with the means of solving 

the charade as Bridewell Prison turns out to be the answer. It is interesting that the 

Oriental staging remains unreadable for the audience: Hs function seems to rely in Hs 

revelation of Rochester as sultan as a particular fantasy of masculine wholeness he can 

adopt at leisure to impress Blanche and/or Jane. The dejected, imprisoned Rochester of 

the third tableau comes close to the Rochester as Bronté, not Jane, imagines him, a 

fragmented and tormented subject imprisoned by his marriage to Bertha. 

Rochester's masquerade as Eastern sultan is counterpoised with his masquerade as 

a gypsy woman, a masquerade which does not conceal his vulnerability, but reveals it, 

Shortly foUowing the charade episode, Rochester dresses as gypsy in order to trick 

Blanche and her friends who seek the exotic wisdom of gypsies. While aUgning himself 

with an Eastern sultan precludes the possibUity of revealing his intersubjective dependence 

upon Jane, dressing as a marginalized, Easternized woman allows him to reveal his 

desire/love for Jane. As Rochester as gypsy "teUs" Jane's fortune, he discusses himself in 

the third person, stating, "yes; Mr. Rochester has sat by the hour, his ear inclined to the 

fascinating lips that took such delight in their task of communicating, and Mr. Rochester 

was so willing to receive, and looked so grateful for the pastime given him: you have 

noticed this?" (202). Rochester openly voices his feelings for Jane only when he is 

disguised as marginalized Other, a position wHh which he seems to identify more than wHh 
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the posHion of Master of Thornfield, a posHion troped by both him and Jane as Eastern 

suHan. Rochester as gypsy comments to Jane, "I should wish now to protract this moment 

ad infinitum, but I dare nof' (204). Rochester fears revealing his sexual need for Jane: "I 

have acted as I inwardly swore I would not; but farther might try me beyond my strength. 

Rise, Miss Eyre: leave me; 'the play is played out'" (204). Rochester recognizes his 

situation here with Jane as one of masquerade (the play), but the masquerade of the gypsy 

allows him to explore a subjectivity outside of the norms of accepted Western masculinity: 

he can reveal dependence on Jane and open sexual desire in this disguise. When Jane 

recognizes the gypsy to be Rochester, she comments, "you did not act the character of 

gipsy with me" (204). Rochester responds, "what character did I act? My own?" (204). 

Jane rejects this notion, dismissing Rochester's statements as "nonsense" (204). Bronté, 

however, unlike Jane, seems to associate Rochester as gypsy with the "real" Rochester, 

that is with Rochester's subjectivity insofar as the gypsy represents a subject position wHh 

which he identifies strongly. Hence Jane needs Rochester as sultan—she comments 

apropos of the charade that Rochester's "dark eyes and swarth skin and Paynim features 

suHed the costume exactly: he looked the very model of an eastern emir" (185)—but 

Bronté seems able to imagine an aHernative Rochester apart from images of power: 

Rochester as gypsy woman is a seductive image: Rochester takes Jane's hand while still 

disguised and this image is portrayed in sexual terms: "Mr. Rochester was standing near 

me: he had taken my hand, as if to lead me to a chair" (205). Interestingly, this scene 

between Rochester and Jane is intermpted by Richard Mason who serves as the reminder 

of Rochester's contact with the imperial Other. 
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While for Jane, Rochester's Easternization is dangerous because H sexualizes him 

and makes him un-English, perhaps for Bronté, Rochester's contact wHh the Eastern 

Other is the precondition for his new masculinity, one which is predicated on identifying 

wHh otherness and on a sexuality outside of images of dominance and submission Jane 

and Rochester as gypsy woman engage in a conversation outside of the dynamics of the 

master/slave relationship which stmctures most of their encounters: yet Rochester is still 

sexual in this scene. I am not suggesting that the other Rochester I have portrayed here 

exists in more than moments in the text: yet Bronté's attempt to reimagine masculine 

sexuality here seems significant. By eroticizing Rochester as gypsy woman she eroticizes 

male lack: she represents a man who can be vulnerable and marginalized and still be an 

object of desire. Significantly, however, Rochester's new masculinity is predicated on 

coming into contact with Bertha. While for Jane the imperial Other serves as a scapegoat 

who through her violent death rids Rochester of his sexuality and Easterness, perhaps, at 

least at times, for Bronté contact with Bertha and Jamaican culture dismpts Rochester's 

notion of stable Western masculinity and allows a new male subject to emerge. I want to 

refrain from celebrating Rochester's new masculinity (which I see in a positive light) too 

much because H relies upon using and here destroying another culture in order to redefine 
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Western heterosexuality. 

Jane Eyre works within a trajectory of an attraction/repulsion to the male subject 

defined through imperial experience. Rochester's sexuality and vulnerability resuH from his 

experiences in Jamaica: yet, Jane and (largely) the novel fear the aHered, sexualized male 

subject which resuHs in Jamaican culture serving as a scapegoat for aspects of male 
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subjectivity unassimilable into Victorian hegemony. The exploration of male sexuality 

within the context of empHe seems, in the texts I use as symptomatic ones, related to the 

23 

feminine Gothic imagination. While Jane Eyre frequently disguises Hs fantasies regarding 

male sexuality and empire through Hs establishment of Jane as authoritarian and 

authorHative narrator, May Sinclair, in a brief tale which seems directly related to issues of 

feminine desire and masculine sexual objects, exposes the underpinnings of a feminine 
24 

desire and fantasy which resemble Jane Eyre's. 

May Sinclair's work The Three Brontes (1912) argues that the controversy 

surrounding the initial reception of Jane Eyre was provoked largely by Jane's open 

declaration of love/desire for Rochester. Sinclair states that it is "this passion of Jane's, 

that set people wondering about Currer Bell, that inflamed Mrs. Oliphant, as it inflamed 

the reviewer in The Quarter/y, and made Charles Kingsley think that Currer Bell was 

coarse" (129). Sinclair suggests that Jane's open display of feminine desire for the male 

subject "was the enormity that was never forgiven her" (130). Sinclair locates feminine 

desire as a central idea behind Jane Eyre. Thus Jane's expression of desire for the male 

subject orUy through Eastern stereotypes perhaps relates to the inability of the Victorian 

female subject to openly desire/love a man: only through fantasy tropes can Jane imagine a 

sexual relationship with Rochester. Sinclair's "The ViUa Désirée" (1926) is a brief Gothic 

tale which uses Jane Eyre as an intertext in order to explore the expression of feminine 

desire and Hs connection to Gothic fantasy. The story focuses on the issues of feminine 
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desire and fantasy and the creation of masculine sexualHy as dangerous and other, yet 

attractive wHhin an exotic, sexualized landscape. 

Sinclair's tale shares many similarHies Wit\\ Jane Eyre. Like Jane, Mildred Eve, the 

central character, is a young, virginal, British woman in love with a mysterious older man 

who has economic advantages over her. Louis Carson, Mildred's fiancé, like Rochester, 

has a "queer, agonized look" (114) which is the sign of a painfijl past. AIso, like 

Rochester, he is physically dark: "the intensely blue eyes under the straight black bars of 

the eyebrows, the perfect pure white face suddenly masked by the black mustache and 

smaU black pointed beard" produce the effect of a "black mask" (115): this correlates with 

Rochester as Jane's "black-aviced suitor" (202). Further, like Rochester, Louis' 

attractiveness stems from his sexual experience and perceived foreignness. Louis resides in 

the South of France, a place perceived by Mildred, like Jane, as a sexualized tropical 

location. Like Rochester's Easternized sexuality, Louis' tropicalized sexuality has resulted 

in sexual excess on his part: we learn from Rolf Dering that Louis "was always having 

women with him up there. Not particularly nice women" (125). In a manner simUar to 

Rochester's sexual experience and Hs effect on Jane, Louis' sexual experience makes him 

both attractive and repulsive to Mildred. 

Like Bronté, Sinclair tropes masculine sexuality as animalistic, demonic, and 

attractive. Mildred is attracted to Louis because his facial expressions look "almost as if he 

could be cmel" (114). Mildred eroticizes authoritarian power and conflates H wHh 

masculine sexuality as Jane does in her perceptions of Rochester. While Mildred is drawn 

to Louis' potential cmelty and sexual experience and agrees to marry him after knowing 

"l'UMkv 
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him for only three weeks, she worries about his sexual desire for her and her sexual desire 

for him. When Louis sends her to the viUa and promises to follow, the narrator comments, 

"she, Mildred Eve, supposed he could follow her anywhere, since they were engaged 

now" (114). Mildred must be reassured by Louis that he will stay at the Cap Martin Hotel, 

not at the viUa with her (114). Within the logic of the story, Mildred fears the animal 

within Louis. 

Mildred's British friends the Derings first trope Louis' tropical sexuality as 

animalistic. Martha Dering describes the villa as "beastly" (118). She is horrified by the 

smell of sex which pervades the house, stating, "H had been too much lived in, if you ask 

me" (117). Rolf Dering, describing Louis' sexual adventures, labels him "an appalling 

beasf' (125). It is Mildred herself who most powerfljUy imagines Louis' sexuality as 

animalistic. In a dream/hallucination, Louis' sexuality, divorced from his body, visits her as 

she sleeps in the bed where his first wife has died on their wedding night. Mildred sees a 

snake-Hke form with the face of Louis "distorted in an obscene agony, cormpt and 

malignant" (122). The creature approaches Mildred who lies on the bed, and she discovers 

that H is blind, but fears H wiU "have Hs way with her" (123). MUdred escapes and tells the 

Derings that she has been horrified by "all that beastiiness in a face" (125). The story 

concludes with Mildred stating that "It didn't waH. It got there before him" (126). Mildred 

imagines Louis' sexuality through the penis-Iike snake bearing his face contorted in 

orgasm and blindly seeking out her body. "It"—Louis' sexuality—must be separated from 

him as a subject. Mildred cannot imagine masculine sexuality as part of Louis' subjectivity; 

it must be troped as a horrific supernatural snake which threatens to kill her as it has kiUed 

' U U J M i t V 
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his first wife. As in Jane Eyre, mascuHne sexuality must be demonized, made other, in 

order to be represented. 

Significantly, SincIaH reveals this perception of Louis as the product of feminine 

desire and fantasy. Mildred is drawn to what she perceives as Louis' "strangeness" (115). 

In the villa of desire (feminine desire, as desirée indicates), Mildred fears her own 

fantasies. While discussing the villa with Martha, Mildred implies she is frightened more of 

"poor littie Madame" (Louis' first wife) than of "Monsieur" (Louis) (119). In other words, 

Mildred fears feminine desire and fantasy motivating her because like Louis' first wife, she 

may die on her wedding night "in a sort of fif' (114). The fear of active feminine desire 

resulting in orgasm motives Mildred's fantasies while at the viUa. Hence while the creature 

Mildred sees bears Louis' face and may be read as representing his penis, the creature is 

also described thus: "from the breasts downward its body was unfmished, mdimentary, 

not quite born. The gray shell was st\\\ pregnant with H loathsome shapelessness" (122; 

emphasis added). Thus the creature bears a female-Iike body and Louis' face. Mildred's 

fear of feminine sexuality seems apparent here: she thinks marriage to Louis will turn her 

into an animal: Eve wiU be cormpted by the serpent. Additionally, the shapelessness of the 

creatures suggests desire Hself in the ViUa Désirée Mildred confronts her own desire as 

formless, never-ending. Much as Jane projects desire Hself and her sexuality onto 

Rochester and hence makes him other in order to make herself soundly British, Mildred 

allows Louis' face to cover her desire and sexuality. She plans to "get away from Louis 

Carson forever" (124), thus foreclosing the possibility of sexual consummation and 

allowing Louis to remain an object of fantasy and a personification of desire. 
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Significantly, as 'mJane Eyre, SinclaH's story portrays sexuality as the product of a 

tropical climate which is linked wHh Eastern elements. The ViIIa Désirée "stood whHe and 

hushed between two palms, two tall poles each topped by a head of dark-green, curving 

sharp-pointed blades" (116). The palm tress flanking the villa are imagined as weapons of 

the Orientalist imagination. The tropics and the East are conflated in a sexualized 

landscape. The servant at the villa, Armadine, is described as having "Chinesey eyes" 

(117,118). Further, Armadine places MUdred in Louis' first wife's room, encouraging 

Mildred toward sexual initiation. As in Jane Eyre, Orientalism and tropicalization serve as 

the preconditions for attractive masculine sexuality. 

The story juxtaposes Louis' tropicalized sexuality with the sexuality of the 

Derings, who embody British middle-class common sense. MUdred fears intmding on her 

friends because they are "in the middle of their honeymoon" (114). When Mildred 

expresses this fear to Martha, Martha replies, "honeymoon, what rot! We've got over that 

silliness. Anyhow, H's our third week of if' (116). The Derings understand intense 

sexuality as a phase or disease one "gets over." Later, Martha suspects that Louis, unlike 

Rolf, is a man who cannot be tmsted (115). The context here is sexual: Louis' tropical 

sexuality may cormpt Mildred; Rolfe's sound, British sexuality is unthreatening. And also 

uninteresting. Sinclair's story, like Jane Eyre, imagines the attractive male subject as the 

one who is dangerous and other because he is overtly sexual: yet as in Jane Eyre, in "The 

ViUa Désirée," this sexuality is posHed as attractive but also anathema. 

Sinclair's story reaches the same impasse as Jane Eyre: masculine sexuality is 

attractive when overt and associated with another culture, but the only acceptable male 
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lover must be thoroughly English. And, as in Jane Eyre, the only acceptable lover must be 

Christian. Mildred Eve must reject the serpent Louis; Jane must repudiate the pagan 

Rochester. Hence, Mildred must look to the Englishman Rolf, not the Frenchman Louis, 

as an ideal lover and husband, just as Jane must reject the Easternized Rochester for the 

Westernized one. 

Sinclair's story thus succinctly reveals dynamics of feminine desire which underlie 

Jane Eyre. Mildred's fantasy of Louis' sexuality as alien and threatening is portrayed in 

the story as a Gothic fantasy. Further, Sinclair's story does not scapegoat another culture, 

allowing it to embody unacceptable aspects of the British subject's sexuality. Louis' 

tropical origins are significant only in Mildred's fantasy of a southern climate and Eastern 

culture producing demonized, animalized masculine sexuality. Heterosexual relation fails, 

however, in both works because the feminine fantasy framing the male subject demands a 

frightening wholeness and otherness which is simultaneous unacceptable and unattainable. 

Both Jane and Mildred reinforce Western myths of masculinity through their desire for a 

mastering, whole man whose fragility is never revealed because he remains unattainable. 

Lacan argues that the courtly love lady represents the impossibility of heterosexual 

relation because H reveals masculine desire as being directed toward the idealized, 

unattainable Woman, and the Woman does not exist. Along similar lines, I argue that the 

demon lover/Eastern suHan of the feminine Gothic imagination performs a similar 

ftmction: the Man (whole, masterful) does not exist either. 

Jean Rhys' Wide Sargasso Sea (̂ 1966) also uses Jane Eyre as an intertext, and like 

Sinclair's story, explores the processes of feminine desire and fantasy. What is striking 
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about Rhys' analysis is that she iUustrates the processes of idealization and exoticization 

25 
within the characters of Rochester and Antoinette as being similar. While Rochester can 

understand Antoinette only through nineteenth-century representations of West Indian 

culture, Antoinette can understand Rochester only though idealized representations of 

Britain. Thus Rochester and Antoinette are tmly subjects in the Lacanian sense of the 

word: they have been subjected by their various cultures to a set of representations and 

can understand each other only as other: thus both sexual and cultural difference produce 

their lack of sexual relation. Whereas in Jane Eyre and "The ViIIa Désirée" otherness is an 

attribute only of non-English cultures, Rhys forces the reader to see English culture and 

subjectivity through Antoinette's eyes as other and as sexualized fantasy space. While 

Rochester and Antoinette are portrayed as similar, their different outcomes reflect the 

marked differences between being a marginalized white Creole woman and being a 

marginalized British man. 

Antoinette's subjectivity is stmctured by two competing imagos—the idealized 

black subject and the idealized English subject. Antoinette's competing fantasies are the 

resuH of her status as whHe Creole subject in Jamaica after Emancipation. Elizabeth 

Nunez-Harrell comments apropos of the wHHe West Indian woman: "the whHe creole 

woman is an outcast, a sort of freak rejected by both Europe and England, whose blood 

she shares, and by the black West Indian people, whose culture and home have been hers 

for two generations or more" (281-82). As marginalized outsider, Antoinette creates 

idealized imagoes of cultures wHhin which she hopes to find her subjectivity—the black 
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Creole culture and British culture—yet, both cultures are hostile toward her. Helen Tiffin 

comments. 

the whHe Creole is, as a double outsider, condemned to self-
consciousness, homelessness, a sense of inescapable 
difference and even deformity in the two societies by whose 
judgements she always condemns herself "WhHe nigger" to 
the Europeans and "whHe cockroach" to the blacks, she 
sees herself as a gauche, immature distortion of the 
Europeans on the one hand, and a pale and terrified 
"deformed" reflection of her Black compatriots on the 
other. (328) 

Antoinette looks to both black Creole and British imagos to constmct her subjectivity and 

within these images she invests her fantasy and her desire. 

I want to begin with Antoinette's idealization of black Creole culture. In her 

idealization of this culture she is positioned very much as a European observer who 

idealizes blacks while simultaneously feeling superior to them. When Antoinette describes 

her childhood friend, Tia, she portrays her mythologically: "then Tia would light a fire 

(fires always Ht for her, sharp stones did not hurt her bare feet, I never saw her cry)" (23). 

Antoinette sees Tia as an impenetrable, infallible imago to aspire toward. In Rhys' 

unfmished autobiography she discusses her early perceptions of blacks in her native 

Domirúca: "side by side with my growing wariness of black people there was envy. I 

decided that they had a better time than we did; they laughed a lot though they seldom 

smiled. They were stronger than we were, they could walk a long way without getting 

tired. Carry heavy weights with ease" (39-40). Mythologizing of blacks as physically 

superior to whHes, as possessing the mythological objet a missing in Europeans stmctures 
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Antoinette's perceptions of blacks. This position, as I see H, is one typically European, 

Antoinette's gaze here is not non-European but in tune wHh Lewis, for example, who is 

impressed by his slaves' perceived intense enjoyment: "I never saw so many people who 

appeared to be so unaffectedly happy. In England, at faHs and races, half the visHors at 

least seem to have been only brought there for the sake of traffic" (58). For Antoinette, as 

for Lewis, blacks possess a jouissance denied to Europeans. Further, as Antoinette 

constmcts Tia as mythologically immune to pain, and as possessing almost Promethean 

qualities, Lewis too mythologizes the black Creoles. He repeatedly uses Greek and Roman 

mythological names to designate his slaves, and apropos of a young woman on his 

plantation remarks, "yesterday I had observed a remarkably handsome Creole girl, called 

Psyche, and she really deserved the name" (62). 

The extent to which Tia serves as defining idealized Other for Antoinette is 

emphasized after the burning of Coulibri. Tia strikes Antoinette with a stone in order to 

demonstrate her solidarity with the black Creoles who wish to drive the Mason family 

away because of Mason's threat to import East Indian laborers to replace them: 

Antoinette, however, can read Tia's gesture only in relation to herself "we stared at each 

other, blood on my face, tears on hers. It was as if I saw myself Like in a looking-glass" 

(45). Tia exists only as a means of serving as a reflection of Antoinette: she is the idealized 

image Antoinette would like to be. Tia's tear-stained face does not signify the pain of 

British imperialism for Antoinette, but merely reflects her pain regarding her inability to be 

as mythologically whole as Tia. As reflected image Tia's pain is not hers, but Antoinette's. 
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Antoinette's constmction of black Creoles as other ultimately follows the course 

common to European constmctions of blacks as other: Antoinette posHs her superiority 

over blacks due to their perceived mythological otherness. When Antoinette becomes 

angry concerning a bet she has made with Tia, she says to her, "keep them [the pennies] 

then, you cheating nigger" (24). Concealed beneath Antoinette's idealization of the black 

Creoles is a contempt for them which Ulustrates, despHe her marginal status, her strong 

connection to British imperiaHst ideas. Even though Tia responds by saying, "Old time 

white people nothing but white nigger now, and black nigger better than whHe nigger" 

(24), Antoinette continues to vent anger upon blacks, replicating the imperiaHst project by 

using them as scapegoats, just as Rochester uses Antoinette to scapegoat unacceptable 

aspects of his subjectivity. 

The pattern of idealization and contempt through which Antoinette understands 

black Creoles is also present in her relationship with Christophine. Christophine fuels 

Antoinette's fantasies because of her connection with obeah. While in Christophine's 

room, Antoinette imagines "a dead man's dried hand, whHe chicken feathers, a cock with 

Hs throat cut, dying slowly, slowly" (31). Her repertoire of images here suggests a 

European exoticized understanding of obeah, rather than an understanding of H as a 

cultural system.̂ ^ Antoinette's Gothicized image of Christophine conceals contempt for 

her as a black Creole. After Antoinette sees her mother being sexually used by the black 

Creoles who watch her after the burning of Coulibri, Antoinette vents her anger on 

Christophine, saying, "you shut up devil, damned black devil from HeU" (134). As I 

discuss below, this outburst may be explained partly by Antoinette's demonization of 
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sexuality, but it also reveals how easily Christophine becomes a scapegoat for Antoinette. 

Although Christophine is from Martinique, not Jamaica, Antoinette equates her with the 

Jamaicans she has seen wHh her mother. Later when Antoinette seeks an obeah potion 

from Christophine, she rejects her advice, commenting, "how can she know the best thing 

for me to do, this ignorant, obstinate old negro woman, who is not certain if there is such 

a place as England?" (112). Antoinette's creation of a black Creole imago is not far 

removed from Lewis' creation of Jamaican superiority: this perceived superiority is easily 

undermined by the hatred for this constmcted otherness. 

Thus although Antoinette's culture is closer to Christophine's than to Rochester's, 

she clings to a European superiority over blacks. Antoinette's views represent a 

combination of the various views she has garnered growing up as white Creole. Mason 

sees the black workers as "children—they wouldn't hurt a fly" (35). Annette both idealizes 

the black Creoles and fears them: "they are more alive than you are, lazy or not, and they 

can be dangerous and cmel for reasons you wouldn't understand" (32-33). Annette's 

sister Cora expresses an attitude of superiority to the blacks, advising Annette, "do not 

allow them to laugh at you" (41). Although Antoinette has been raised primarily by 

Christophine she has adopted the attitudes of her English stepfather and her white Creole 

aunt and mother. Another example from Rhys' autobiography seems apropos here. 

Discussing a gift of two doUs (one black and one whHe) sent by her aunt, Rhys relates that 

"as soon as I saw the dark doU I wanted her as I had never wanted anything in my life 

before" (30). Later she comments that her mother beUeved "black babies were prettier 

than whHe ones" (33). This resuHs in Rhys praying to be black. Perhaps for Antoinette 
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black Creoles are attractive as long as they are babies, or doU-Iike—the idealized Tia and 

Christophine. Once they challenge her they become "devils" or "ignorant." This is a 

pattem seen in Lewis' journal as well in which obedient slaves are Greek and Roman 

mythological characters, but rebellious slaves are Eastern suHans or vampires. 

Although I have been using Rhys' autobiography to shed light on Antoinette's 

perceptions of black Creoles, I want to make a distinction between Antoinette's 

perceptions in Wide Sargasso Sea and Rhys'. As I see H, Rhys establishes Christophine as 

a voice of reason in the novel, who is superior in her perceptions to both Rochester and 

Antoinette. While critics have praised Rhys' characterization of Christophine, I want to 

suggest that the character of Christophine represents merely a different process of 

28 

idealization. Christophine possesses a wisdom seemingly inaccessible to Rochester and 

Antoinette. In this sense Christophine is a noble savage character, iUiterate—"read and 

write I don't know. Other things I know" (161)—yet paradoxically wiser and more 

reasonable than educated Europeans and educated white Creoles. For Rhys Christophine's 

superiority lies in her abiIHy to move from signifying system to signifying system. 

Christophine speaks French, English, and patois (21) and uses these systems at wiU. 

Rochester and Antoinette are confined within a single cultural frame and this is largely 

what drives them apart. Christophine's ability to move between discourses resuHs in an 

ability on her part to step outside of her cultural position and see what is framing H. She 

recognizes the dynamics of "new colonialism" in Jamaica: "No more slavery! She had to 

laugh! 'These new ones have the Letter of the Law. Same thing . new ones worse than 

old ones—more cunning. That's all'" (26). When Antoinette seeks her help, Christophine 
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understands that obeah is culture-specific and will not work on Rochester. She provides 

Antoinette with sensible advice concerning her marriage: "A man don't treat you good, 

pick up your skirt and walk ouf' (IIO). She tries to undermine Antoinette's exaggerated, 

idealized views of England, "I ask myself is this place [England] like they tell us?" (112). 

Antoinette refijses Christophine's advice. Similarly, Christophine represents reason when 

she confronts Rochester, shrewdly analyzing his behavior and motives, causing Rochester 

to remark, "H was like that, I thought. It was like thaf' (152). Further, Christophine 

attempts to get a financial settiement for Antoinette so she and Rochester can part. 

Rochester's irrational possessiveness—"she's mad but mine, mine'' (166)—cannot be 

ameliorated by Christophine's reason. 

Although the character of Christophine imtially appears to challenge the 

stereotypes of black Creoles Antoinette and Rochester perpetuate, closer examination of 

Christophine reveals her more as an ideaHzed image rather than as a "reaL' Creole female 

subject. Christophine is ideally perceptive, analyzing British law, imperialism, and 

male/female relationships seemingly from an outside position. She is the noble savage, 

who outside of culture can condemn the wrongs of civilization. Further, her function in the 

novel is that of servant and protector to Antoinette. Although she is free to leave 

Antoinette, she attempts to protect her and waHs upon her despHe Antoinette's occasional 

open contempt for her. The myth of whHe supremacy appears to lie behind Christophine's 

"superiority." She must define herself by serving the whHe Creole. A wedding gift to 

Annette, Christophine remains with Antoinette because her status as an obeah mambo 

protects Antoinette and her family from harm. Christophine is a combination of the noble 
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savage and the mammy figure of American Hterature.̂ ^ While Antoinette superficially 

idealizes black Creoles as mythological, Rhys idealizes Christophine as a subject who has 

that something (objet a) which is missing from both European and white Creole 

subjectivHy. 

For Antoinette the imago which becomes much more significant for her is the 

idealized representation of British culture she possesses, an idealization which she infuses 

wHh sexual fantasy as Rochester becomes, as he does for Jane (through a different 

process), the man of her dreams/nightmares. The first line of the novel demonstrates that 

Antoinette distances herself from the English, that they are other for her: "they say when 

trouble comes close ranks, and so the white people did. But we were not in their ranks" 

(17). For Antoinette, the British are "they" and "you" (30). Because Antoinette's mother 

is of French descent and from Martinique, the family is excluded from the replicas of 

British society in Jamaica. For Antoinette, Britain is a fantasy, a fairy tale. England is a 

space where Pierre can be cured (36), and H is "like a dream" (80). Rochester comments 

that despHe his attempts to tell Antoinette about England, "her mind was already made up. 

Some romantic novel, a stray remark never forgotten, a sketch, a picture, a song, a waHz, 

some note of music, and her ideas were fixed. About England and about Europe" (94). 

When Christophine offers to help Antoinette escape to Martinique, Antoinette is adamant, 

"I wish to see England" (110). Antoinette sees England as a fantasy of happiness and 

wholeness: "I wiU be a different person when I live in England, and different things wiU 

happen to me . . . England, rosy pink the geography book map" (III ; ellipsis in original). 

Although Antoinette is offered differing views of England from those projected by the 
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geography book by Christophine, Rochester, and Cora, she clings to an image of England 

a place of "chandeliers and dancing . . . swans and roses and snow" (III). When 

Antoinette is forcibly taken to England and incarcerated as a mad woman in Thornfield, 

she cannot let go of her idealized image of the nation: "as I walk along the passages I wish 

I could see what is behind the cardboard. They tell me I am in England but I don't believe 

them . this cardboard house where I walk at night is not England" (181). Rhys' analysis 

here suggests that representations are stronger than empirical reality: Antoinette cannot 

see Thornfield as the "real" England because H does not correspond to the land of roses, 

swans, and snow which has so powerfuUy stmctured her early thinking. For Antoinette, 

England, like at times black Creole culture, has the objet a which can complete her. 

As a child Antoinette attempts to conform to the imago of an English girl. After 

Annette's marriage to Mason, Antoinette comments, "I was glad to be like an English girl 

[eating EngHsh food] but I missed the taste of Christophine's cooking" (35). Antoinette 

wishes to be English even at the expense of pleasure. She admires the picture of a miller's 

daughter consisting of "a lovely English giri with brown curis and blue eyes and a dress 

slipping off her shoulders" (36). When the fire destroys Coulibri, Antoinette laments the 

loss of "the picture of the MiUer's Daughter" (45). As Selma James argues, this picture is 

characteristic of cultural imperialism: "those who know Third Worid society wiU 

understand or remember such bHs of Europe, a calendars, notebooks, picture books; they 

seem to lack any organic connection but symbolise a dominating foreign presence . . 

.[which] is always shaping standards to which those living 'on the periphery,' away from 

where things 'really happen,' must aspire" (63). Thus the picture of the MiUer's Daughter 

•WHWB ^ 



322 

serves as an image of what Antoinette should be as Mason's stepdaughter, a good, 

attractive English girí. The extent to which Antoinette clings to this imago is emphasized 

when she tries to appear like a replica of the MiUer's daughter for Rochester. Attempting 

to win Rochester back, she wears, as Rochester relates, "the whHe dress I had admired, 

but H had slipped untidily over one shoulder" (127). Rochester is evidently not familiar 

with the Miller's Daughter, so Antoinette's attempt to emulate her appearance fails: 

Rochester reads "untidiness" where he should real "Englishness." 

Antoinette invests her sexual desire in an imago of British culture, one which is 

tied to imperialist conqueror/conquered images. Thus like Jane, Antoinette understands 

attractive masculine sexuality as that of a despot; but whereas for Jane the East must 

signify this image of domination, for Antoinette, as a colonial subject, Britain is coded as 

despotic. Antoinette's early sexual fantasies, Hke Jane's, partake of Gothic scenarios of 

dominance/submission. Antoinette dreams she is walking in the forest and "someone who 

hated me was with me, out of sight. I could hear heavy footsteps coming closer and 

though I stmggled and screamed I could not move" (26-27). Thus suggestions of "Littie 

Red Riding Hood" here indicate Antoinette's conjunction of masculine sexuality and 

domination through the image of the threatening rape she dreams. In the convent, 

Antoinette's view of male/female relationships as one of threat and violence is reinforced 

through the saints' lives related to her by the nuns. The nuns emphasize the romances of 

the martyrs: "the Saints we hear about were all very beautiful and wealthy. All were loved 

by rich and handsome young men" (53). AII also eventually died violent deaths. 

Martyrdom and sexuality hence become joined in Antoinette's mind, and she dreams a 
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dream centering around loss of virginity in which a man leads her through a forest as her 

whHe dress becomes soiled. The man "turns and looks at me, his face black with hatred, 

and when I see this I begin to cry" (60). Prior to encountering Rochester, Antoinette has 

forged an image of threatening yet attractive masculine sexuality through which she wiU 

read him as husband and lover. 

Like Jane, Antoinette tries to fit Rochester into a role of masculine wholeness. At 

the honeymoon house Antoinette crowns Rochester with a wreath of frangipani 

commenting to him that "you look like a king, an emperor" (73). Although Rochester 

rejects this role—"God forbid" (73)— Antoinette places him in the role of eroticized 

imperial dominator. In Mason's library, Rochester finds a set of books which hint at 

Antoinette's understanding of British masculinity. In the library, to which, presumably 

Antoinette has had access, Rochester finds "Byron's poems, novels by Sir Walter Scott, 

Confessions of an Opium Eater, some shabby brown volumes, and on the last shelf, Life 

andLetters of. . . the rest was eaten away" (75; eUipsis in original). Byron's poems clearly 

lay the framework for Antoinette's perception of British masculinity as despotic and 

demonic. Sir WaHer Scott proves a romanticized image of male/female relations in 

England. De Quincey references British decadence, a stance associated wHh issues of 

sexualHy and imperialism. The damaged Life andLetters suggests that, for Antoinette, any 

attempt at an accurate description of the British male subject is missing. Rochester must fit 

into preconceived fictional conceptions of British masculinity in order to please 

Antoinette. Again, Rhys' autobiography sheds light on Antoinette's perceptions. Apropos 

of her first lover, Rhys comments, "I loved his voice, the way he walked. He was like aU 
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the men in all the books I had ever read about London" (92). In a similar manner, 

Antoinette reads Rochester as Byronic emperor, projecting onto him her eroticized 

perception of the British subject. 

Reading Rochester as Byronic hero, Antoinette understands their sexual 

relationship as one of dominance and submission. Whereas Christophine questions 

Rochester's manliness offering him "buU's blood" (85) as a taunting way of strengthening 

his virility, Antoinette views Rochester as the sexual master who can oblHerate her 

symbolic subjectivity. Antoinette whispers to Rochester, "if I would die. Now, when I am 

happy. Would you do that? You wouldn't have to kiU me. Say die and I wUI die. You 

don't believe me? Then try, try, say die and watch me die" (92). WhUe Rochester 

understands dying as sexual orgasm, for Antoinette dying represents the death of the 

symbolic subject, As in the zombification process in which the victim symbolically and 

socially dies, through sex with Rochester, Antoinette seeks obliteration of her identity. 

The fact that Antoinette views Rochester as the means to access to imaginary wholeness 

demonstrates that she views him as possessing the objet a which can give her 

extradiscursive being. As British male subject, he can provide the marginalized Creole 
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female subject with a sense of wholeness and security she has never possessed. 

Antoinette's view of Rochester's sexuality is also inflised with images of Byronic 

demonism. When Antoinette views Rochester's sexuality positively, as means to providing 

her with imaginary wholeness, H is not demonic. When, however, Antoinette has suffered 

Rochester's sexual betrayal he becomes explicitly the demon lover of her 

dreams/nightmares, the big bad wolf, the Gothic rapist of her unconscious. Jealous over 
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Rochester's tryst wHh Amélie, Antoinette says, "my mother sitting in the rocking-chair 

speaking about dead horses and dead grooms and a black devil kissing her sad mouth. 

Like you kissed mine" (147). Rochester's sexuality becomes demonic and also closely 

linked to imperialism, as Antoinette states, "you abused the planters and made up stories 

about them, but you do the same thing. You send the giri away quicker, and with no 

money or less money, and that's all the difference" (146). Antoinette grossly simplifies 

31 

Amélie by casting her as victim to Rochester's slavedriver. The purpose of this 
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simplification is to highlight Rochester's demonic sexuality. While Rochester is also a 

demon to Christophine, her casting of him as demon is directly related to the imperialist 

exploitation he exacts on Antoinette: "you do that for money [cast Antoinette as insane]? 

But you wicked like Satan self!" (161). Christophine sees Rochester as mediocre—"to me 

you are not the best, not the worsf' (156)—not the valorized demon Antoinette casts him 

as. 

Antoinette's reading of Rochester's demon sexuality serves as a means of 

colonizing her. The ability of the imperiaHst imagination to control Antoinette's sexuality, 

and emotions is striking: onto an ordinary young man forced into an arranged marriage 

with her, she projects a repertoire of images associated with an idealized and eroticized 

British Empire. Christophine's attempts at help, and Sandi's offer of help—"wiU you come 

with me? (185)—cannot reach Antoinette because she is in thrall to Rochester as British 

demonic lover. Hence the British imago holds a much more powerful hold over Antoinette 

than the black Creole one: to live up to and worship British ideals means being accepted 
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33 
by the dominant culture; adopting a black Creole identity means remaining marginalized. 

Ultimately Antoinette would rather be confined in Thornfield than give up her chance of 

becoming English. 

Like Bronté, however, Rhys creates a Rochester apart from the central character's 

feminine fantasies. In Rhys' Rochester we can discern the same process of entrapment in 

cultural stereotypes and imperialist fantasy that she traces in Antoinette. In the character 

of Rochester Rhys portrays a marginalized British subject, a second son who has been 

forced by his father and brother to travel to a foreign country and marry a woman he has 

never seen. Patriarchy and patrimony are the stmctures which have made Rochester bitter 
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and marginalized. In a mental letter Rochester composes to his father, he states, "I have 

a modest competence now. I will never be a disgrace to you or to my dear brother the son 

you love. No begging letters, no mean requests. None of the ftirtive shabby manæuvres of 

a younger son. I have sold my soul or you have sold H, and after aU is H such a bad 

bargain?" (70). Rochester feels his soul has been sold because of a patriarchal system 

which maintains that as upper-class gentieman he must be financially independent, and 

because of a system of first-son patrimonial wills which denies him the economic means 

for this posHion and hence forces him to find these means through his marriage to 

Antoinette. Like Antoinette, Rochester is marginalized: fiirther, also like Antoinette, this 

marginalization makes him not sympathetic to those like him, but hostile toward them. 

Like Antoinette Rochester longs to live up to the British imperialist imago. 
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Significantfy in Rhys' analysis of Rochester she refijtes the notion that the 

marginalized male subject becomes less attached to patriarchal norms as the result of his 

marginalization. Thus Radcliffe's fantasy (and Jane Campion's, as we shall see) pivots on 

the idea that if the male subject is placed in a feminine, marginalized position he will 

distance himself from normative masculinity. Rhys demonstrates the opposHe in Wide 

Sargasso Sea and hence her vision is closer to that of an author like Bram Stoker who, 

through Jonathan Harker, demonstrates that the feminized and marginalized male subject 

seeks with a vengeance to regain/attain his British manliness. 

Rochester, like Jonathan, is positioned as Radcliffean heroine. Living in a foreign 

country under the power of someone who knows the culture, he becomes passive. He 

remarks that he agrees to reside at the honeymoon house, "as I had agreed to everything 

else" (66). Like Jonathan Harker, Rochester is unable to communicate with the outside 

world, "and I wondered how they got their letters posted. I folded mine and put it into a 

drawer of the desk" (76). Caught in the exotic dream of the West Indies, as Jonathan is 

caught in exotic Transylvania and Emily in exotic Italy, Rochester longs to understand the 

Gothic secret which explains his sensations of disorientation. Like Jonathan Harker 

exploring the Castie Dracula or Emily exploring Udolpho, Rochester is convinced there is 

a secret which can be revealed to him which wiU explain things: "is she trying to tell me 

that [death] is the secret of this place? That there is no other way? She knows. She 

knows" (92). Rochester begins reading a book on obeah which perhaps would illustrate to 

him that this "secref' he longs to know is only a cultural, not an essential, difference, but 
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his reading is broken off (107). Rochester ultimately faUs back on cultural stereotypes of 

Jamaica rather than seeking to understand Antoinette's cultural situation. 

The marginalization of Rochester resuHs in his perpetuating of stereotypes about 

Jamaica in order to reassert his English manliness. Rochester is initially attracted to 

Jamaica and the personification of H in Antoinette. In a letter Rhys argues that Rochester 

falls "violently" for both Antoinette and Jamaican culture (262). Rochester finds his love 

for Antoinette and Jamaica at odds with his British masculinity. The Jamaican lifestyle and 

his intensely sexual relationship with Antoinette fragment the sense of mastery which he 

needs to be the proper male subject. Although Rochester sees the Jamaican landscape as 

"beautifiiL' (71), it is also "menacing" (69). He turns to comforting images of England, 

describing Antoinette as like "any pretty EngHsh girl" (71), and viewing the honeymoon 

house as "an imHation of an EngHsh summer house" (71). Rochester's desire to lose his 

rigid masculinity in Jamaica vies with his desire to penetrate and to master it: of the 

"secref' he perceives there, Rochester comments, "what I see is nothing—I want what H 

hides—that is not nothing" (87). Rochester's desHe to master the perceived "secret" of 

Jamaica resuHs in his conflating Antoinette, tainted sexuality, and the Jamaican climate in 

an effort to remain British. 

What terrifies Rochester most of all in Jamaica is that he loses his rigid, controUed 

identity: he loses the apparently clear meaning he needs to be a British subject. It is 

Rochester's sexual relationship with Antoinette which first make him assert his British 

imperialist masculinity in order to attain stability. Copjec comments apropos of sexuality, 

"sex is the stumbHng block of sense. This is not to say that sex is prediscursive . . . but we 
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intend, rather, to refine this posHion by arguing that sex is produced by the internal limH, 

the failure of signification. It is only here where discursive practices falter—and not all 

where they succeed in producing meaning—that sex comes to be" (Read 204). Rochester 

comments, "I watched her die many times. In my way, not hers. In sunlight, in shadow, by 

moonlight, by candlelight. In the long afternoons when the house was empty . . . she said, 

'here I can do as I like,' not I, and then I said it too" (92). Through his sexual relationship 

with Antoinette, Rochester faces the limits of symbolic identity. Rochester recognizes that 

their intense relationship threatens stable identity when he comments, "I wonder if she 

ever guessed how near she came to dying. In her way, not in mine, It was not a game to 

play—in that place. Desire, Hatred, Life, Death came very close in the darkness. Better 

not know how close. Better not think, never for a moment" (94). In "that place" sexuality 

is especially dangerous for Rochester because he has no cultural supports to fall back on in 

order to maintain his Englishness. Rochester feels threatened by the loss of a masculine 

subjectivity which he tangentially possesses and decides to make meaning with a 

vengeance. 

Rather than reading his sexual relationship with Antoinette as the limH of meaning, 

he views her as she does him as possessing the objet a which he longs to have for himself 

Equating the Jamaican landscape and Antoinette he comments, "I hated the sunsets of 

whatever colour, I hated Hs beauty and Hs magic and the secret I would never know. 

Above all I hated her . . . she had left me thirsty and all my life would be thirst and longing 

for what I had lost before I found if' (172). Rochester fears/hates the process of desire 

here, but projects the sense of insecurity produced by desire onto Jamaica and onto 
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Antoinette. When Daniel Cosway writes his first letter to Rochester, Rochester comments, 

"H was as if I'd expected H, been waiting for if' (99). Rochester waHs for the letter 

because H allows him to make meaning, to contain his feelings for Antoinette within 
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imperiaHst rhetonc. Because of Daniel's lago-Hke manipulations, Rochester can place 

Antoinette within the category of racially-tainted Creole. Thus the stereotype based on 

metonymic slippage between black blood-"unnaturar' sexuality-animality-madness so 

prevalent in Long and Lewis becomes Rochester's means of containing the threat posed to 

him by his own emotions and sexuality. Rochester has sex with Amélie to demonstrate to 

Antoinette that she, like Amélie, is merely another woman of "tainted" blood he uses as a 

prostitute. After hearing Daniel's poisonous comments, Rochester remarks, "for a moment 

she [Antoinette] looked like Amélie" (127). Rochester contains Antoinette in the category 

of racially tainted and hence sexually promiscuous and insane Creole to battle his own 

intense feelings for her, feelings which threaten him as upholder of British values. Even as 

Rochester and Antoinette leave for England where she wiU be incarcerated in Thornfield, 

Rochester comments to himself, "let's make the most and best and worst of what we have. 

Give not one-third but everything. All—all—all. Keep nothing back "(169; ellipsis in 

original). But Rochester is culturally trapped in an imperialist framework, so he remains 

the conqueror and imprisons Antoinette, taking her identity, property and money, and 

physical freedom. 

Rhys' intention, H seems to me, in her characterization of Rochester, as in her 

characterization of Antoinette, is to demonstrate the straH-jacketing effects of national 
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ideologies. In a letter Rhys comments that "Mr, Rochester is not a heel. He is a fierce and 

violent man (Heathcliffe) who marries an alien creature" (269). ft is Rochester's 

EngHshness which cripples him and makes him unable to imagine an aHernative 

masculinity. He comments, "how old was I when I learned to hide what I feH? A very 

small boy. Six, five, even earíier. It was necessary, I was told, and that view I have always 

accepted" (103). Living up to the ideal of British manliness precludes any intimacy for 

Rochester between himself and Antoinette. Further, Rochester's need to be manly is 

doubly urgent since he is the marginalized second son. Rochester, Hke Antoinette, is 

contained and manipulated by imperiaHst fantasy. The cmcial difference is that he, as 

British male subject, holds the power to imprison Antoinette; she, caught in the imperiaHst 

scenario as well, possesses only the power to submit. Rhys perceptively analyzes how 

marginal subjects reproduce dominant stmctures. Although Antoinette might sympathize 

with Tia and Christophine, she attempts to dominate them. Rochester might find kinships 

between himself and Antoinette, but he cannot because he must be the epitome of British 

manly reserve. 

Further, and most significantly for my purposes, Antoinette cannot sympathize 

with Rochester because to be the sexualized man of her dreams/nightmares, he cannot be 

vulnerable. Rhys, like Bronté and Sinclair, implicates imperialism with feminine fantasies 

of masculine sexuality, approaching an issue which I see as central to the Gothic: how can 

the male subject be marginal and also attractive? Although both Jane's and Antoinette's 

Rochesters possess feelings of marginality and inferiority, they are sexually attractive only 

when cast as masters. Must, as works as diverse as Dressed to Ki//, Dracu/a, Jane Eyre, 
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and Wide Sargasso Sea argue, masculine sexuality be combined with domination (sexual, 

imperialist, physical, psychological) in order to be attractive? In my concluding chapter I 

focus on a work which attempts to escape the Gothic impasse of demon masculine 

sexuality whUe still working within that mode, Jane Campion's film, The Piano. 
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Notes 

1 

For discussions of Rochester's objectification of Jane see Annette Federico, 
Freya Johnson, Peter J. Bellis (who discusses Jane's appropriation of the male gaze), 
Laura E. Donaldson, and Bette London ("Pleasures"). 

2 

Many critics have pointed to Brocklehurst's phallic appearance in this 
description. I tend to view the description as more sexualized, representative more of the 
erect penis than the phallus as signifier of patriarchal power. Perhaps the tension here is 
between the young Jane who can read Brocklehurst as fantasy lover and the older Jane 
who understands the power dynamics of her relationship with Brocklehurst. More likely, 
both conscious acknowledgment of Brocklehurst as the phallus and unconscious 
eroticization of him as the penis are at work here. 

3 

For discussions ofJane Eyre 's connections to the Gothic, see Robert B. Heilman 
and Tamar Heller. Both articles tend, however, to rely on reductive definitions of the 
Gothic. Heilman sees Bronté as "transcending" the limitations of the genre; Heller relies 
too heavily on a conception of "female Gothic" for her analysis. 

4 
" 1 'lndian" seems to be an extremely unstable term in the novel, referring to the 

inhabitants of the West Indies, India, and North America, for example, as when Jane 
compares herself to feeling as an Indian does when "he slips over the rapid in his canoe" 
(306). Which "Indian" Helen is representing is uncertain; however, Jane's Orientalizing 
tends to conflate West Indians, North American Indians, and Indians as Eastern and Other. 

For a discussion of Orientalism in Jane Eyre which replicates the Orientalist 
project, see Mary EIIis Gibson. For resistant discussions of Orientalism and imperialism in 
the novel see Firdous Azim, Spivak, Svendrini Perera, Susan L. Meyer, Joyce Zonana 
("SuHan"), Parama Roy, and John Kubich. 

Johnson is symptomatic here: "Jane resists and is ultimately successful as she 
withstands Rochester's attempts to define her and instead insists on speaking herself' (28). 
I would argue, contra this position, that Jane's very speaking of herself is more 
complicated than this: she speaks herself as both rejecting domination and libidinally 
investing herself in images of domination and submission. 

Jane's successfijl rejection of sexual inequality has become a commonplace of 
feminist criticism of the novel, see Adrienne Rich, Elaine ShowaHer (Literature), Gilbert 
and Gubar, and Sue Ann Betsinger. 

Q 

Joan Copjec notes that European imperialism frequently resuHed in an erasure of 
the dominated cultures by replacing their origins with Greco-Roman ones: "no doubt that 
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the transposition of neoclassical arcHHectures to the sHes that had become the goa/s of this 
mission euphemized the bmtal process of the erasure of the colonies' own beginnings" ( 
Read 72). The Orientalist discourse in Jane bears facets of this process in this example 
(idolatry and elysium connected), and when Bertha is referred to as an "Indian Messalina" 
(315). 

9 . 

Critics have commented on the association of travel to India wHh certain death 
for Jane, see Spivak and Kubich. 

10 

Lewis' Journal was written during the course of two trips to his estates in 
Jamaica in 1816 and 1818. Lewis' connection to Jamaica is hence more immediate than 
Long's: analysis reveals, however, that both use the same conceptual framework to 
understand Jamaican culture. Lewis' journal is perhaps more fascinating because of the 
gaps which frequently reveal issues of slavery and power Lewis wiU not openly broach. 

11 

Terry Eagleton notes that within the dynamics of the novel, "the need to 
venerate and revere, but also to exercise power, enacts itself both in rhythm of sexual 
attraction and antagonism and in a series of reversals of sexual roles" (30). Jane's desire 
seems to function both through her submission to Rochester's perceived Eastern 
despotism (which sexualizes him) and her domination of him through her Western 
superiority. 

12 

Rochester's degeneration, Hke Roylott's, seems to be produced by a 
combination of "suspecf' aristocratic blood and tropicalization. Rochester comments to 
Jane, "suppose you were no longer a girl well reared and disciplined, but a wild boy, 
indulged from childhood upwards; imagine yourself in a remote foreign land" (220). 
Hence middle-class perceptions of aristocratic decadence combine here with tropical 
degeneration to produce Rochester's "dangerous" behavior. 

Christopher L. Miller writes, "a 'Creole' in Hs original meaning was a person 
born or naturalized in the country [usually the West Indies or other tropical dependency] 
but of European (usually French or Spanish) or of African Negro race: the name having 
no connotation ofco/or, and in Hs reference to origin being distinguished, on the one hand 
from being born in Europe or Africa and on the other from being aboriginal (OED; 
emphasis mine). The word thus speaks of a double differentiation or exUe and opens the 
question of race while distinctly providing no answer to if' (93). Thus Jane Eyre appears 
to explore the racial implications of the Creole, i.e., the possibility that people of mixed 
race may hold the same designation as those of strictly European descent; Wide Sargasso 
Sea, on the other hand, looks at the implications of being racially whHe, yet culturally 
Creole through the character of Antoinette Cosway. See Azim and Meyer for further 
discussions of Bertha as Creole. 
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14 . 

The emphasis on Bertha as red and black, the description of the Jamaican moon 
as a "cannonball," the fear of the Jamaican "tempest," the disparaging references to France 
as degenerate, Helen's reactionary reference to the death of Charies I, and other patterns 
seem to point to a series of metaphors associated with the French Revolution. Further 
analysis in this direction would seem to be possible. Also, the emphasis on Bertha as red 
and black parallels physical descriptions of Rochester. When Rochester is angry over the 
dismption of his and Jane's marriage, his black eye displays "a bloody lighf' (293). Is race 
contagious? This seems to be one of the questions posed in Jane Eyre and in nineteenth-
century imperialist imaginings. Has Rochester "caughf' Bertha's "blackness"? 

There seems to be a general consensus in Jane Eyre criticism that Bertha 
displays physical and mental symptoms of a person suffering from syphilis. Parama Roy 
comments, for example, that Bertha "is 'unchaste,' and her infidelities accelerate her 
descent into the madness that accompanies the tertiary stage of syphilis" (719). 

Interestingly, Robert Stevenson's 1944 version of Jane Eyre never shows us 
Bertha. When Bertha is revealed to Jane, we, as viewers do not see her, thus she remains 
in the realm of fantasy. Stevenson's (or possibly Orson WeUes's) gesture aUows the reader 
to project horrors onto the blank filmic space represented by Bertha. In this way, 
Stevenson's film seems to understand Bertha more as fantasy figure for Rochester and 
Jane (which is her main function in the novel) than as an actual madwoman. 

17 

An eariier strain of criticism developed the idea that Bertha, because she 
represents aspects of Jane's and/or Rochester's personalities must die in order for theH 
lives to be calm. See GaU B. Griffin for a representative adoption of this view: "in her 
[Bertha], the anger, madness, the sexuality, the suffering of Jane and Rochester meet, so 
their regeneration comes fittingly through her. Having acknowledged her, they can live, 
and she can die" (128-29). More recent criticism has focused on the HmHations in 
psychologizing Bertha, an act which is tantamount to participating in the imperialist 
project. See Azim, Spivak, Perera, Meyer, Zonana, Donaldson, Parama Roy, and Kubich. 

^̂  Richard Chase's influential reading of Jane Eyre argues that Jane fears and 
ultimately tames Rochester's, in Chase's view, essential, mythic sexuality: "the tempo and 
the energy of the universe can be quelled, we see, by a patient, practical woman" (109). I 
do not discount the idea that Jane must tame, i.e., Westernize Rochester, what I am 
suggesting is that there is no essence in Rochester which is being tamed: Jane is taming a 
fantasy she has created about masculine sexuality. 

^̂  Paul Pickerel discusses Rochester's discomfort with his body and his position of 
power, but labels H as a disease: "there has to be something deeply wrong with a rich man 
in the prime of his life and in his own fine house ftjU of servants who presents himself first 
as a filthy prisoner in chains and then as an outcast old woman in rags, and imagines 
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himself spat upon by the most elegant society the countryside affords at the very moment 
that they are his own house guests" (168). Clearly, I do not see Rochester's insecurities as 
abnormal. 

20 

Rochester at times does look to Jane to complete him. He calls Jane "my better 
self—my good angel" (319), and remarks that their union is "you and me in one" (319). 

21 . . 

What is disturbing is that in much feminist criticism of Jane, the attainment of 
independence for Jane is taken as a given: her move toward wholeness is taken as a 
posHive move, not as a negative move, as I see H. Jane's feeling of wholeness resuHs in a 
sadistic Jane who replicates the power stmctures she has been formed in through her 
domination of Rochester at the end of the novel. After returning to Thornfield Jane feigns 
indifference to Rochester, and holds discursive power over him by refusing to reveal her 
knowledge of his supernatural cry for her (453). Jane exercises her advantages over 
Rochester in a way similar to his earlier control of her due to his advantages. The inability 
to conceive of heterosexuality outside of the category of domination/submission is one of 
the more disturbing aspects of the novel. Azim comments, "Whereas her [Jane's] passion, 
compared to madness, is brought under control to allow the emergence of the female 
subject and to place her in a position of greater stability, Rochester, as blind man, is 
rendered helpless" (196). What I am suggesting is that female dominance is not equality or 
victory as some critics have taken it to be. 

22 

This is an issue with which I contend in my discussion of The Piano as well. Is 
the cultural Other being used by the West to create new subjectivities? Why must 
masculinity come in contact with another cuHure in order to be both attractive to the 
feminine imagination and capable of acknowledging lack? 

23 

I want to emphasize that I mean feminine Gothic, not female Gothic. I take 
contention with readings which posH the biology of the author (male or female) as the 
governing principle behind the themes explored in a work. Female Gothic has been the 
traditional designation to discuss the work of authors such as Radcliffe, Bronté, and 
SheUey. Feminine Gothic places the issue in the framework of gender not anatomy. Thus 
the three female authors I examine in this chapter are particularly concerned with 
heterosexuality because as feminine subjects they have been encouraged to place value 
upon relationships and attempts to redefine male/female relationships. Male authors also 
may participate in this dialogue, as "Rappaccini's Daughter" and "The Birthmark, " for 
example, are concerned primarily with the feminine issue centered around making 
heterosexual relations feasible. 

"̂̂  See Bellis for a discussion of Jane as manipulating and authoritarian narrator. He 
comments, "just as Jane dominates her marriage, she dominates her relation to the reader: 
as narrato'r she is again the unseen observer, never describing herself in the text. She 
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withholds herself from the reader 's critical gaze, making herself visible only indirectly, 
expressing herself through a veil of words. The omission is at once a fimction of her 
narrative position and the basis of her narrative power" (649). As BeUis impHes, Jane's 
power in the text replicates the power Rochester frequently holds over her as he withholds 
information about his past and gazes on her while unseen. Jane's appropriation of 
masculine power stmctures for herself, rather than any interrogation of those power 
stmctures, is underscored by her narrative power over the reader. Resisting Jane's 
powerful arguments remains a troubled issue for critics of the novel. 

25 

In a letter Rhys comments that "I think there were several Antoinettes and Mr. 
Rochesters. Indeed I am sure. Mine is not Miss Bronté's, though much suggested by 'Jane 
Eyre'" (263). Like my reading of Mildred and Louis, I read Rhys' Rochester and 
Antoinette not as possessing a one-to-one correlation with Bronté's characters, but as 
possessing thematic Hnks to Bronté's text. 

26 

For discussions of Rhys' constmctions of blackness, see Maria Olaussen, Lee 
Erwin, Selma James, and Spivak. 

27 . 

For discussions of obeah 'm the novel see Stephanie Branson, Thomas Loe, 
Sandra Drake, and Teresa F. O'Connor. See also Wade Davis for an influential analysis of 
obeah/voodoo in Haiti: his description of the zombification process is relevant for Wide 
Sargasso Sea. 

28 

For discussions of Christophine as a character not motivated by imperialist 
perceptions of Creoles see Missy Dehn Kubitschek and Paula Le Gallex. For discussions 
of Rhys' European gaze in her creation of Christophine see Spivak, Olaussen, and Erwin 

29 

See Selma James for a discussion of the mammy figure in Hterature. See Anna 
Koenen for an analysis of Christophine as mammy figure. 

30 
For a discussion of the Lacanian mirror stage in the novel see Lori Lawson. 

^̂  Amélie may be read as using Rochester to get the money necessary to leave 
behind her life in Jamaica. After all, she openly makes herself sexually available to 
Rochester. Jeffrey Robinson comments that within the field of action available to her, 
"Amelie is far from a victim" (26). 

^̂  For discussions of Rhys' Rochester as demon lover see Dennis Porter, Anthony 
E. Luengo, and O'Connor. 

^̂  See, for a discussion of Rhys' views of the EngHsh, Nancy Hermond Brown. In 
one of her letters, Rhys comments, "you see—I have never liked England or most English 
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people much—or let's say I am terrified of them. They are a bH terrifying, don't you 
think'̂ " (280), Rhys is disappointed by the failure of the EngHsh to live up to her images of 
them: in her autobiography she comments, "I never once thought this is beautiful, this is 
grand, this is what I hoped for, longed for" (134). Like Antoinette, Rhys seems to express 
a desire for/fear of England and English subjects, the heritage of a colonial upbringing. 

34 

Patnarchy and patrimony have of course affected Antoinette as well. Because of 
the power of these social designations, Annette favors the retarded Pierre over Antoinette. 
Mona Fayad comments that "the mother cannot reflect Antoinette. She has established her 
aUiances clearly. It is Pierre's face that mother mirrors and not Antoinette's, despite the 
male's handicap, while Antoinette is made to feel somewhat inadequate, lacking" (440). 

35 

Rhys comments in a letter that Rochester believes Daniel because "he wants 
to—that'swhy"(269). 

Erwin comments that Rochester's imagination is metonymic "constantly 
expressing itself as a perception of contamination from contiguity, one racial term slipping 
or 'leaking' into another through sheer proximity, obsessively perceived as sexual" (146). 
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CHAPTER VIII 

(RE)VISIONING THE GOTHIC: JANE CAMPION'S THEPIANO 

I have chosen to conclude my study by examining a contemporary (re)visioning of 

the Gothic which foregrounds issues of gender and heterosexuality impIicH in most of the 

texts I have studied. Jane Campion's film The Piano (1992) seeks to work within the 

Gothic in order to deconstmct many tropes and themes embedded in that genre. Even in 

the relatively loose use of the term "Gothic" in popular reactions to the film, The Piano 's 

connections to the work of the Brontés, Radcliffe, and Rhys have been frequently 
1 

mentioned. I want to focus specifically on how Campion reimagines male subjectivity in a 

Victorian setting by undermining the sexualization of the male imperial master and 

investing desire in a representative of marginal male subjectivity. 

The Piano focuses on Ada McGrath and her nine-year-old daughter Flora upon 

their arrival in 1850s New Zealand in order to establish a life with Ada's arranged-

marriage husband Alisdair Stewart. Stewart's insensitivity to the mute Ada's need for her 

piano resuHs in a neighbor, George Baines, retrieving the piano from the beach where 

Stewart has left H, through a bargain he strikes with Stewart. Under the mbric of piano 

lessons, Baines attempts to estabUsh a sexual relationship with Ada. Ada's refusal to be 

seduced by Baines resuHs in his returning the piano to her. Realizing that she has become 

attached to Baines in spHe of herself, Ada returns to him of her own free wiU and they 

become lovers. Unbeknownst to Ada and Baines, Stewart has observed their love-making 

and he subsequently confines Ada and Flora to the house. Ada attempts to reestabUsh 

contact with Baines by sending him a piano key with a message of love burned into H. 
339 
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Flora, however, takes the key to Stewart which resuHs in Stewart damaging the piano with 

an ax and then chopping off one of Ada's fingers. Horrified by his actions, Stewart aUows 

Flora and Ada to leave for Nelson with Baines. On the boat journey, Ada demands that the 

piano be thrown overboard. She places her foot in a rope attached to the piano and falls 

overboard wHh H. She chooses to live, however, and stmggles to the surface. The film 

closes wHh Ada narrating the circumstances of her new life with Baines and Flora in 

Nelson. 

One of the most striking facets of the film is the desexuaHzation of the demon 

masculinity which is a staple of the Gothic from The Mysteries of Udo/pho to The Monk 

to Jane Eyre to Dracu/a. With his dark good looks, his desire for colonial possessions, 

and his desire to master Ada, Alisdair Stewart (as played by Sam Neill), Ada McGrath's 

arranged-marriage husband, stmcturally inhabits the space of demon lovers like Edward 

Rochester: in many Gothic works, men like him are simultaneously sexualized, hence 

infijsing dominant power stmctures with the eroticization necessary to make them stable. 

Radcliffe, Chariotte Bronté, and Rhys, for example, find this the Gothic impasse, that 

sexuality is so implicated with power stmctures as to render the two inseparable. Feminine 

desire (on the part of an author, character, and/or audience/reader) is channeled into 

maintaining the illusion of masculine stabUity. Silverman argues that the dominant order 

"urges both the male and female subject, that is, to deny all knowledge of male castration 

by believing in the commensurability of penis and phallus, actual and symbolic father" 

(Ma/e 42). It seems to me that the female subject's belief in the wholeness of the male 

subject is perhaps more powerfiil than the male's belief The male subject must fight his 
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own awareness of his subjectivity and Hs HmHations in order to sustain this illusion; the 

female subject must sustain only an image of the male subject which her own sense of lack 

(as female subject) merely fuels, does not diminish. As the erotic projections of Jane Eyre 

and Antoinette Cosway attest, these images of the eroticized, whole male subject 

outweigh any actual actions of their lovers. Thus, paradoxically, feminine Gothic texts, 

such as Jane Eyre, The Ita/ian, and Wide Sargasso Sea find it more difficult to reveal a 

fragile masculinity than masculine Gothic texts such as The Monk, The Is/and of Doctor 

Moreau, and Heart of Darkness. I posit that this is the case partly because for the 

heterosexual female subject, revealing the male subject as lacking means revealing him as 

an unattractive, inadequate love object. Thus from this perspective, feminine desire may 

not be the subversive force many feminist critics have outiined H to be, but may in fact 

2 

work to cement hegemony. 

Campion's film, however, overcomes the impasse faced by Bronté and Rhys by 

very blatantly desexuaUzing power stmctures. Thus while Stewart embodies the dominant 

stmctures of British coloniaHsm/imperialism, the patriarchal family, and the common-sense 

stable male subject, he is portrayed as a pathetic and unattractive man. The first mention 

of Stewart in the film pivots on a comparison made between him and God: in her first 

voice-over, Ada comments, "my husband said my muteness does not bother him. He 
3 

writes and hark this: God loves dumb creatures, so why not he!" (9). Stewart's 

association with God does not sexualize him in the way that Jane's deification of 

Rochester makes him erotic. The first glimpse we get of Stewart in the film emphasizes 

the ineffectualness of his British masculine authority. On his way to pick up Flora and 
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Ada, Stewart stops to comb his HaH and contemplate a photograph of Ada. The 

production notes read that Stewart "staggers, spurts forward, then slows to a stop" (17). 

His physical clumsiness is mirrored by his inability to command an authority over the 

Maoris who work for him or over his working-class European neighbor George Baines, 

Stewart's British gentiemanliness is ignored untU Baines asks the Maoris to stop. Thus 

Stewart's reliance upon his status as British male subject (which resuHs in him 

chauvinistically refiasing to learn the Maori language) is a failure. When Stewart arrives to 

pick up Ada and Flora, his sexual coldness is underscored by the Maoris who have been 

hired to carry Ada's and Flora's belongings. Tahu mimics Stewart's fmstration at Ada's 

demand for the piano, making a mockery of Stewart's authority. Pito comments to Tahu, 

"watch it, dry-baUs is getting touchy" (26). The Maoris' nickname for Stewart 
4 

immediately labels him as sexually cold and unattractive. 

Stewart's attempts to maintain a traditional mascuHne stance make him obsessed 

with property and hence incapable of (hetero)sexual relation with Ada. Stewart disregards 

Ada's desire for her piano, seeing value in H only when H becomes exchangeable for 

property in the deal he makes with Baines. When Baines returns the piano, due to his 

fmstrations over his relationship with Ada, Stewart can understand H only as his property, 

useless now because H holds no exchange value between men. Stewart comments, "Well, I 

doubt I want H very much myself' (78). When Baines replies, "It was more to your wife 

that I gave if' (78), Stewart must be reassured that his possession of Baines' land is still 

valid (78). Stewart beUeves that Ada's relationship with Baines has been motivated by a 

desire on her part to rob her husband of his land: "hah, you're very cunning, Ada, but I've 
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seen through you, I'm not going to lose the land this way" (77). As the film insists, 

Stewart's obsession with gaining as much Maori land as possible is predicated on his belief 

in his right to H as a British subject. He comments to Baines apropos of the Maoris' 

possession of the land: "what do they want H for? They don't cultivate H, burn H back, 

anything. How do they even know H's theirs ... ?" (70; ellipsis in original). Historically, 

British belief in their "righf' to Maori land in New Zealand resuHed in a series of wars 

between the European settlers and the Maoris from 1860 to 1872. Campion's I850s 

setting highlights Stewart as a typical British settler, but does not glamorize his desire to 

possess the land. The desire to possess land and the desire to possess a woman's body is 

an equation the film emphatically denies. The glamorized eroticism in the film is possible 

only for those who disassociate themselves from imperial domination. 

Stewart's attempts to align himself with phallic masculinity make him incapable of 

sexual relation. As traditional male subject he can understand Ada only as an object, a 

piece of property he owns. To Stewart, Ada is a "dumb creature" (9), a view reinforced, 

as I discuss below, by other European settiers, and hence she is punished as such when she 

disobeys. She is imprisoned in the house, then violently deprived of her finger by Stewart, 

an action which he justifies by commenting, "I clipped your wing, that is aU" (112). The 

wounding of Ada is an analogue for the punishment of both animals and slaves, an attempt 

to hobble her so as property she cannot defy his authority. Stewart is incapable of having 

sex with Ada because as phallic subject his relations must be with the objet a. Before 

encountering Ada, Stewart stares at a photograph of her, then at his own reflection in a 

small mirror, indicating that Ada must serve as upholder of his masculinity, not as a lover. 



344 

EHsabeth Bronfen comments apropos of the idealized portraH: "constmcted rhetorically 

like the fetish, the art object works by denying the existence of the very thing H refers to, 

by masquerading as entirely self-sufficient, as a non-referential sign, severed from 

materiality. Because H is the double, not the thing Hself, H can give the viewer a forbidden 

sight and shield from Hs dangers" (123). Stewart can have relations only with an 

aestheticized Ada whom he can control through representation. Hence he stares at her 

photograph, looks at her through the lens of a camera, watches her through the cracks in 

Baines' house as she makes love with Baines: all of these examples represent tab/eaux 

5 

vivants, not actual contact with Ada. Lacan's comment that "short of castration, that is, 

short of something which says no to the phallic function, man has no chance of enjoying 

the body of woman, in other words of making love" ("God" 143) seems to be literalized in 

The Piano m which sexual relation is impossible between Ada and Stewart and possible 

only between Ada and the non-phallic male subject, Baines. Further, Lacan's famous 

description of traditional heterosexual love—"/ /ove you, but, because inexp/icab/y I /ove 

inyou something more than you—t\\e objet petH a—/ muti/ate you" (Four 268)—is also 

borne out in the film as Stewart Hterally does mutilate Ada because she fails to sustain his 

sense of masculine wholeness. 

Stewart's attempts to maintain traditional masculinity are understood specifically in 

Gothic terms in the film as references to "Bluebeard" foreground PerrauH's Turkish suHan 

as the ideal of British masculinity. As in Jane Eyre, the predecessor of the demon lover of 

Gothic works is traced back to Bluebeard. However, unlike in Bronté's novel, Bluebeard 

is desexualized. The first glimpse of Bluebeard occurs when the Reverend is rehearsing the 
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role of Bluebeard for the school play. The grotesqueness of the Reverend, whom we first 

see dressed in the replica wedding dress Ada wears for her wedding photograph, 

desexualizes the cmel husband. Further, Nessie's ridiculous acting in the part of Fatima 

undermines the effectiveness of the scenario of the cmel husband and the victimized wife. 

Nessie's understanding of the Bluebeard story as specifically European is underscored 

when she refijses to aUow Mary, a Maori woman working for Aunt Morag, to adopt the 

role of Fatima. Stewart's fascination with this scenario during rehearsals indicates that 

Bluebeard is a role which appeals to his imagination. 

The actual production of Bluebeard in the film further makes the story unattractive 

and unglamorous. Bluebeard, glimpsed only as a shadow behind curtain, substitutes his 

sword for his perHs in a wildly exaggerated manner as he threatens his wife. Interestingly, 

the actor playing Bluebeard has an EngHsh accent (as does Stewart), a detail which 

indicates the connection between British imperialism (centered in England) and the violent 

actions of the Bluebeard drama. Further, the Maoris' intermption of the production due to 

theH disgust at Bluebeard's cmelty—"Coward! Show yourself, come out!" (66)— 

undermines the effectiveness of the fairy tale. Although the story of Bluebeard is rendered 

ridiculous and unattractive for the film audience, significantly, Stewart watches 

Bluebeard's actions enthralled while Ada and Flora tremble at the spectacle. 

When Stewart adopts the role of Bluebeard in his attack on Ada, Campion 

portrays his adoption of this role not as a virile action but as an act of pathetic 

desperation. Stewart, rendered to the point of nervous breakdown over his jealousy of 

Baines, and Ada's sexual use of his body, unconsciously identifies with Bluebeard when 
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Flora brings him the key Ada has attempted to send to Baines. Ada's key, like Fatima's 

key, angers Stewart to violence as he remembers the actions of the enraged husband 

Bluebeard and leaves for the cabin "with only his axe"(96). Stewart hence mimics the 

Bluebeard rehearsals by chopping off the errant wife's finger. He replaces Ada's key with 

her finger and sends a message to Baines which underscores Stewart's perceived 

possession of his wife as property. The bmtality of Stewart's action and his pathetic 

attempt to reconcile with Ada after the event serve to empty the Bluebeard story of the 

erotic charge H possesses in Jane Eyre, Dracu/a, and other Gothic works. In the film, 

becoming Bluebeard means becoming a pathetic monster. Stewart can attempt sexual 

relation with Ada only after he has bmtally wounded her and she is unconscious: "my love 

bird" (112), he whispers to her and attempts to make love to her injured, unconscious 

body. 

Stewart's attempt to adopt the role of Bluebeard indicates his attempt to be the 

tradHional European husband: The Piano consistentiy argues that aligning oneself with 

European imperialism is tantamount to becoming pathetically monstrous. Becoming 

Bluebeard means for Stewart becoming the imperial master in the home: the Maoris' 

reaction to the production of Bluebeard indicates that they see deeper implications in the 

6 

fairy tale than merely a husband's anger at his wife. The other central traditional 

European characters in the film are also monstrous. Aunt Morag, a name suggestive of the 

sorceress Morgan le Fay, compares Ada to a pet, and reinforces Stewart's fears of Ada's 

madness. While looking at Ada, Morag comments to Stewart, "She seems quietened now. 

Is she more affectionate?" (61). Morag's comparison between Ada and a pet which needs 
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to be domesticated underscores her participation in the imperiaHst control of Ada's desire 

which Stewart attempts to effect. Further, Nessie, Morag's acolyte, possesses the 

nickname of the Loch Ness Monster and mindlessly repeats Morag's ideas, serving as 

another means of containing Ada. While the portrayal of the traditional European 

imperiaHst as monstrous is a strain which mns through the Gothic, unlike works such as 

Heart of Darkness, which both glamorizes Kurtz (through Mariow's narration) and 

reveals him as horrific, Campion's European monsters are anything but glamorous. 

Stewart may try to be Bluebeard, and Morag and Nessie may bear the names of 

mythological creatures, but all three characters are portrayed as small-minded and fearfuUy 

trying to protect their Britishness in the face of a foreign culture. 

Campion invests erotic desire in the figure of the non-traditional British male 

subject, George Baines. Baines' uncomfortable position vis-á-vis the dominant order is 

immediately apparent due to his illiteracy. Because he cannot read (master the word) he 

has difficulty identifying with the signifiers of patriarchy within which he is supposed to 

find his "proper" identity. When Ada first goes to Baines in order to visit the piano, she 

attempts to communicate with him through a written note. Baines "looks at H blankly" and 

comments, "I'm not able to read" (33). His ilHteracy makes him a marginalized figure 

among the European settiers. When Ada is forced by Stewart to teach Baines, she reacts 

in a typically European way, labeling him "an oaf' and "ignoranf' because "he can't read" 

(42). As working-class ilIHerate, Baines is placed on a level similar to the position of 

women and "natives" in European hierarchies. Stewart advises Ada prior to her giving 

lessons to Baines, "I'd try children's tunes, nothing more compHcated" (43). At the school 
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play other Europeans taunt Baines asking him to play "'Twinkle, twinkle'" or "'Mary had 

a littie lamb'" (64). From the dominant perspective, Baines is a child, just as the Maoris 

are and Ada is. Significantly, Ada's strained relationship with the symbolic is voluntary: 

she resigns speech in favor of signs. Baines, however, is marginalized due to his socio-

economic status. As an ilHterate whaler, he cannot fit in with the educated missionaries 

(like Nessie and Morag) nor with the educated gentiemen landowners like Stewart. Yet 

Baines' iUHeracy is made to stand as a protest against the Law of the Father as much as 

Ada's muteness is. In the screenplay, when Hira offers Baines a Maori wife who can read 

the Bible, Baines replies, "No, no Bible readers" (53), indicating his rejection of the word 

of God the Father. Campion makes Baines' strained relationship to the symbolic the 

precondition of his sexual attractiveness. 

Baines is fijrther representative of the non-traditional European male subject due 

to his immersion in the Maori culture. Baines lives a life of limility, in-between cultures. 

He wears a "half-completed Maori tattoo across his cheeks" (17). Unlike many critics who 

state that Baines has "gone native," or more appropriately "gone bush," I argue that 

Baines resides in the position of the liminal subject, immersed in two cultures, yet not fijUy 

7 

of either. Harvey KeHel, who plays Baines in the film, remarks, "Baines has given up his 

culture—he's not apakeha [whHe person], and he's not a Maori. He's nowhere, looking 

for a place to be, and he finds H through his ability to suffer, through his ability to go on a 

journey to find what he needs. He's interested in the possibility of having a union, a family, 

a relationship" (qtd. in Campion 143). Baines has not so much "gone native" as lost his 

faith in European standards and turned to the Maoris as an alternative group with which to 

~ \ 
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identify. As KeHel's comment suggests, Baines is non-traditional, because as male subject, 

he places relationships above property. Unlike Stewart, who orders a wife through 

correspondence and economic exchange, Baines seeks intersubjectivity. If Baines tmly 

wants to "go native," he would become a Maori, but his tattoo is partial—in the 

screenplay, Hira admonishes Baines, "who do that? It not finish, that no good, Peinr 

(55)—and further, Baines refuses to marry a Maori woman when Hira offers him one 

8 

(53). 

Baines' identification with the Maoris seems to be a means of refiguring European 

male subjectivity. Baines cannot and does not want to be a Maori, as his disagreements 

with his Maori friend Hira make clear, yet he cannot be and does not want to be a 

traditional European male subject. In an interview done to promote The Piano, Keitel 

discusses traditional Western male subjectivity, stating, "whose dick is bigger? How many 

women have you fucked? We [men] were ignorant and badly informed. And what I want 

to say is these [traditional] male voices have been detrimental to us since biblical times. 

They have denied us our complete humanity" (qtd. in Howell 329). As KeHel's comment 

suggests, he plays Baines as man who is uncomfortable with patriarchy, who is seeking an 

aHernative masculinity. The Maoris become a means for Baines to distance himself from 

traditional masculinity. A positive influence in the film, they represent a break with the 

imperialist Gothic in which contact with the Other produces horror (The Is/and ofDoctor 

Moreau, "The Speckled Band," Heart of Darkness) and in this way revise the Gothic 

Other. Also, however, the Maori people are undeniably used as a means of improving the 

European man: as I have suggested, this point is also impIicH in Jane Eyre. In the 

^ 
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screenplay, Baines leaves Hira behind to fight the European settiers. Baines says he 

"worries" for HHa, and she replies, "Oh, I'm ooright ... got my tobacco. In the end, can 

we lose? No, we turn t\\Q pakeha guns on t\iQpakeha and get our land back" (116; ellipsis 

in original). While Baines moves on to happiness as a "new man" with Ada, Hira most 

9 

likely moves toward death in land wars with the Europeans. 

Baines is a "new man" in terms of the Gothic also because he recognizes the need 

for intersubjectivity. Unlike Victor Frankenstein, for example, who must maintain the 

iUusion of self-sufficiency at the expense of the lives of his family and his own life, and 

much more explicitly than Bronté's Rochester, Baines understands and accepts his 

dependence on Ada. In a cmcial scene in the film, Baines watches Ada, and his desire 

becomes her desire. As Ada plays the piano on the beach, Baines is drawn to her passion 

for the instmment. The production notes read, "his attention fixes on Ada's uninhibited, 

emotional playing, and as he watches her finds himself edging irresistibly closer" (35). 

Because Ada's desire is directed toward the piano, Baines comes to see the piano as an 

object of desire. Unlike Stewart who views the piano as valuable only because of Hs 

economic exchange value, Baines values the piano because H is invested with Ada's desire. 

Zizek comments apropos of the objet a: "The objet a is 'objectively' nothing, though, 

viewed from a certain perspective, H assumes the shape of 'something'" (Looking 12). 

What occurs in this scene is that Baines has seen the piano from Ada's perspective and 

hence has come to see H as an object of desire. What he desperately tries to do after this is 

to place himself in the stmctural position occupied by the piano vis-á-vis Ada: he tries to 

make himself the object of Ada's desire. By recognizing Ada's desire and placing his 
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desire within her context, Baines has recognized a fimdamental of Lacanian subjectivity: 

my desire is the desire of the other. Baines is hence de-centered, forced to find his desire 

through Ada's. Lacan states that "the tmth of 'I is an other'" ("Aggresivity" 23), and this 

is what Baines comes to see during this scene on the beach: his "I" can only be found 

through Ada's desire for the piano as he attempts to situate himself within Ada's economy 

of desire. 

In his attempts to place himself in place of the piano, Baines works to hollow out 

the patriarchal economic exchange system. Initially, Baines appears to be working wHhin 

the same system as Stewart. Stewart has claimed the piano as his property, due to his 

"possession" of Ada, which has been facilitated by an exchange agreement made with her 

father. Baines appears to accept Stewart's ownership of the piano when he offers to make 

a "swap" of his land for the piano (40-41). Gradually, however, it becomes clear that 

Baines' use of the economic exchange system is a subversive one. Baines exchanges his 

land not for the piano itself, but for Ada's desire which he attempts to make directed 

toward him. In other words, Baines exchanges property for pleasure. Metonymically, the 

piano begins to become Ada's body for Baines, as the scene in which, naked, he cleans the 

piano makes clear. The screenplay reads: "as he wipes the smooth wood he becomes 

aware of his nakedness. His movements become slower untU he is no longer cleaning, but 

caressing the piano" (49). Like Stewart, Baines exchanges something for access to Ada's 

body; unlike Stewart, Baines is wiUing to offer his own desiring body to her in exchange 

for nothing. The fact that possession of the piano as physical object is useless to Baines 

becomes clear when he returns the piano to Ada, not Stewart, acknowledging her rightftil 

X 
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possession of H and his own failure to replace the piano as Ada's love object. Baines teUs 

Ada, "the arrangement is making you a whore and me wretched. I want you to care for 

me, but you can'f' (76). Unlike Stewart, Baines rejects Ada as a whore (as a woman who 

sells her body for monetary gain, as a mail-order bride is forced to do) demanding a 

relationship apart from economic exchange. Baines uses the kinship system between men 

to hoUow out that very system, exposing Ada's position within her marriage to Stewart 

and in her bartering with him as that of a whore. As I discuss below, Baines' method of 

subverting nineteenth-century male/female relationships succeeds, as Ada accepts and 

chooses Baines as her equal. 

Baines' renunciation of the position of voyeur in relationship to the naked female 

body works to renegotiate heterosexuality. The traditional male subjectivity in which 

woman is spectacle who reveals and conceals lack so that the male subject can remain 

"intacf' is renounced in The Piano. While Stewart assumes the role of fully clothed voyeur 

who resists revealing his body to Ada—as his persistent reflisals to allow her to 

completely undress him indicate (89, 92)—Baines reveals his body to Ada and insists on 

sexual equality in their "bartering" even though he is ostensibly the master due to his 

ownership of the piano. When Baines asks to see Ada's arms—"Undo your dress. I want 

to see your arms" (58)—he removes his shirt. Ada in her bodice and Baines in his 

undershirt maintain an equal state of undress. Baines then removes his undershirt, 

exposing his body further to Ada. Her rejection of him does not stop his insistence on 

10 

displaying his body ftjrther to her. Desperate to make himself the object of Ada's desHe, 

Baines undresses behind a curtain in his hut. When Ada looks for him, she finds him 

1 .•..••.. . . . i i 
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completely naked, "looking at her" (71). The eroticization of the male body in this scene 

serves to undermine traditional (and especially traditional HoIIywood) phallic masculinity. 

Within the context of the film, Baines' nudity indicates to Ada that he is offering 

himself as a love object to her, an offer which counters Stewart's purchase of her body 

through her role as maU-order bride. Within the context of traditional HoIIywood film, 

Keitel's fuU-frontal nudity subverts a system which persistently refijses to allow the male 

body to be eroticized and which obsessively hides the penis in order to protect the phallus. 

Keitel's reputation as a "tough guy" in American films such as Bugsy, Reservoir Dogs, 
11 

and Bad Lieutenant makes the act more powerful. Frequently the epitome of masculine 

power and apparent invincibility, Keitel's revelation of his body on screen powerfijlly 

subverts the American film industry's refusal to make the male body visible and hence 

12 

vulnerable. Further, the fact that Keitel is not a traditionally handsome man with a 

perfect body (á la Arnold Schwarzenegger) resuHs in the eroticization of masculine 

imperfection, i.e., lack. Campion's achievement in creating a male subject who is 

marginalized, vulnerable, and yet erotic works toward a refiguring of masculinity which 

might replace the illusory wholeness of masters such as Edward Rochester. Campion 

redefines traditional masculinity which, as Silverman argues, is predicated on "the negation 

of the body" (Acoustic 25). The character of Baines reclaims the male body for both male 

and female subjects. 

When Ada and Baines finally make love, the film has created an aHernative 

heterosexual relation. Unlike Stewart, Baines refuses to have sex with Ada because he 

"owns" her through the possession of the piano. When they make love, there are no 

^ 
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economic obligations between them. Baines has returned the piano and Ada comes to him 

of her own volition. They undress together and the screenplay tells us that they are 

"profoundly equaL' (82). Yet their sex is not boring, H is highly charged. In the logic of the 

13 

film, passionate sex is possible only between equals. Campion works to remove 

heterosexuality from the domination/subordination binary opposition within which H rests 

in most Gothic works (and in Western culture in general). Thus while works such as 

Frankenstein, Dressed to Ki//, "Rappaccini's Daughter," Invasion of the Body Snatchers, 

and Jane Eyre might be subtitled "the failure of heterosexuality," The Piano might be 

subtitled "heterosexuality reimagined." While I find Campion's ability to eroticize male 

lack and reclaim heterosexual relation from power relationships appealing, it should be 

noted that this is achieved only through a fairy-tale like character. Campion thus poses an 

imaginary resolution to a real problem in Western culture. In other words unlike most of 

the other texts I have examined, The Piano does not leave ideology fragmented, but 

resolves H through the character of Baines. 

Heterosexuality is represented positively only through an "impossible" character, a 

Victorian iUHerate whaler wHh the discursive eloquence of a courtly lover and the sexual 

openness of a twentieth-century male subject. When Ada and Flora arrive on the beach, 

the sailors who carry them to shore are vulgar and completely and hopelessly at odds wHh 

Ada. Thus while she yearns for the piano, "several of the seamen have formed a group and 

are pissing on the sand" (12). These sailors are the social equivalents of Baines. While I 

am not denying that a nineteenth-century whaler could possess eloquence and sensHivity, 

how an iIHterate one could do so remains puzzling. Where does Baines get his view of 
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love if not from written discourse? Baines tells Ada, "Ada, I am unhappy because I want 

you, because my mind has seized on you and thinks of nothing else. This is how I suffer. I 

am sick with longing. I don't eat, I don't sleep. If you do not want me, if you have come 

with no feeling for me, then go!" (82). Baines suffers like a courtly lover, yet he has had 

14 

no access to a discourse of Victorian revivals of the code. Further, as nineteenth-century 

whaler, Baines is so concerned with sexual equality between himself and Ada that he lies 

on top of her naked body without penetrating her due to Ada's unresponsiveness (72). 

Ultimately, however, do the "non-realistic" aspects of Baines' character detract from 

Campion's project? 

In my opinion, no. The Gothic has persistently worked in the non-realistic mode, 

challenging conceptions of ideological "reality" as phenomenological reality. At the level 

of representation, The Piano works to avoid the Gothic impasses of the frightening 

imperial Other, the erotic master, and the unattractive marginal man while still working 

within that geme. While heterosexuality is affirmed due to the character of Baines, 

questions about the symbolic order and subjectivity persist. These questions are negotiated 

primarily through the character of Ada. 

Like Jane Eyre, The Piano allows a female character the complexity to desire 

iUusory wholeness as much as the male subject. Ada McGrath (played by HoIIy Hunter) 

seeks imaginary wholeness much as Antoinette Cosway does. Renouncing spoken 

language at age six, Ada uses various means to sustain a sense of plenitude connected with 

the imaginary. Ada uses her daughter Flora (played by Anna Paquin) as a supplement of 

herself They are doubled throughout the film through clothing and movements. Janet 

^ 
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Patterson, costume designer for the film, comments, "the close relationship between 

mother and daughter is estabUshed immediately through colour and dress; the colours 

identical or harmonious matching bonnets—like peas in a pod on arrival—Flora a 

diminutive version of her mother. This merging implies that Flora is an extension of her 

mother's identity and an interpreter of Ada's inner self to the world" (qtd. in Bmzzi and 

Colbert 9). Thus Ada can remain in her imaginary world of self-sufficiency while Flora 

communicates with the outside world. In a significant scene early in the film, Ada's 

reliance on Flora as mouthpiece is shown to serve as a means of shielding herself from the 

symbolic with its pitfalls of communication. Through her signs, Ada tells one of the 

seamen that "she'd rather be boUed alive by natives than get back in your tub" (16). 

Significantly, although Ada has signed this, Flora has spoken and she bears the bmnt of 

the seaman's anger: "you be damn fortuned I don't smack your puppy gob, missy. Damn 

lucky" (16). In The Interpretation ofDreams, Freud suggests that doubling is a means of 

unconsciously avoiding an acceptance of castration: "if one of the ordinary symbols for a 

penis occurs in a dream doubled or muHipHed, H is to be regarded as a warding-off of 

castration" (392). While Freud here seems to conflate physical castration and symboHc 

castration, the film, approaching the issue from a more Lacanian angle, does not. Ada's 

withdrawal into muteness, her use of Flora as double, and her intense need for the piano 

aU represent attempts to avoid castration, to remain self-sufficient apart from 

intersubjectivity. Another commonplace in Gothic works and psychoanalytic criticism is 

that the double represents an omen of death: "William Wilson," Frankenstein, Jeky// and 

Hyde, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justifled Sinner, and other Gothic 



357 

works enact this point. Ada's use of Flora as an extension of herself eventually backfires 

on her. Assuming Flora wiU always so her bidding, Ada sends her with the key to Baines. 

Flora's rejection of her role as Ada's supplement almost resuHs in Ada's death, 

Ada's reliance on the piano represents the most powerful way in which she 

attempts to make herself whole. The piano serves most clearly as Ada's objet a, the 

fantasy something which appears to complete her. Speaking through the piano—Ada 

remarks in her first voice over, "I don't think myself silent, that is, because of my piano" 

(9)—Ada controls communication. Rather than risking the uncertainty of spoken 

language, she relies on a language she creates herself through music. Through the piano 

she can maintain an image of herself as complete. After her separation from the piano, Ada 

must "lift the Hd and play a few notes" (16) on the beach. Her obsessive need for this 

object is emphasized when after the wedding photograph, she rips the replica wedding 

gown because she "is distracted with fear for her piano" (32). 

Ada's attachment to the piano is most strikingly portrayed through the "lessons" 

she gives to Baines. While he desperately tries to make himself the object of desire in place 

of the piano, Ada clings to her desire for the piano. As Baines stares at Ada's legs from 

beneath the piano, touching a small patch of skin revealed by a hole in one of her 

stockings, Ada directs her desire toward the piano, viewing Baines "with iU-disguised 

contempf' (57). She uses the piano to break intimacy between herself and Baines, playing 

a "brisk, almost comical" tune (60). As she lies in bed with Baines and he "kisses and 

touches her with feeling and affection" (62), she keeps her eyes fixed on the piano, then 

rises, and sensually mns her hand over the piano keys (62). The production notes tell us 
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that Baines becomes "jealous" of the piano (67), a feeling shared by Stewart who 

immediately feels threatened by the object and Ada's powerful desire for H and hence 

leaves H on the beach to min. Zizek comments that "the Lacanian objet petit a, the 

chimerical object of fantasy, the object causing our desire and at the same time—this is its 

paradox—posed retroactively by this desire; in 'going through the fantasy' we experience 

how this fantasy—object (the 'secret') only materializes the void of our desire" (Sub/ime 

65). Ada's desire for the piano attempts to fiU the void with a phenomenological object. 

Acknowledging the power of the piano as objet a is cmcial to understanding the 

film. In his seminar on "The Purloined Letter," Lacan argues apropos of the purloined 

letter that it is the master in the story: it controls events by staining the possessor of the 

letter and placing him or her in a position similar to the original possessor (47). The piano 

as objet a fijIfiUs a similar function.̂ ^ The piano dominates all the major characters' lives, 

causing Stewart and Ada's aUenation from each other, Baines' and Ada's relationship, and 

through Hs key Flora's betrayal of Ada, Stewart's mutilation of Ada, and Baines' 

confirmation of Ada's love for him.̂ ^ Further, stmcturally, Ada falls in love with her first 

piano teacher vis-á-vis possession of the object: simUarly, Baines faUs in love with his 

piano teacher (Ada) via the presence of the piano. The power of the piano is so intense 

that even after H has been emptied of value, after Ada has transferred her desire to Baines, 

Hs "death" in the ocean almost causes Ada's death as weU. AIso a double of Ada, the 

piano is a harbinger of death, of the desire for wholeness which is revealed to be a desHe 

for death. Only by giving up the objet a and entering the worid of symbolic 

intersubjectivHy can Ada survive. After surviving her underwater experience, she 
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comments, "my wiU has chosen life!? Still H has had me spooked, and many others 

besides!" (121). It is recognizing her symboHc relationship to others that aUows her to 

live. 

Ada, unlike Jane Eyre (who does not have to) and Antoinette (who cannot), must 

renounce imaginary wholeness for intersubjectivity via her relationship with Baines. After 

making love with Baines, Ada apparently does not so much love him as loves her 

experience of sexuality. The narcissism of the imaginary hence continues to motivate her 

character. After being confined to the hut by Stewart, Ada gazes at her reflection in the 

mirror, kissing her own lips. Earlier, after making love when Baines has asked her, "do 

you love me?" (84), Ada looks at her reflection in the mirror, clinging to her image of 

wholeness which love for Baines threatens to shatter. While confmed to the hut, Ada 

metonymically substitutes first Flora for Baines, then Stewart. Her mthless use of Stewart 

as physical substitute for Baines indicates Ada's entrapment in the imaginary where one 

Hem is substituted for another. In her screenplay, Campion comments that "Ada actually 

uses her husband Stewart as a sexual object . . . to see a woman actually doing H, 

especially a Victorian woman, is somehow shocking—and to see a man so vulnerable. It 

becomes a relationship of power, the power of those that care and those that don't care" 

(139). Campion suggests that Ada possesses a desire to use Stewart which usually is the 

province of masculine desire. Campion questions the easy assumption that feminine desire 

is necessary positive and subYQTSÍYQ per se. Ada here expresses a mthless deployment of 

sexual power neither of the male characters ever enacts.^^ 
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The most troubling scene in the film, Stewart's mutUation of Ada, should be 

related to Ada's persistent need for imaginary wholeness. Through the mutilation, Ada is 

reminded of her lack: she is castrated. Ada's reUance on Flora as double and Stewart as 

innocuous sex object backfires. While Stewart's action is the assertion of masculine 

dominance, it is also a pathetic attempt to get Ada to recognize him as a subject. As 

Stewart drags Ada to the chopping block, he teUs her, "we could be happy" (96). His 

fmstration is similar to Baines' during his and Ada's "lessons," but Baines is an 

extraordinary man, removed from conceptions of male/female relationships as ones of 

owner/owned, domination/submission, while Stewart is typical nineteenth-century British 

subject. Sam NeUI comments that Stewart "is not the villain, I don't condone what he 

does, but I see H as entirely understandable because of the time he lives in: and he's a man 

of his time" (qtd. in Campion 147). Ada's mutilation is bmtal but H serves as the means of 

making her give up imaginary narcissism. 

In her new life wHh Baines, Ada has a new piano which is not tied up with her 

being, she has accepted a metal fingertip from Baines (a sign of their mutual dependence 

on each other), and is learning to speak (122). Yet the film does not unequivocally have a 

fairy-tale ending. Ada's voice-over which closes the film emphasizes her connection to her 

piano "in its ocean grave" accompanied by a visual image of herself "floating above H" 

(122) Ada is stiU attracted to the piano, but she recognizes that the desire for wholeness 

remains but H is a desire for death, for the end of symboHc and physical existence. The 

dead woman at the center of so many Gothic works remains conceptual in the film: unlike 

EHzabeth, Lucy, Georgiana, or Antoinette, Ada does not have to die (symbolically or 
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Hterally) because The Piano imagines a new symbolic order in which feminine subjectivity 

and masculine subjectivity can co-exist without mutual destmction, where heterosexual 

relation is possible, where the other is not horrific.̂ ^ Yet, like Hs Gothic predecessors, H 

does not create Ulusory wholeness in this new order, but fragments wholeness. Ada's 

metal fingertip and her dreams of her dead body floating above her mined piano suggest 

that instabilities and lack persist even in a new symbolic order, and in fact are the 

preconditions for this new order. 

The Piano stands as a striking example of the Gothic's abUity to reimagine gender. 

As alternative male subject, the character of Baines breaks the cycle of Montoni, 

Rochester, Dracula, and others by being both marginal and attractive, Yet the new 

heterosexuality imagined by Campion in Baines and Ada's relationship is possible only on 

the margins of society. Ada and Baines live in Nelson, but as outcasts. Their status as 

outcasts is prerequisite for their ability to break out of traditional gender configurations. 

Like Jane Eyre, Dracu/a, Psycho, and other Gothic works, The Piano contaminates the 

dominant order, but unlike these works, suggests that within the margins of hegemony 

new configurations of subjectivity and sexuality are possible. 

What I suggest makes the Gothic a particularly powerful mode for examining 

gender and heterosexuality lies in Hs interrogation of masculinity as a conceptual category 

rather than an acceptance of H as an ontological given. Its non-realistic mode reveals the 

machinations underíying Western masculinity and the extreme fragility of these 

machinations. In woríds where heightened threats to the norm appear on a regular basis, 

the instability of the norm is made visible. Vampires, aliens, murderers, beast-people. 
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doubles, and the other antagonists who people the Gothic exemplify the muHiplicitious 

threats (internal and external) to the Western concept of the whole male subject, and also 

attest to all that must be abjected and demonized in order for this ideal to be maintained. 

The Gothic tells the story of the failure of maintaining the norm. The-failures pf 

traditional masculimty and heterosexuality in Gothic works as diverse as The Monk, 

Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Psycho, Jeky// and Hyde, and Wide Sargasso Sea point 

to desires for a symboHc order in which heterosexuality could be possible, in which the 

male subject could be defined by terms other than wholeness and mastery. A work like 

The Piano addresses Gothic desire and attempts to imagine such a symbolic order, but its 

reimagining is tentative. In this sense The Piano is tme to the Gothic vision. Continually 

contaminating ideological reality with otherness, the Gothic attests to the fragility of 

Western masculirHty and to the limitations of modern Western culture. 
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Notes 
1 

For comparisons between the film and the work of Emily and Chariotte Bronté, 
see Graham Fuller, Anna Johnson, Richard Coriiss, Joan Juliet Buck, and Harvey 
Greenburg. See also Campion's comments in the screenplay: "I feel a kinship between the 
kind of romance that Emily Bronté portrayed in Wuthering Heights and this film" (140). 
For a comparison between The Piano and the works of Poe see FuUer. For a Hnk between 
the film and Hawthorne's works see Richard AUeva. For a comparison between The Piano 
and the Radcliffean Gothic see Greenburg. For a connection between Wide Sargasso Sea 
and The Piano see FuUer. 

2 

The notion that feminine desire possesses a subversive potential is commonplace 
in French and French-influenced feminist psychoanalytic criticism. Juliet Mitchell is 
representative here: ''both sexes repudiate the implications of femininity. Femininity is, 
therefore, in part a repressed condition that can only be secondarily acquired in a distorted 
form ... what is repressed is both the representation of desire and the prohibition against 
it" (404). As my study indicates, I certainly accept this notion at times. What I am 
suggesting is that feminine desire can work as both conservative and radical depending on 
how it is channeled. 

3 

I am following Campion's pubHshed screenplay. When the film differs 
significantly from the screenplay, I foUow the film. 

4 

Sarah Kerr wryly comments that the major function of the Maoris is to "serve the 
purpose of being hipper to sex than the whHes are" (30). While I dispute the assertion that 
the Maoris serve solely this purpose, their sexual knowingness is established as a contrast 
to Victorian sexual mores. 

5 

Greenburg notes that Stewart is aligned wHh the position of the man who 
attempts to possess the objectifying gaze (47-48). 

Greenburg notes the connections made between traditional marriage and 
imperialism made in the film (49). Sara Halprin also notes the connection between 
male/female relationships, mother/daughter relationships, and the relationships between 
colonizer and colonized (35). 

^ Stuart Klawans is representative here, describing Baines as "a tattooed, gone-
native neighbor" (705). The loose use of the term "gone native" in these reviews suggest 
how imperialist jargon still holds a powerftil sway over the Western imagination. 

^ Several reviewers of the film have mistaken Flora, who sleeps with Baines after 
Stewart's injuring of Ada, for a Maori woman with whom he is sexually involved. Barbara 
Quart, for example, states "Baines has also turned to someone else for comfort, in bed 
with a native woman when Stewart goes to get him at the end" (55). Several other 
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reviewers mistakenly believe that Baines is sexually involved with Hira. Part of the 
conftjsion arises here because extensive scenes involving Baines and the Maoris have been 
cut from the final version of the film. The screenplay, however, makes H clear that Baines 
is not sexually involved wHh the Maoris. Possibly one explanation for this is that he does 
not want to replicate the European man's use of the "native" woman which was so 
common in colonial/imperial situations. More strongly, I would suggest, is the possibility 
that he wants to remain European but wants a different European subjectivHy to be 
possible 

9 

The scenes involving the Maoris which have been cut from the final version of 
the film serve to make Baines' relationship with the Maoris clear, and also serve to 
emphasize the situation of the Maoris during British colonization of New Zealand. In the 
screenplay, the increasing tensions between the Europeans and the Maoris over the 
violation of the Treaty of Waitangi (1840) which guaranteed the Maoris possession of 
their own land are emphasized. Further, the screenplay emphasizes the massive deaths of 
the Maoris due to contact with European diseases: "many of the Maoris have coughs, 
mnning noses and sores. (They have no immunity to European diseases)" (128). 

10 

Stella Bmzzi emphasizes the equality in nudity presented in the film: "Ada and 
Baines are gradually becoming equals, as the traditional striptease relationship of one 
person clothed watching another undress is supplanted" (10). 

11 
KeHel also performs a scene involving fijU-frontal nudity in Abel Ferrera's Bad 

Lieuíenant (1992): this scene, however, is anything but erotic. I do argue, however, that 
Bad Lieutenant is as much concerned with the HmHations of traditional male subjectivity 
as The Piano is. Bad Lieutenant, however, dwells on the limitations rather than offering an 
aHernative as The Piano does. As The Lieutenant, KeHel is destroyed by the excesses and 
expectations of traditional masculinity. 

12 

Quart comments that "Harvey KeHel stars against type, and though he has often 
played destmctive, nihilistic figures, is here wUIing to give what many have rightly noted 
as a remarkably tender and gentie performance, and to accept the fijrther vulnerability of 
frontal nudity" (55). Quart also notes that the sex scenes in the film are portrayed as 
"estheticized sensuality that is strikingly different from HoUywood-style gymnastic 
thrashing and orgasmic sounds" (55). 

13 . . . . . 

Campion notes that she has chosen a Victorian setting because intense sexuality 
was more easily possible in the nineteenth century: "I have enjoyed writing characters who 
don't have a twentieth-century sensibility about sex. We've grown up wHh so many 
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expectations that the erotic impulse is almost lost to us, but these characters have nothing 
to prepare them for Hs strength and power" (qtd. in Bmzzi and Colbert 6). 

14 

Several critics have compared Baines to Lawrence's Mellors, see Quart and 
Alleva. Although Baines is the erotic working-class man as MeUors is, he is not younger 
than his "rivaL' Stewart, but older. Further, he speaks on a Hnguistic level similar to Ada's, 
not in the slang Mellors employs. 

^ Campion's original tHle for the film was The Piano Lesson. The change to The 
Piano as title suggests that the emphasis is placed on the object itself as motivator of the 
characters' actions. 

^̂  In the screenplay, Baines gets the piano key from a Maori known as the Button 
Man and takes it to a school where several children read the message to him: "Dear 
George you have my heart, Ada McGrath" (108). 

^̂  The discussions of Ada's desire in the reviews of the film have iUustrated that 
Campion is effectively challenging stereotypes about feminine sexuality and desire. FuIIer 
sees Ada as effecting a "usurpation of masculine Byronic wiU" (46), thus allowing the 
apparent sadism and anger of characters such as Heathcliffe and Rochester to be expressed 
through a female character. Bmzzi and Quart read Ada's character as an attempt to 
reclaim "women's desire from a historical past that denied if' (56). Much conservative 
reaction to the film has been repelled by a female director and character expressing such 
overt eroticism. John Simon in the Nationa/ Review writes that the film makes sense only 
"as the wet dream of an inane woman" (66). Perhaps overt expression of complex 
feminine desire is stiU a controversial issue. Thus May SincIaH's argument that Jane's 
overt desire resuHed in negative reactions to the novel may still be relevant and may 
explain why The Piano has received vehement adverse criticism. 

^̂  Some critics have read the "happy ending" of the film as Ada's pre-death vision, 
see FuUer: "the end of The Piano is ambiguous, Ada's sunlH future with Baines 
implausible" (46). There is, however, no evidence in the screenplay or film to suggest that 
we are meant to read the ending in this manner. The ending of the film represents Hs 
positive revisioning of traditional subjectivity and traditional sexuality. 
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